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The scale and uncertainty of the long-term impacts of climate change, its 
complex and cross-cutting nature, the urgency of action required, and 
the power asymmetries that exist between different actors mean that 
managing climate change poses an acute institutional challenge. Most 
countries are struggling to build the institutional capabilities required to 
tackle climate change across different levels of government.  

The Action on Climate Today (ACT) programme has worked at the national 
and sub-national level in five countries in South Asia to help strengthen 
institutions capabilities to integrate climate change into policies, plans 
and budgets, and to attract climate change investment. This learning brief 
presents a new framework, based on learning from the programme, for 
strengthening institutional climate capabilities to guide those designing, 
planning and delivering other programmes and initiatives. 

A full description of ACT’s work can be found in the associated ACT 
learning paper: Building institutional capacity for enhancing resilience 
to climate change: An operational framework and insights from practice.
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Key Lessons from 
ACT’s Experience:
ACT’s 10 lessons for delivering capacity building support to strengthen the systems of planning and 
delivery for adaptation:

1. Have a strategy and schedule: Any institutional capacity-building effort should be carefully and 
realistically planned. This includes having a shared vision with partners on what improvements in the functional 
performance are sought, based on a thorough assessment of the current context. Any intervention should 
have a realistic timeframe: reform processes take time and with climate change there are bigger capability 
challenges. ACT’s experience shows that assumptions of linear change will often lead to disappointment. 

2. Learning and adaptive programming: A capability required for managing climate risks is monitoring the 
effectiveness of adaptation actions. This includes tolerance of failure. Any capacity building programme should 
institutionalise this culture, and adopt an iterative process, with government partners, of monitoring risks and 
learning from successes and failures.  

3. Flexibility in results and measurement: Donors require some certainty on the results they will see 
from their investment. Those delivering capacity building investments must predict a set of outcomes and 
then measure success against these. This can, however, reduce the space for responding to opportunities 
and changes in the context. ACT has learnt that it is valuable for donors to allow for adjustments in promised 
results, along with justifications and qualitative indicators to chart capacity building.  

4. Invest in ‘influencing’ and local teams: ACT’s most successful efforts have come through the engagement 
of local team members, in sustaining ownership of the government, building networks and shaping the debate. 
The management team has built and supported local teams, and now trusts their intuition to seize opportunities. 

5. Avoid technical bias when building climate change capabilities: Providing information on climate 
change is not enough to change behaviour. To ensure dynamic and entrepreneurial institutions, it is important 
also to build leadership skills, to motivate people through reward structures, and to incentivise behaviour change. 

6. Expect resistance and diffuse opposition: Action on climate change is politically challenging because it 
requires change in the values and norms governing decision-making. ACT has had success by starting with 
uncontested ideas, building trust, and then moving to the harder aspects of institutional climate capabilities. 

7. Inform and enable robust debate: ACT has had success in producing accurate and trusted climate 
information, and using this to facilitate debate and ultimately help improve the quality of decisions made. It has 
proven particularly important to use local external organisations to carry out and communicate this analysis. 

8. Build a shared vision: Government agencies have strong incentives to deliver results within short political 
timeframes. ACT’s experience confirms that, when climate change can be aligned with existing political 
interests, processes and immediate priorities, significant institutional change is possible.

9. Reshape interests: ACT is demonstrating that interests can be changed through new evidence, new 
incentives and conscious agreements. ACT has supported the explicit competition of ideas and interests and 
the use of decision-making tools to help governments select the most appropriate.

10. Build the constituency for delivering climate action: Capacity-building efforts tend to focus solely on 
government partners, but a wider constituency of supportive non-government actors is important for building 
political commitment, providing expert advice and delivering adaptation.

info@actiononclimate.today

actiononclimate.today

@act_climate

www.facebook.com/ActionOnClimate

These and other lessons from the ACT programme are elaborated in the ACT learning paper: Building institutional capacity for 
enhancing resilience to climate change: An operational framework and insights from practice.
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