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ABSTRACT

Migration can strengthen adaptation to climate change. The potential of migration-as-adaptation builds
on a world of intensifying global mobility and global connectedness and the increasing possibility of
geographically spreading risks. But what if mobility is impeded and connectivity disrupted? And what
happens if geographically distant places face risks simultaneously due to the global and systemic
character or multiplicity of crises? This paper points to fundamental gaps in research on migration-as-
adaptation, which largely neglects the questions of adaptation limits. It argues that an understanding
of the limits of migration-as-adaptation needs to address (1) migration as an inherent feature of social
systems under stress, (2) the unequal and contested nature of adaptation goals, and (3) immobility,
disconnectedness and simultaneous exposure as the core mechanisms that limit the adaptive
potential of migration. The paper proposes a novel translocal-mobilities perspective to address the
multi-scalar, multi-local, relational and intersectional dynamics of the limits of migration-as-adaptation.
It formulates core questions for research on the limits of migration as adaptation. A comprehensive
understanding will help the scientific community to build more realistic scenarios on climate change
and migration and provide entry points for policies to avoid reaching adaptation limits and to
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mitigate negative consequences.

1. Introduction

Different forms of human migration - from voluntary adaptive
migration to forced distress migration and displacement - are
well-acknowledged as potential outcomes of households and
communities dealing with climatic risks and hazards (Piguet,
2011; Boas et al, 2019; Borderon et al., 2019; McLeman
etal., 2021; Horton et al., 2021). The assessment and interpret-
ation of migration amid climate change can vary greatly (Sak-
dapolrak & Sterly, 2020). On the one hand, migration can be a
sign of adaptation failure when risk-mitigation strategies of
households fail or livelihoods collapse. In such cases, the last
resort that households can draw on is often distress migration
and involuntary displacement resulting in reduced levels of
livelihood security and well-being (Hauer et al, 2016). On
the other hand, migration can itself be a form of pro-active
and successful adaptation: households can draw on migration
to diversify risks and maintain well-being during a crisis, for
example, by sending members to the city to buffer agricultural
income loss through remittances in the context of a drought
(Warner & Afifi, 2014). Early research and debates on the
relationship have emphasized the former (El Hinnawi, 1985;
Meyer, 2002), but the recognition that migration can function
as a means of adaptation to climate change is growing (Black
et al, 2011; Gemenne & Blocher, 2017; McLeman, 2016;
Vinke et al,, 2020) - not least since the United Nations

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) Con-
ference of the Party (COP 16) in Cancun, Mexico (Warner,
2012), and the publication of the influential UK Government’s
2011 Foresight report on Migration and Global Environmental
Change (Foresight, 2011).

The underlying assumption of migration-as-adaptation is
the notion of a world of intensifying global mobilities and glo-
bal connectedness and of the possibility of geographically
spreading risk. Migration is often considered to generate a tri-
ple-win situation with benefits at places of origin and destina-
tion as well as for migrants themselves (Castles & Ozkul, 2020).
But what if mobility is impeded and connectivity disrupted
through violent conflicts, financial crises or highly securitized
border regimes? And what happens if geographically distant
places are simultaneously facing risks due to the global and
systemic character or multiplicity of crises such as climate
change and the COVID-19 pandemic? While research on
migration as an (adaptive) outcome of climatic risks and
hazards is rapidly expanding, there is limited research that
(a) starts with viewing migration as an inherent feature of
social systems under stress and that (b) asks under what cir-
cumstances the adaptive potential of migration approaches
its limits, and with what implications. This is particularly sur-
prising as it is well-documented that migration - regardless of
adaptation needs - is an integral part of rural livelihoods of
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people around the world (Kelly, 2013; Rigg & Vandergeest,
2012) and that the questions of the general limits of adaptation
have been taken up by the IPCC assessment for almost a dec-
ade (IPCC, 2014).

The paper provides a conceptual framework that enables a
comprehensive and systematic analysis of the limits of
migration as adaptation and the consequences, building on a
translocal-mobilities approach. It carves out the blind spots
in current research on migration as adaptation and connects
it to insights from research on the limits of adaptation. Such
an understanding of the limits of migration-as-adaptation
needs to address (1) migration as an inherent feature of
most social systems, (2) the unequal and contested nature of
adaptation goals, and (3) immobility, disconnectedness and
simultaneous exposure as the core mechanisms that limit the
adaptive potential of migration. It highlights core questions
that needs to be addressed when operationalizing this
framework.

2. Migration-as-adaptation

In the debate on the relationship between climate change and
migration (Barnett & Adger, 2018; Brzoska & Frohlich, 2016;
Cattaneo et al., 2019; Ferris, 2020; Piguet, 2011), the idea of
migration-as-adaptation has developed as a concept to counter
the alarmist and apocalyptic narrative of environmental refu-
gees (Black, et al., 2011; Foresight, 2011). Rather than seeing
migrants as passive victims of climate change, the notion of
migration-as-adaptation emphasizes human agency and high-
lights the potential positive contribution to adaptive capacity
(e.g. through financial and social remittances) and its transfor-
mational potential (Barnett & Webber, 2010; Black et al., 2011;
Kniveton, et al., 2012; Tacoli, 2009). There is ample evidence
for the significance of migration-as-adaptation: 40% of the
studies included in the review on smallholder climate-change
adaptation in Asia, Africa and South America by Burnham
and Ma (2016) mentioned migration as a risk-mitigation strat-
egy. In a meta-analysis on adaptation in Sub-Saharan African
dryland by Wiederkehr et al. (2018), who analysed 63 studies
covering more than 6700 rural households, it is reported that
one-quarter of rural households rely on migration as an adap-
tation strategy. An estimate by IFAD (2017) states that every
ninth person globally is dependent on remittances from inter-
national migrants for securing livelihoods. Considering that
the majority of migrants move within national borders and
that domestic migrants remit as well (Porst & Sakdapolrak,
2020), it can be assumed that the actual importance of remit-
tances is even higher. While for some households remittances
merely serve as a means for survival during “normal” times,
during disasters and other crises, remittances are considered
a stable source of income and as reducing the vulnerability
of recipient households (Le De & Friesen, 2013; Mohapatra
& Ozden, 2009; Savage & Harvey, 2007), as could be observed
for households dealing with drought in Somalia (Plaza, 2019)
or recovering from Hurricane Mitch in Nicaragua (Andersen
& Christensen, 2009).

There is a growing body of literature addressing migration-
as-adaptation (overview see Gemenne & Blocher, 2017; McLe-
man, 2016; Vinke et al., 2020). On a theoretical level, studies

draw on concepts of vulnerability (McLeman & Smit, 2006)
and/or resilience (Deshingkar, 2012) and analyse migration-
as-adaptation against the backdrop of risk exposure and cop-
ing or adaptive capacity (Black, et al., 2013). Tacoli (2011)
highlights that migration in the context of environmental
change is best understood as embedded in the wider context
of livelihood strategies of individuals and households and is
carried out based on their capabilities and assets. The scope
of empirical studies on migration-as-adaptation is broad;
they focus on different types of migration (Banerjee, 2016;
Demoulin et al., 2013; Leyk et al., 2017; Maharjan et al,
2020; Nawrotzki et al., 2015a, 2016), remittances and diaspora
(Musah-Surugu et al., 2018; Scheftran et al., 2012), and percep-
tion (van Praag, 2021), among other criteria.

In spite of the growing body of relevant literature, impor-
tant aspects remain understudied:

First, the focus of studies on migration-as-adaptation as
part of the broader climate-migration literature largely
remains on (adaptive) migration that happens as an outcome
of climate risks and hazards (McLeman et al., 2021). Most
research on migration-as-adaptation neglects the “nested and
tele-connected” (Adger et al., 2009, p. 150; Eakin et al., 2009)
nature of vulnerabilities against climate-related risks and
hazards. People’s livelihoods, and in turn their vulnerabilities,
are rarely geographically bounded but often, and increasingly,
spatially connected through migration, among other translocal
relations (Etzold & Sakdapolrak, 2016; le Polain de Waroux,
2019; Runfola et al., 2016). Therefore, migration needs to be
considered also as an integral part of livelihood systems and
not merely as an outcome of risk exposure (Burnham & Ma,
2016; Tacoli, 2009). While there are a few exceptions, for
example considering the role of labour migration for adap-
tation (e.g. Banerjee, 2016; Maharjan et al., 2020) and the inter-
relation between labour migration in the context of socio-
ecological change (Wrathall et al.,, 2013, 2014), our under-
standing remains limited and further research needs to be
undertaken (Burnham & Ma, 2016).

Second, since the publication of the Foresight Report
(2011), scholars have drawn attention to migrants at risk in
(urban) places of destination (Adger et al., 2021; Findlay,
2011; Génsbauer et al., 2017; NawrotzKki et al., 2015b; Siddiqui
et al,, 2020; Spilker et al., 2020) and have acknowledged the
multilocal nature of migration-as-adaptation in the context
of climate change (see Gemenne & Blocher, 2017). However,
an integrated conceptualization of both places of origin and
destination as parts of a spatially connected livelihood system
under stress are rare (Sakdapolrak et al., 2016; Peth & Sakda-
polrak, 2020; Porst & Sakdapolrak, 2020).

Thirdly, the Foresight Report (2011) has also highlighted
the need, and triggered efforts to address immobility in the
context of environmental and climate change. The issue has
evolved as a field of research in its own (Black & Collyer,
2014; Adams et al 2016; Farbotko & McMichael, 2019; Zick-
graf, 2018, 2019a, 2019b; Mallick & Schanze, 2020; Mallick
et al., 2021; Ayeb-Karlsson et al., 2020; Pemberton et al.,
2021) and not only as a residual category of migration.
While early research in the field has emphasized involuntary
immobility, which has been framed “trapped population”
(Ayeb-Karlsson et al, 2020), empirical evidence indicates



that immobility in the context of environmental change exists
along a continuum between voluntary and involuntary
(Adams, 2016; Mallick et al., 2021). Voluntary immobility, as
Farbotko and McMichael (2019) highlight for the case of the
Pacific, can be considered as active adaptation strategy repre-
senting agency and resistance to dispossession in context of
risk of relocation. The aspiration-(cap)ability framework (Car-
ling, 2002; de Haas, 2021; Schewel, 2020) proves to be a useful
analytical tool to distinguish and understand different types of
immobility and the different structural and intrinsic factors
shaping immobility. Blondin (2020) points to the importance
to consider “motility” (Kaufmann et al., 2004) - the actual
and potential capacity to be mobile which is conceptualized
depending on mobility options and access, mobility compe-
tences and skills as well as plans and aspirations - for the
understanding of (im)mobility. Research on immobility has
also placed a strong focus on individuals, but immobility in
translocal household constellations has been neglected. The
importance of considering intra-household dynamics, the
relationship between (in)voluntary mobility of some house-
holds members and the (in)voluntary immobility of others
has been highlighted by Reeves (2011) and would be important
to consider for immobility in the context of environmental
change and climate change. Furthermore, research has to a
large extent focused on immobility as an outcome of environ-
mental risks. The implications of different forms of immobility
for well-being and livelihood security in the context of climatic
risks and hazards have not been addressed, and hence remain
an important research gap to explore further.

Fourthly, the connectedness of migrants and their house-
holds at origin plays a central role for the notion of
migration-as-adaptation (Nawrotzki et al., 2015c). It is well
acknowledged that migration networks can facilitate further
migration (Bardsley & Hugo, 2010), and there is evidence
that this is the case in the context of environmental risks (Hun-
ter et al,, 2013). But the connectedness established through
migration does also facilitate the flow of financial (Babaga-
liyeva et al., 2017; Musah-Surugu et al., 2018) and social remit-
tances (Rockenbauch et al., 2019a, 2019b) and thus can reduce
sensitivity to climate risks and decreases the likelihood of
further migration in this context (Nawrotzki et al., 2015c).
This evidence points to the highly complex and context
specific impacts of connectedness. Research has furthermore
pointed out the deeply intertwined character of financial and
social remittances (Peter, 2010, Peth & Sakdapolrak, 2020)
and the reciprocal material and immaterial (social, emotional,
symbolic) exchange between migrants and their households
(Peth 2020). Studies on migration-as-adaptation mostly take
the flow and absence of remittances as given (e.g. Banerjee,
2016) without addressing the mechanisms and determinants
of these flows (Carling, 2008). There is limited understanding
of the role of non-material dimensions of exchange (e.g. social
and emotional support) for migration-as-adaptation. To our
best knowledge, material and non-material dimensions of dis-
connectedness in the context of climatic risks and hazards have
not yet been addressed as a specific research focus, rather than
merely as the absence of remittances. Therefore the absence,
discontinuation and disruption of connectedness (Belloni,
2020; Harper & Zubida, 2017) and their implications for

CLIMATE AND DEVELOPMENT (&) 89

migration-as-adaptation remains an important knowledge
gap to be filled.

3. Limits of adaptation

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
defines adaptation as the “process of adjustment to actual or
expected climate and its effects, in order to moderate harm
or exploit beneficial opportunities” (IPCC, 2018b, p. 542).
Expected rising levels of climate-related risks not only increase
the need for adaptation to minimize their impact and avoid
loss and damages (Magnan et al., 2020; Mechler et al., 2020),
but also pose the question of limits of adaptation which
human and natural systems might encounter (Adger et al,
2009; Barnett et al., 2013; Dow et al 2013a, 2013b; IPCC,
2014; Leal Filho & Nalau, 2018; Mechler et al., 2020). Limits
of adaptation are points at which actors cannot secure their
valued objectives (e.g. health, well-being, security, or a liveli-
hood) against intolerable risks through adaptive actions
(IPCC, 2018a; Leal Filho & Nalau, 2018). Intolerable risks
are linked to tangible and intangible losses and damages,
which “exceed a socially negotiated norm (e.g. the availability
of clean drinking water) or a value (e.g. continuity of a way of
life)” (Dow et al 2013a, p. 385) and which occur despite adap-
tive action. Two types of limits have been distinguished in the
literature. “Hard” adaptation limits are points at which no
adaptive action is possible to avoid intolerable risk. Hard limits
are mostly bio-physical and relate to the natural system (e.g.
loss of coral reefs due to temperature increase). “Soft” adap-
tation limits are reached due to options that are currently
not available to avoid intolerable risks through adaptive action
(IPCC, 2018a). Soft limits occur in the human system and are
subject to change over time. They are linked to questions of
agency and scale, as the capacity to adapt in order to prevent
intolerable risks might be lacking on one scale (e.g. household
at the local scale) but might be existenting on another scale
(e.g. government on a national scale) (Barnett et al., 2015;
McNamara et al., 2017). In practice, the differentiation
between soft limits and adaptation barriers is often ambiguous
(Barnett et al., 2015; McNamara et al., 2017). The challenge in
analysing the limits of adaptation is that they can be defined in
multiple ways (Felgenhauer, 2015). In contrast to the suppo-
sedly “immutable thresholds” in biological, technical and
economic limits, Adger et al. (2009) emphasize the importance
of social limits of adaptation, which are endogenous to society
and linked to ethics, knowledge, attitudes and culture. Place
attachment (Adams, 2016) and loss of place and culture
(Adger et al., 2009) for example are crucial for understanding
the subjective limits for adaptation.

Two aspects in the research are particularly important to
consider in the context of migration-as-adaptation:

Firstly, the valued objective needs to be questioned: as
Adger et al. (2009) point out, limits of adaptation depend on
the goals of adaptation, and these are dependent on the diverse
and also possibly contradictory values of the actors involved.
Assessing the limits of adaptation therefore necessitates the
identification of valued objectives — adaptation goals that are
at stake. Such identification must consider at what scale and
spatial domain and for whom they are relevant, how and by
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whom they are prioritized, how the risks to these values are
perceived, and how trade-offs are made and negotiated, and
must also discern whether patterns and regularities can be
found. Based on multiple West-African case studies Carr
(2020) shows that people seek to achieve well-being while pre-
serving existing social systems with their meanings, order and
privileges, and therefore the interlinkages between the material
and social goals are crucial to understand adaptation. He
further hypothesizes that “above very, very low material
thresholds (i.e. starvation)” (Carr, 2019, p. 73), social goals
are prioritized over material goals. In a study on limits of adap-
tation of farmers in Costa Rica, Warner et al. (2015) present
contradicting evidence where farmers prioritize livelihood
security over preservation of identity. There is limited under-
standing of how valued objectives are interdependent and
negotiated and what the implications are for adaptation
decisions.

Secondly, further explorations are needed of the conse-
quences of reaching the limits. As Dow et al (2013a, p. 386)
point out, the limits of adaptation are “not the end of the adap-
tation process”. Once limits are reached, actors must either live
with and endure loss and damages, adjust attitudes towards
valued objectives, or engage in transformational change to
avoid intolerable risks (Feola et al, 2015; Osbahr et al.,
2008). With regard to the limits of adaptation, the rationale
and mechanisms of following one of the three pathways ident-
ified by Dow et al. (2013a) and their implications remain
under-researched.

4. A new research approach to the limits of
migration-as-adaptation

Starting from the three basic rationales of migration as adap-
tation, that are (1) spatial risk diversification, (2) mobility as
a strategy for coping and adaptation, and (3) connectedness
through financial and social remittances, we argue that
migration-as-adaptation is pushed to its limits by the interplay
of three corresponding core mechanisms: (1) simultaneous
and/or over-exposure, (2) immobility, and (3) disconnected-
ness. On the one hand, increasing climate-related risks and
hazards in conjunction with other crises (e.g. economic crises,
conflicts) can exceed the adaptive capacity of migration-
dependent, translocally situated households to secure their
livelihoods and other valued objectives. Limits are reached
particularly in cases of extreme exposure to stress (over-
exposure) or in cases where different, geographically distant
parts of migrants’ households face stressors at the same time
(simultaneous exposure). On the other hand, a household’s
capacity to utilize the adaptive potential of migration can be
impeded through exogenous factors as well as internal
dynamics: for example, tightening of immigration regimes
can reduce motility and undermine a household’s ability to
send household members to seek livelihoods elsewhere
(immobility); changes in the sense of belonging and moral
obligations of migrants can impede a household’s ability to
draw on connectedness in the form of financial support to
deal with risks (disconnectedness). It is the interplay between
the growing level of climate-related risks and hazards in con-
junction with other crises and immobility (due to the lack of

capability and/or the aspiration to migrate) and disconnected-
ness (due to the lack of capability and/or aspiration to keep
relations) that has the potential to destabilize existing translo-
cal livelihoods systems, in ways that can finally undermine
their ability to secure livelihoods and other valued objectives.
Thus, the limits of migration-as-adaptation are defined as
the inability of migrants and their households to secure their
livelihoods, well-being, and other valued objectives from intoler-
able risks through migration-related adaptive practices.

In order to further conceptualize these mechanisms and
thus to decipher the limits of migration-as-adaptation, we pro-
pose a translocal-mobilities perspective. It synthesizes the con-
cepts of translocality (Brickell & Datta, 2011; Etzold, 2017;
Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013) and the politics of mobility
(Cresswell, 2010; Sheller & Urry, 2006). Thereby, the translo-
cal-mobilities perspective builds on previous insights from
the application and further development of both conceptual
strands in the field of environment and climate change, namely
through the concepts of translocal social resilience (Peth, 2020;
Porst, 2020; Rockenbauch, 2022; Sakdapolrak et al., 2016) and
climate mobilities (Boas et al., 2022, Parsons, 2019). A translo-
cal-mobilities perspective brings together two important per-
spectives: on one hand the understanding of the multiplicity
of (im-)mobilities (e.g. migration of people, transfer of
money and ideas) as product of unequal social relations
embeddedness in “climate mobilities regimes” (Boas et al.,
2022, p. 3371), which frames, manages and regulates mobilities
in the context of environment and climate change. Therefore
the question of mobility justice (Sheller, 2018) is a core con-
cern for the understanding of the limits of migration-as-adap-
tation; on the other hand, this emphasises the tension between
the embeddedness of people in certain places and the simul-
taneous connectedness and feed-back relations between geo-
graphically distant places (Peth, 2020; Peth et al., 2018). The
limits of migration-as-adaptation are considered as constituted
through social practices (Bourdieu, 1998). An emphasis is
thereby placed on the relation between structure and agency
in shaping immobility and disconnectedness of social actors,
who are - due to unequally distributed tangible and intangible
resources — unequally positioned in multiple (translocal) social
fields and embedded in multiple and overlapping axes of social
differentiation.

From a translocal-mobilities perspective, the livelihoods of
migrants and their households at both places of destination
and origin are understood as being parts of a single functional
and social unit. In doing so, the multi-scalar (individual,
household), multi-local (places of origin, places of destination)
and relational (feedback processes) character of migration-as-
adaptation is explicitly addressed. A translocal-mobilities per-
spective explicitly directs attention to the tele-coupling of live-
lihoods systems: stress and perturbation in one place influence
livelihoods in other places. Furthermore, it is argued that
translocal constellations are influencing and thus need to be
considered for understanding capabilities and aspirations
relating to immobility and disconnectedness (Carling, 2002;
de Haas, 2021; Schewel, 2020). Voluntary immobility in the
places of origin can be facilitated by translocal networks,
which reduce the sensitivity to climatic risks (Nawrotzki
et al.,, 2015c). Migrants in the places of destination can be



forced to be immobile as translocal households are dependent
on their support (Porst & Sakdapolrak, 2018), or kept in
exploitative working conditions (Parsons & Brickell, 2020).
A core of the assessment of the limits of adaptation is the
identification of the material and social adaptation goals and
the valued objectives that are considered to be at stake. The
focus on translocal household constellations explicitly con-
siders different positionalities, interests, needs, levels of accep-
tance and tolerance of risks of different members of such
constellations. Unequal power relations, gender and intersec-
tionality influence the negotiation of which risks to livelihoods
goals and valued objectives are acceptable or tolerable, and of
who benefits and bears the cost of (im-)mobility and (dis-)con-
nectedness and with what consequences.

The analysis of the limits of migration-as-adaptation needs
to address four core questions (Figure 1): first, what is the
differentiated role of migration and translocal relations for
livelihoods and adaptation at places of origin and destination?
(question 1). It is important to understand the patterns of
migration (who moves where, when, and for what purpose)
and how migration contributes to the way households deal
with risks, while not neglecting the meaning and importance
of migration beyond adaptation rationales. People are
migrating not only to adapt, but for various other reasons
(economic, social, cultural, political) and these have impli-
cations for the adaptive potential of migration (Porst & Sakda-
polrak, 2018). Furthermore, migration is not the only strategy
households use to deal with risks. Therefore, adaptation inter-
relates and competes with other rationales of migration, and
migration interrelates and competes with other adaptation
strategies.

Second, what are the material and social adaptation goals
of translocal households and how are the underlying valued
objectives negotiated and prioritised in context of risk
exposure (question 2)? The valued objectives, the material
and social goals of translocal households and their members
need to be identified. Furthermore, the question of how they
are negotiated and prioritised, how the risk to these values
are perceived, and how trade-offs are produced and nego-
tiated in the context of risk exposure needs to be addressed.
Objective and subjective well-being (Stillmann et al., 2015;
Western & Tomaszewski, 2016; White, 2010), different
measures of livelihoods security as well as an understanding
of how livelihoods create meaning and a sense of identity
(Bebbington, 1999) and (re-)produce social order (Carr,
2019) must be considered.

Third, what are the roles and drivers of the three core mech-
anisms of the limits of migration-as-adaptation - (a) simul-
taneous and over-exposure, (b) immobility, and (c)
disconnectedness - and how, and under what conditions,

Livelihoods i Adaptation Goals |
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does the interplay between these mechanisms
migration-as-adaptation to its limits (question 3)?

Mechanism 1 - Simultaneous and over-exposure: the limits
of migration-as-adaptation are reached, first, when the degree
of exposure to stress of one part of the translocal household
and the resource needs to deal with its impact exceed the sup-
porting capacity of the other part of the translocal household
(Ayanlade et al, 2022 Black, et al., 2013); and/or second,
when both parts of the households are exposed to stress sim-
ultaneously in multiple and systemic global crisis situations
(e.g. due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Sydney C, n.d)) and
the spatial risk-diversification function of migration is under-
mined (Phillips et al., 2020).

Mechanism 2 - Immobility in the context of climatic risks:
the limits of migration-as-adaptation are reached when spatial
mobility as a coping and adaptation strategy is impeded or not
opted for. Immobility can be driven by external political (e.g.
border policy), economic (e.g. cost of mobility), social (e.g.
migration networks) or physical (e.g. transport infrastructure)
constraining and enabling factors as well as internal logics of
practice such as place attachment (Adams, 2016) and gender
norms (Lama et al,, 2021). Depending on the degree of aspira-
tion and capability (de Haas, 2021), motility (Blondin, 2020),
immobility can take the form of voluntary, involuntary or
acquiescent immobility (Carling, 2002; Schewel, 2020).

Mechanism 3 - Disconnectedness in the context of climatic
risks: the limits of migration-as-adaptation are reached when
social and emotional connectedness and the transfers of social
and financial remittances between migrants and their house-
holds are absent, disrupted or discontinued. Disconnectedness
can also be driven by external political (e.g. travel restrictions,
remittance impediments), economic (e.g. economic down-
turn), social (e.g. migration networks) or physical (e.g. ICT
infrastructure) constraining and enabling factors as well as
internal logics of practice sense of belonging, family norms,
filial obligations and expectations (Belloni, 2020; Harper &
Zubida, 2017).

The fourth and last aspect of the analysis focuses on the
consequences of reaching adaptation limits (question 4).
What are the rationales of translocal households to follow a
specific path as outlined by Dow et al. (2013a) - endure loss
and damages, adjust attitudes, or effect transformational
change? How are these paths negotiated and with what conse-
quences for which member(s) in the translocal household?

By addressing these four core questions through a translo-
cal mobilities perspective new empirical case studies could
account for the socio-spatialities of the underlying mechan-
isms that limit migration-as-adaptation and therefore fill a
gap in migration, climate change and other studies. The con-
cept is open for different research designs, however a mixed

bring

Mechanisms Consequences

Q1: What is the role of
migration and
translocal relations for
livelihoods and
adaptation at places of
origin and destination?

Q2: What are material and social
adaptation goals of translocal
households and how are the
underlying valued objectives
negotiated and prioritized in the
context of risk exposure? !

Q3: What are the roles and the
drivers of the 3 core mechanisms of

the limits of migration as adaptation, - — limits of migration-as-

and how, and under what conditions, adaptation are reached,
does their interplay bring migration
as adaptation to its limits?

Q3.a) simultaneous and
over-exposure

}\~ Q4: What are the
cC when the

and how are costs
Q3.¢) disconnectedness 8 distributed?
|
i

Figure 1. Core questions for the understanding of the limits of migration-as-adaptation.
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methods translocal / multilocal (Massey & Zenteno, 2000,
Marcus 1995; Beauchemin, 2014) and comparative (Czaika
& Godin, 2022) approach as well as a diachronic perspective
are important. The core questions can serve as a basis for con-
ceptual models and the elaboration of variables for empirical
calibration. Given the specific national, regional or even local
characteristics of migration systems, structural reasons for vul-
nerability and adaptation options, this likely needs to involve a
high degree of contextualization. The recent insights of the
large-scale COVID-19 crisis and its impacts on migrants and
on vulnerable population groups have reinforced the necessary
consideration of migration as an inherent feature of systems
under stress (Guadagno, 2020; Ratha et al., 2020; Surhardiman
etal, 2021). There is an urgent need for research to address the
circumstances under which the adaptive potential of migration
reaches its limits and what implications this can have.

5. Conclusion

In this article we highlighted blind spots in research on
migration-as-adaptation and the need to closely engage with
the question of the limits of adaptation. The proposed translo-
cal-mobilities perspective allows to assess the mechanisms and
consequences of reaching the limits of migration as adaptation,
both in terms of their nature (e.g. adjustment of valued objec-
tives, increasing poverty, more migration) and their magni-
tude (e.g. how many people would potentially choose more
migration as a strategy). Adaptation research, hitherto often
conceptualizing social entities such as communities and
households as spatially bounded and largely unconnected enti-
ties, will be augmented by a strong theory of (social and econ-
omic) tele-coupling, enabling them to include the vast existing
migration (systems) in concepts and studies of autonomous
adaptation. Stakeholders involved in adaptation policy making
will have a robust conceptual and methodological instrumen-
tarium to include the limits, but also the potentials of
migration for adaptation in their work and hence to improve
the harmonization of planned and autonomous adaptation.
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