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One sign of advanced practice 
is that some cities are already 
on the second generation 
of their adaptation planning 
processes. But, generally, 
interviewees noted that—
absent a major influx of post- 
disaster funding—most cities 
and other jurisdictions are not 
implementing their adapta-
tion plans. Significant limits 
in funding, staff capacity, the 

lack of legal mandates, and regulatory or other gover-
nance barriers prevent many from moving from planning 
to action—a finding widely supported by the literature.92 

Adaptation is increasingly mainstreamed into existing 
institutions. The first generation of climate practice—
dating back to the late 1980s—involved impact assess-
ments, climate mitigation plans, and later, stand-alone 
adaptation plans.93 Today, approaches to adaptation 
are far more diverse and the isolated adaptation plan is 
less common. Instead, from federal agencies to city and 
county governments, adaptation is increasingly “main-
streamed” into existing plans and procedures, such as 
general/comprehensive plans, hazard mitigation plans, 

Significant limits 
in funding, staff 
capacity, the lack of 
legal mandates, and 
regulatory or other 
governance barriers 
prevent many from 
moving from plan-
ning to action

capital improvement plans, or sector-specific planning 
documents.94 With this evolution, there is more empha-
sis on risk-management approaches, and on building 
adaptation capacity and greater flexibility into existing 
management procedures (Figure 18).95 

Mainstreaming means that climate change is integrated 
into routine planning processes and decision making.96 
It is seen as a way to ensure that government agencies, 
community organizations, and others can take new 
action to advance resilience while using the resources, 
processes, and capacities currently available to them. 
Though not all respondents interpreted the term in the 
same way, mainstreaming appeared to be the preferred 
approach for most.97 It was seen as a way to help over-
come barriers to adaptation, bypass the need to create 
new regulations or policies, limit costs, prevent new 
silos from being created (or overcome existing silos), 
and build adaptive capacity (Box 9).98

Although it has not been achieved widely, mainstream-
ing has emerged as the preferred approach in the US 
adaptation community today. In fact, many interview-
ees see mainstreaming as the only viable path forward. 
As one put it, “We need to integrate an adaptation focus 
with broader goals that communities want to achieve…

Box 9: Barrier and Capacity Needs Addressed Through Mainstreaming
• Financial constraints: Adaptation work can 

be advanced within existing budgets without 
having to secure additional, separate, or new 
funding sources.

• Political hurdles: Climate change considera- 
tions can be integrated into projects and pro-
grams already underway to protect them from 
short election cycles and political opposition. 

• Inadequate planning processes: Existing plans, 
processes, and solution options can be informed 
and improved by consideration of future climate 
impacts.

• Limited authority: Where dedicated climate, 
sustainability, or resilience staff do not have 
the authority to influence other processes 
(such as hazard mitigation plans, public health 
vulnerability assessments, capital planning), 
mainstreaming balances responsibility among 
multiple agencies and departments with 
authority to act.

• Capacity deficiencies: Where there are no de- 
dicated staff for climate change and resilience 

(especially in small and medium-sized cities 
and towns), mainstreaming is the only viable, 
near-term approach. 

• Lack of motivation: In the face of multiple 
competing priorities, finding overlaps and co- 
benefits between adaptation and other goals 
can elevate the urgency to act.  

• Lack of consistency: Mandates from higher 
government levels can help ensure that lower- 
level entities address climate change, and do so 
consistently across jurisdictional boundaries.

• Language barriers: If climate change is politic- 
ically or conceptually problematic, using the 
vernacular of existing processes can help open 
doors and engage broader audiences.

• Separate/siloed approaches: Mainstreaming 
can initiate better coordination of previously 
disconnected efforts, build broader support, 
uncover budget overlaps and complementari-
ties, and achieve additional benefits.
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