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Summary

People, society and nature are facing a changing climate. Climate events 
such as heatwaves, drought, heavy rainfall and rising sea levels can lead 
to social disruption. In that case, the impact of climate events extends 
beyond damage and casualties. The worst-case scenario is that people 
lose trust in the government and each other, communities fall apart and 
poverty increases. These examples show that climate events can have 
both physical and societal consequences. Conversely, the social context 
partly determines how well people are able to cope with climate events. 
Those with a strong network or sufficient resources are generally less likely 
to encounter severe problems and more likely to recover more quickly.

Dutch climate adaptation policy pays too little attention to these social 
factors. The focus is on physical protection measures. Although these are 
essential, they are not sufficient. The Netherlands Scientific Council for 
Government Policy (WRR) argues that climate resilience in the Netherlands 
improves if the government also invests in the country’s social infrastructure, 
which enables people to look out for each other, increases mutual trust 
and offers perspectives for action.

Adaptation is necessary
Climate change is real: the earth is warming up. Partly as a result of this, sea 
levels are rising and the number of extreme weather events is increasing, also in 
the Netherlands and elsewhere in Europe. The flooding of the Geul river in the 
southern part of the province of Limburg in 2021 and the hot summers of 
recent years are signs of what lies ahead for the Netherlands. Global efforts 
to limit greenhouse gas emissions have so far failed to halt the rise in average 
temperatures. Climate change is therefore no longer a distant prospect in 
the Netherlands and beyond, but a reality that is unfolding globally.

This reality means that measures to make the Netherlands climate resilient 
are becoming increasingly important. The Netherlands – the ‘case’ analysed 
here – has a long history of protecting its inhabitants against floods. However, 
these days the threats are more diverse in nature, and in some cases unknown. 
This uncertainty means that climate adaptation is not just a matter of having 
the right dyke in the right place; adaptation is also about people.
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Social factors make a difference
Social factors play a crucial role in shaping a climate-resilient society. By social 
factors, we mean (1) how people deal with uncertainty, (2) social cohesion, 
and (3) socio-economic position. The visualisations of these social factors in 
Figure 1 illustrate that climate events are also social events. For example, people 
differ in how they assess risk. A risk perception that is too high can lead to 
unnecessary stress or overpreparedness. On the other hand, a risk perception 
that is too low can lead to an underestimation of danger (image on the left). 
Evacuation during a climate disaster can exacerbate loneliness, but it can also 
lead to connection (image in the middle). And a heatwave has a very different 
impact on a student who has a comfortable and cool living environment than 
on a student who shares a small and overly warm home with several other 
people (image on the right).

Dealing with uncertainty Social cohesion Socio-economic position

Social factors matter when it comes to climate adaptation

Figure 1 Determinants of societal resilience: three social factors 
illustrated

Our study of the first social factor – how people deal with the uncertainty of 
climate threats – shows that confidence in ones own abilities and recognition 
of the threat are essential conditions for the capacity to act. Whether people 
actually take action also depends on the behaviour and views of others. 
During the coronavirus pandemic, for example, the Dutch population as 
a whole quickly abandoned habits such as shaking hands and kissing on 
the cheek.
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Dangerous situations from the past leave their mark on the present. For example, 
communities that are frequently affected by floods or wildfires adapt their way 
of life accordingly. Various patterns can emerge: 1) once the danger has been 
averted, self-confidence can increase (even to the point of people becoming 
overconfident); 2) in the case of a recurring danger, attention to other, lesser-
known threats can wane; 3) disasters with many victims or damage can lead to 
trauma and paralyse communities; and 4) if the government fails to act or pays 
insufficient attention to people’s suffering, victims may feel aggrieved.

Physical measures cannot eliminate all climate risks, and staying 100 per cent 
safe is impossible. That is why climate resilience also means that a society is able 
to withstand disasters without too much damage and suffering. Social cohesion 
appears to play a crucial role in this. When people form connections with each 
other and trust each other, opportunities arise to learn from and help each 
other. A social safety net offers additional protection not only in the event of 
climate-related incidents, but also in the face of many different types of threats. 
Creating opportunities for people to come together contributes to a society that 
is able to defend itself against dangers. A neighbourhood where people look out 
for each other and work together recovers more quickly after a disaster.

Conversely, the consequences of climate change can also have an effect on social 
cohesion. Adversity brings people together, but this effect is often only temporary. 
If government action during a climate event causes confusion or is perceived 
by some groups in society as ineffective or unfair, it undermines trust in 
government and can unintentionally divide people instead of uniting them.

Finally, people’s socio-economic position influences their vulnerability 
to climate threats. Households with a weak socio-economic position are at 
a disadvantage. A lack of resources is a barrier to taking measures that could 
prevent or limit the consequences of a climate event. It also limits people’s 
ability to rebuild and recover after climate damage, thereby increasing their 
already greater vulnerability to future climate events.

The three social factors are closely linked. For example, if vulnerable groups 
cannot afford the costs of recovery, this can have consequences for the way they 
view themselves, the government and others. In such a situation, some groups 
may withdraw from society. Viewed from the perspective of society as a whole, 
this leads to a deterioration in social cohesion. In the worst case, a toxic cocktail 
of mistrust, alienation and poverty can develop.
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However, this dynamic can also have the opposite effect. Working together 
during disasters can confirm and even increase the collective self-confidence 
of communities. This is reinforced when people perceive the actions of 
governments, aid agencies and insurers during and after disasters as helpful 
and fair.

Based on its analysis of the interaction between social factors and the 
consequences of climate change, the WRR draws two conclusions that 
are relevant to adaptation policy (Figure 2).

Conclusion 1 Conclusion 2

Climate resilience has a physical and 

a social component, which ideally 

reinforce each other but are not 

necessarily aligned.

In a climate-resilient society, people 

look out for each other, trust each 

other and have the capacity to act.

Figure 2 Two conclusions about the role of social factors in 
adaptation policy

1.	 Climate resilience has a physical and a social component, which ideally 
reinforce each other but are not necessarily aligned.

A country that wants to limit its vulnerability to climate change must make 
progress in two areas simultaneously: the physical area and the social area. 
A mix of physical interventions offers the population a certain level of protection. 
The government can take care of some of these physical interventions, but people 
and businesses will also have to invest in them in their own living environments 
or business operations. Because complete protection against all future climate 
events is impossible, communities will also need to be able to cope with and 
recover from disasters. This is where building societal resilience is essential.

The problem is that this is not yet common practice, and sometimes the government 
unconsciously does the opposite. The focus of Dutch adaptation policy is mainly 
on public, physical protection measures in the field of water safety. These efforts 
are part of a long and successful tradition. While floods continue to cause significant 
damage, there have been no more fatalities since the North Sea flood of 1953. 
The downside of this achievement is that many people are poorly prepared for 
situations in which the current flood protection projects are inadequate.
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Many Dutch people are relatively unfamiliar with other extremes, such as heat 
and drought, but they risk adopting a similarly optimistic pattern of expectations. 
Indeed, for many people, civil-society organisations and businesses, taking 
adaptation measures has so far not been a top priority.

An overreliance on physical measures reduces societal resilience. This is also 
known as the vulnerability paradox: when physical measures give people a great 
sense of security, they no longer prepare for situations of insecurity, meaning 
that they are vulnerable when disaster strikes.

2.	 In a climate-resilient society, people look out for each other, trust each 
other and have the capacity to act

The mix of climate threats facing the Netherlands includes circumstances that 
we have rarely or never experienced before. Of particular concern is the potential 
for chain effects, for example when a climate event leads to prolonged power 
outages that in turn cause problems with the drinking water supply, for financial 
services and for health care. This alone means that we will not be able to deal with 
the impact of climate change in advance with technical, preventive measures. 
A climate-resilient society will have to be resilient itself.

This societal resilience is best achieved in a society where people look out for each 
other, trust each other and have the capacity to act. With this in mind, there are 
many ways in which Dutch adaptation policy can be improved. In the current 
situation, there are significant differences between regions and municipalities 
regarding the extent to which their adaptation policy strengthens and utilises 
social cohesion. Moreover, not everyone benefits from policies that encourage 
people to increase their own resilience. For example, subsidies for measures in or 
around homes often benefit the relatively wealthy. Partly because adaptation 
policy is generally non-binding in nature, people who lack the capacity to act 
remain vulnerable. Tenants, for instance, have little perspective for action against 
heat stress.

Recommendations for a stronger adaptation policy 
Climate events have irrevocable social consequences. Societal preparedness and 
resilience help determine how disruptive these consequences will be. It follows 
that the pursuit of climate resilience would receive a significant boost if Dutch 
adaptation policy were to take greater account of social factors. 

Based on this awareness, the WRR makes three main recommendations for 
government policy (Figure 3):

	– Invest in social infrastructure to promote societal resilience.
	– Promote the joining of forces and mutual trust.
	– Ensure that people know what they can do to adapt to a changing climate.
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Climate resilience in the Netherlands improves if the government also invests in 
social infrastructure, which encourages people to look out for each other, 

increases mutual trust and offers perspectives for action. 

Recommendation 1 Recommendation 2 Recommendation 3

Invest in social 

infrastructure to 

promote societal 

resilience

Promote the joining of 

forces and mutual trust

Ensure that people 

know what they can do 

to adapt to a changing

Figure 3 Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Invest in social infrastructure to promote societal 
resilience
	– Combine physical safety and societal resilience ambitions when 

designing or redesigning inhabited areas.
	– Prioritise the social infrastructure of communities that are most 

physically and/or socio-economically vulnerable to the effects of 
climate change.

Social infrastructure – the physical places and conditions that facilitate 
encounters between people and enable them to develop social capital – fulfils 
numerous functions that are of great importance to societal resilience in times 
of crisis. It provides an additional channel for reliable information provision, 
helps to identify problems at neighbourhood level, has the potential to stimulate 
community initiatives and can play a role in recovery operations. Investing in 
social infrastructure therefore increases societal climate resilience.

In terms of spatial design, municipalities and regions present a greener built 
environment as an opportunity both to become more climate resilient and 
to promote social infrastructure in neighbourhoods. More greenery in a 
neighbourhood reduces the impact of heatwaves and excessive rainfall. At the 
same time, it can promote social interactions, which in turn can benefit social 
cohesion and thus resilience in times of need. Spatial design initiatives of this 
kind deserve to be widely emulated.
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However, this is no easy task. The government must set higher targets and maintain 
a faster pace when it comes to strengthening the social infrastructure in 
neighbourhoods and regions where climate vulnerabilities and socio-economic 
vulnerabilities accumulate. Precisely because people in such neighbourhoods 
often lack the capacity to take appropriate action in and around their own homes, 
there must be greater opportunities to seek protection in public spaces and 
buildings. For example, priority should be given in these neighbourhoods to the 
installation of climate control systems in community centres, libraries, schools 
and health care institutions, and to ensuring that these types of public spaces can 
also play a role in providing information and stimulating community initiatives.

Recommendation 2: Promote the joining of forces and mutual trust
	– Encourage parties in the social, spatial and security domains to commit 

to strengthening social infrastructure together.
	– Use the methods and experiences of the Dutch Delta Programme to 

stimulate investment, knowledge sharing and cooperation in this area.

Given what is at stake and how much can be gained by joining forces, it is 
important to take a critical look at how policy is currently organised. Dutch 
policy documents and programme structures suggest that a cross-sectoral 
approach is being taken to tackling the broad challenge of adaptation, with the 
Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management coordinating the development 
of the new National Climate Adaptation Strategy alongside other ministries, 
municipalities and regions. In practice, however, the current Dutch climate 
adaptation policy approach appears to be fragmented and budgets are 
compartmentalised. Moreover, this policy has traditionally been dominated 
by physical solutions. To incorporate social factors into adaptation measures 
effectively, greater cooperation will be required.

The Delta Programme, which helps protect the Netherlands from high water 
and flooding, can provide inspiration for how to begin combining these forces. 
The Delta Programme Commissioner acts as a nationally operating, connecting 
figure. The commissioner benefits from a long-term mandate, a direct line to the 
responsible minister and the House of Representatives, and sufficient incentive 
funding to encourage the parties to share knowledge, work together and 
innovate. The systematic working towards and recalibration of guiding Delta 
Programme decisions has brought calm and regularity to policy development and 
led to the establishment of a large, diverse and sustainable ‘Delta Community’.
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The frank and active exchange of ideas and experiences that is a hallmark of 
the Delta Community is currently lacking when it comes to incorporating social 
factors into adaptation policy. As a result, successful local initiatives often remain 
hidden from the view of other municipalities or regions. Knowledge sharing and 
cooperation between government bodies and across domains is crucial to 
strengthening social infrastructure in all regions. This requires leadership that 
facilitates this knowledge sharing and cooperation and provides government 
bodies with incentives to invest in social infrastructure in a targeted manner. 
This will strengthen societal resilience. At the political level, too, this requires 
a joining of forces, for example in the form of a ministerial committee on climate 
resilience with representatives from the physical, social and administrative 
domains.

Recommendation 3: Ensure that people know what they can do to 
adapt to a changing climate
	– Use risk and crisis communication that enhances everybody‘s capacity 

to act.
	– Invest in the necessary data collection and monitoring.
	– Make sure that the public facilities for people and businesses are 

widely known and accessible during a climate event.

Climate change is creating a new reality: threats from extreme weather are 
increasing, new and less predictable. They also cover a broader spectrum than 
the range of flood-related threats that the Dutch have historically experienced 
and learned to take seriously. This new reality demands that society deals with 
climate risks in a different way. Providing sound information about climate risks 
and perspectives for action is essential in this regard.

It is up to the government to provide information about risks as specific as 
possible. Increased data collection and monitoring efforts will make it possible 
to enrich the data in the Climate Impact Atlas, which provides insight into risks 
and vulnerabilities at neighbourhood level. For example, including the specific 
properties of different building types can improve the usability of these data.

However, increasing risk awareness alone is not enough. Only when people, 
businesses and communities feel a greater capacity to act when it comes to 
increasing their climate resilience will social change occur.
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It is also necessary for the government to provide insight into its risk assessments 
and the policy objectives it pursues in this area. This requires the courage to be 
transparent. If the government itself is not transparent about which climate risks 
it is addressing, it is unrealistic to expect society to take action. While clear 
standards have been set in the area of water safety, there are no concrete 
objectives for dealing with other climate threats. As a consequence, climate 
resilience has only been defined for the water safety domain.

People who are isolated or in a weak socio-economic position have less capacity 
to act – for example, to take measures to limit the consequences – while their 
exposure to certain types of climate events is greater. A societal approach to 
climate adaptation will prevent this exposure from becoming worse.

How people deal with their experiences (and losses) during and after a climate 
event depends partly on how the government communicates and acts during 
and after the acute phase of such an event. It is important to understand the 
circumstances and feelings of those involved and to respond to them. This offers 
people the best chance of regaining control of their lives and reduces the risk of 
social disruption during and after a climate event.

A resilient country in a changing climate
The centuries-old battle against floods has had a profound influence on Dutch 
society. Throughout the country, dykes, mounds and pumping stations serve as 
reminders that living in a low-lying delta is not something to be taken lightly. 
That influence extends beyond objects in the physical environment. The battle 
against floods is part of Dutch culture. The Dutch are proud of the Delta Works, 
and the Dutch water boards are the country’s oldest democratic institutions. 
Because the climate forms such a significant part of the Dutch identity, climate 
change will have an impact on all parts and every aspect of Dutch society. 
That said, climate change also offers an opportunity: adaptation policy that 
includes social factors allows for greater protection as well as connection.

Summary 13



People and climate
How social infrastructure  
powers adaptation

People, society and nature are facing a changing climate. Climate events 
such as heatwaves, drought, heavy rainfall and rising sea levels can lead to 
social disruption. In that case, the impact of climate events extends beyond 
damage and casualties. The worst-case scenario is that people lose trust 
in the government and each other, communities fall apart and poverty 
increases. These examples show that climate events can have both physical 
and societal consequences. Conversely, the social context partly determines 
how well people are able to cope with climate events. Those with a strong 
network or sufficient resources are generally less likely to encounter severe 
problems and more likely to recover more quickly.

Dutch climate adaptation policy pays too little attention to these social 
factors. The focus is on physical protection measures. Although these are 
essential, they are not sufficient. The WRR argues that climate resilience in 
the Netherlands improves if the government also invests in the country’s 
social infrastructure, which enables people to look out for each other, 
increases mutual trust and offers perspectives for action.




