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The way communities perceive their own abilities to adapt can represent either obstacles or advantages for

adaptation to environmental changes. From this perspective, communities that are able to assess their progress

and limitations dealing with adverse impacts of climate variability are more likely to undertake necessary

adaptation measures. This research explores the role of communities’ perceptions linked to adaptive capacities

in a set of small coastal communities in El Salvador where different adaptation strategies, mainly those based on

ecosystems (Ecosystem based Adaptation - EbA) have been implemented during the last 10 years.

“If agents systematically underestimate their own ability to adapt, this qualifies as a more important 

‘bottleneck’ for adaptation than the objective physical, institutional or economic constraints”

(Grottmann & Patt, 2005)
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“Right now, the Micro-watershed Committee is trying to clean a new

channel to allow more fresh water to enter El Aguacate. river. This

year we have been able to drag a part of the channel but it has not

been enough. The water still needs to reach the mangrove area and

then the sea” Rancho SanMarcos
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• Community based organizations ★★★ ★★ ★★ ★
• Environmental awareness ★ ★★★ ★★★ ★★★
• Willingness to change ★ ★★ ★★★ ★
• Self-belief, self-efficacy and feeling empowered ★★ ★★★ ★★★ ★
• Improving communication skills ★★★ ★★★ ★★★ ★★
• Learning from past experiences ★ ★★ ★★ ★★★
• Passing the knowledge ★★ ★★ ★★★ ★★
• Increasing preparedness ★★ ★★★ ★★ ★★
• Gender inclusion ★★★ ★★★ ★★★ ★★
• Innovative thinking ★ ★★★ ★★ ★★★
• Water roundtable discussions ★★★ ★★★ ★★★ ★★★
• Sustainable water management ★★★ ★★★ ★★★ ★★★
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Cognitive elements influencing perceptions 

★★★ Very relevant ★★ Relevant ★ Somewhat relevant
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CONCLUSIONS

• An in depth analysis of cognitive elements such as Social identity, Knowledge, Motivation and Learning

Process could be useful during the conceptualization and following implementation of adaptive strategies

at the local level.

• The knowledge and expertise gained through different adaptation initiatives (mainly EbA), can bring new

opportunities to face other developing challenges among the communities.

How relevant are the perception of communities of their own adaptive capacities under scenarios of

extreme climate variability - such as droughts and floods – that adversely impact their water resources?
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* Considering the definitions of Brown and Westaway, 2011

Dimensions of Adaptive Capacities*

Adaptive capacity is defined as “the

ability of systems, institutions, humans,

and other organisms to adjust to

potential damage, to take advantage of

opportunities, or to respond to

consequences” (IPCC, 2014; p. 118).

Agency: 
Key cognitive elements

• 21 semi-structured interviews: 16
with community members and 5
with facilitators

• Descriptive coding, analytical
coding, and theme building

Adaptive capacity: 
“Community based 

organizations” 

Total mentions in the 
interviews : 28

El Aguacate micro-watershed

Garita-Palmera mangrove
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Social Identity: 13 
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Learning Process: 2
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