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The improbability of heat adaptation

- An invisible threat

- Diffuse, not concentrated, impacts

- High summer heat historically normalised

- Requires multi-sectoral coordination

The puzzle: why do heat ’leaders’ 
emerge? 

What political mechanism best explains 

portfolios that: 

(a) span multiple locations in a given 

jurisdiction, 

(b) involve multiple sectoral departments, 

(c) that are designed to protect vulnerable 

populations over different spans of time - 

from the imminent heatwave (preparedness 

and response measures) to the heatwaves of 

the future (long-term risk mitigation)

A model focused on individual incentives

- Of politicians, bureaucrats, interest groups

- Each actor maximises their gains leading to 

proliferating heat actions but incomplete coverage 

of the vulnerable

- Actions by one actor could increase probability of 

the other two acting on extreme heat, leading to 

possible virtuous cycles 

Case selection

- Sub-national comparison of two Indian state 

‘leaders’: Gujarat and Kerala

- Scope conditions: democratic developing 

countries with competitive elections, 

professionalised bureaucracies, active media, 

and perceptions of dangerous heat

- Scope test: Freetown, Sierra Leone

Methods

- Process-tracing using interviews to 

determine nature, sequencing and motivation 

of actions

- Survey experiment presenting fictional 

scenarios, asking respondents to rank 

preferred responses (establish incentives and 

interactive effects)

Possible impact

- Evidence to help reimagine climate plans – put incentives at the centre. Current plans anodyne and 

unimplemented. Can a focus on individual incentives unlock cycles of adaptive activity? 

- Understanding how ‘primordial’ policy areas emerge and grow

- Could explain action in areas of similarly low political salience and visibility: biodiversity, mental health, 

pandemic preparedness
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