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Adaptive Futures Decision Lab (AFDL) 
Building Capacity for Difficult Climate Adaptation Conversations  

Introduction 

The Adaptive Futures Decision Lab (AFDL) is a practitioner focused engagement 
methodology designed to help strengthen climate engagement capacity by equipping 
practitioners with structured, empathetic, and scenario-based tools to support 
complex adaptation conversations. It provides a scalable capacity building approach 
that could complement existing community engagement programmes. 

It has been designed by the National Centre for Resilience (NCR) for professionals 
working in climate resilience, adaptation planning, public service delivery, and for 
anyone that is seeking to strengthen their community engagement. 

This report draws on an adaptation of the methodology, which was specifically designed 
with, and for, the COASTR Network focusing on Coastal erosion scenarios. This 
adaptation was designed to be a set of workshops delivered throughout the COASTR 
2025 annual conference.  

A Safe-to-Fail Approach to Adaptation using AFDL 

Conventional planning and consultation processes often struggle to accommodate 
emotional responses, entrenched disagreement, or conflicting community values. The 
AFDL roleplay format addresses this by creating a structured but low risk space where 
participants can: 

• Experiment with difficult trade-offs without real world consequences 
• Experience the emotional and social pressures that shape local decision making 
• Observe how confidence, voice, and power influence outcomes 
• Practise facilitation and engagement techniques before applying them in real 

communities 

By stepping into fictional roles, participants can express views openly, challenge 
assumptions, and explore contentious issues, such as retreat or compensation, without 
personal defensiveness, thus mirroring real coastal planning situations, while reducing 
the stakes enough to enable learning and reflection. 

Adapting the AFDL for Coastal Scenarios 
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The National Centre for Resilience (NCR) was invited by the COASTR Network to adapt 
the Adaptive Futures Decision Lab (AFDL) methodology for use at the 2025 COASTR 
Annual Conference. Working in collaboration with Professor Larissa Naylor and the 
University of Glasgow COASTR team, the workshop scenarios were specifically 
designed to reflect the realities and challenges facing coastal communities 
experiencing erosion, flooding, infrastructure disruption, and long-term climate 
impacts. 

The adaptation process focused on developing realistic scenarios and personas that 
would encourage meaningful discussion, surface tensions, and generate insight into 
how adaptation decisions are negotiated in practice. Particular attention was given to 
ensuring that the scenarios reflected not only the physical impacts of coastal change, 
but also the emotional, social, political, and economic pressures that shape 
community responses. Personas were carefully constructed to represent a broad range 
of perspectives, including residents, young people, policymakers, planners, and 
practitioners with differing priorities, levels of influence, and attitudes towards 
adaptation pathways such as rebuilding, protection, or retreat. 

The COASTR team identified the AFDL approach as particularly valuable because 
coastal adaptation decisions are rarely driven by technical evidence alone, but also by 
social, cultural and emotional perspectives. Coastal communities are increasingly 
required to make far-reaching decisions in response to sea level rise, coastal erosion, 
storm surges, and wider climate uncertainty. While scientific modelling and risk 
assessment are essential for identifying hazards, they are not sufficient on their own to 
deliver socially legitimate and durable adaptation outcomes. In practice, resilience 
depends on how competing values are negotiated, how conflict is managed, and how 
communities and institutions work together under uncertainty. These social dimensions 
are often difficult to explore through conventional consultation or planning approaches. 

By adapting the AFDL methodology to coastal scenarios, the workshop provided 
conference participants with an opportunity to engage directly with these complexities 
in a structured, safe-to-fail environment. The exercise enabled participants to test 
adaptation pathways, experience conflicting perspectives, and explore how decisions 
are influenced by factors such as identity, place attachment, confidence, trust, and 
power, alongside technical evidence and policy considerations. 

The Adaptive Futures Decision Lab in Practice at COASTR 

Building on the collaboratively developed coastal scenarios, the AFDL workshop was 
delivered during the afternoon sessions of the 2025 COASTR Network conference. 
Participants registered for the session in advance and took part in a facilitated, 
scenario-based exercise designed to reflect the complexity and uncertainty of real 
world coastal adaptation decision making.  
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Each workshop session consisted of two tables of approximately ten participants, with 
one hour allocated to complete the activity. Prior to the session, tables were prepared 
with scenario briefings, persona cards, facilitator prompts, and reporting materials to 
support structured discussion and deliberation. 

The sessions were structured across four stages: an initial period for participants to 
familiarise themselves with their persona, paired discussions to explore immediate 
reactions, a larger facilitated group debate, and a final reporting exercise in which each 
table presented their preferred adaptation pathway and the reasoning behind it. Each 
table represented a fictional coastal community facing one of four climate-related 
situations: storm surge flooding, coastal erosion, disruption to critical infrastructure 
such as roads, ferries, and utilities caused by extreme weather and coastal impacts, or 
long-term chronic flooding and erosion. Participants were introduced to a shared 

starting scenario in which a major storm event had recently caused significant 
disruption, temporary defences had been installed, and another potentially more 
severe event was expected in the near future. Working within these conditions of 
uncertainty and constrained resources, participants explored adaptation pathways 
including protection, rebuilding, incremental adaptation, and retreat. 

Participants worked collectively within their groups. Each participant was asked to 
respond from the perspective of their assigned persona rather than from their own 

Figure 1: Example Exercise Sheet 
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professional or personal viewpoint. This role-play approach encouraged participants to 
engage with perspectives they may not ordinarily encounter or agree with. For example, 
within the long-term flooding and erosion scenario, younger climate conscious voices 
advocating for retreat and urgent action were positioned alongside older residents 
committed to rebuilding and preserving local heritage, as well as individuals 
overwhelmed by childcare responsibilities, housing insecurity, or financial pressures.  

The objective was not to achieve consensus. Instead, the process aimed to surface the 
tensions, compromises, disagreements, and areas of alignment that emerge when 
communities confront difficult adaptation trade-offs involving safety, finance, heritage, 
infrastructure, and identity. By taking this approach, it highlighted how adaptation 
decisions are shaped not only by technical evidence, but also by identity, lived 
experience, emotion, and perceived power. Facilitators played a central role in 
maintaining the quality and depth of discussion throughout the exercise. Each facilitator 
was provided with structured prompt sheets containing targeted questions and 
interventions designed to stimulate debate, challenge assumptions, and ensure quieter 
perspectives were included. Prompts encouraged participants to consider issues of 

fairness, compensation, governance, and long-term resilience, while also asking them 
to reflect on who benefits, who loses, and what values were being prioritised through 
particular decisions. Community personas were encouraged to articulate personal 
concerns and emotional responses, while practitioner and policymaker personas were 

Figure 2Participants Taking Part in AFDL Workshop 
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prompted to consider the realities of governance, resource constraints, and long-term 
planning under uncertainty. 

 

A core component of the AFDL methodology was the careful construction of personas 
to ensure a realistic but intentionally diverse mix of perspectives around each table. 
Each scenario included a variety of imaginary characters (ADFL personas) based on real 
life experiences and were created specifically for the ADFL tool. Individual tables were 
set out with a selection of community members alongside practitioner, policymaker, 
planning, and academic roles, creating a balance between lived experience, 
institutional responsibility, and technical expertise. All of the personas were specifically 
designed to represent differing emotional responses, different ages, social positions, 
and adaptation preferences, including frustration, hope, detachment, activism, 
exhaustion, and pragmatism. Intergenerational tensions and conflicting priorities 
relating to finance, heritage, infrastructure, livelihoods, and place attachment were 
deliberately embedded within the scenarios to encourage meaningful debate and reveal 
underlying trade-offs. 

Findings from the COASTR AFDL Workshops 

The AFDL process 

The AFDL workshops generated insights into both the process of adaptation decision 
making and the types of adaptation pathways participants developed when faced with 
uncertainty, competing priorities, and climate risk. Across all scenarios, the workshops 
demonstrated that adaptation decisions are shaped as much by social and emotional 
dynamics as by technical evidence. 

The role-play and scenario-based format enabled participants to explore difficult and 
often contentious issues, such as retreat, compensation, loss, and community change, 
within a structured and low-risk environment. Rather than seeking consensus, the 
workshops revealed how communities negotiate trade-offs, navigate disagreement, and 
move towards workable compromises under pressure. 

Key Process Findings 

• Adaptation decisions are fundamentally social 
Evidence alone did not determine outcomes. Emotions, identity, trust, lived 
experience, and perceptions of fairness strongly influenced which options 
participants considered acceptable.  

• Conflict was productive when well facilitated 
Disagreement helped surface competing priorities and clarify trade-offs. 
Facilitated debate encouraged deeper reflection rather than preventing progress.  
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• Participants engaged more openly through role-play 
Fictional personas reduced defensiveness and enabled participants to discuss 
difficult issues more honestly than in traditional consultation settings.  

• Feeling heard mattered more than reaching consensus 
Groups were often able to move forward despite continued disagreement, 
provided participants felt their perspectives had been acknowledged.  

• Confidence and communication shaped outcomes 
More vocal participants frequently influenced discussion disproportionately, 
highlighting the importance of facilitation in balancing participation and 
surfacing quieter perspectives.  

• Group composition influenced the solutions developed 
The presence or absence of particular perspectives, such as environmental, 
heritage, youth, or practitioner voices, significantly shaped the adaptation 
pathways explored.  

• Structured facilitation improved participation 
Facilitator prompts, and scenario constraints helped maintain focus, encourage 
contribution, and prevent discussions from becoming abstract or dominated by 
individual voices.  

• Role-play supported empathy and systems thinking 
Participants were encouraged to understand how adaptation decisions affect 
different groups within a community, including tensions between safety, 
livelihoods, heritage, finance, and long-term resilience. 

 

Scenario Pathways and Key Dynamics 

Scenario A: The Mixed Pathway – Support, Reinforcement, and Retreat 

This group explored a layered adaptation 
pathway combining emergency support, 
selective reinforcement of vulnerable areas, 
and planned retreat from locations considered 
to be at highest risk. Early discussions were 
characterised by high emotional intensity, with 
anger, fatigue, mistrust, and frustration strongly 
shaping the tone of debate. Longer-term 
residents placed significant emphasis on 
fairness, compensation, and the perceived loss 
of community identity, while younger personas 

Figure 3 Example Solutions Report participants 
completed as a group 
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focused more heavily on climate responsibility and the long-term implications of 
delaying difficult decisions. 

Despite these tensions, the group gradually recognised that full protection of all areas 
was neither financially feasible nor socially equitable. Progress emerged through 
compromise rather than consensus, with participants accepting elements of multiple 
adaptation strategies rather than pursuing a single preferred outcome. Importantly, 
participants reflected that movement towards a collective decision occurred not 
because disagreement disappeared, but because individuals felt their concerns had 
been acknowledged within the discussion. 

Scenario B: Incremental Adaptation – Building Back Better 

This scenario focused on post-storm recovery through a process of incremental 
adaptation and community-led rebuilding. Discussions centred on how communities 
could adapt over time while maintaining continuity, identity, and social cohesion. A key 
tension emerged around balancing the desire to preserve heritage, familiar places, and 
local identity with the recognition that some degree of change was unavoidable. 

In contrast to more polarised scenarios, this group demonstrated relatively strong 
alignment around gradual and adaptive approaches rather than abrupt transformation. 
Collaboration between technically focused participants and younger, future-oriented 
personas generated creative but cautious proposals that sought to combine resilience 
improvements with community stability. Emotional honesty also played a significant 
role within this discussion, with participants openly acknowledging fear, nostalgia, and 
uncertainty. Rather than hindering progress, these emotional responses appeared to 
create space for more constructive evidence-based discussion. The concept of 
“building back better” ultimately provided a shared narrative that reduced polarisation 
and enabled participants to explore adaptation options without framing change solely 
as loss. 

 

Scenario C: The Hybrid Pathway – Short-Term Defence and Gradual Adaptation 

This group explored a hybrid adaptation pathway that combined immediate protective 
measures with longer-term adaptation planning and selective retreat. Discussions 
revealed a pronounced generational divide, with younger personas advocating for 
earlier retreat and systemic change, while older participants expressed stronger 
resistance to displacement and loss of place attachment. Financial concerns also 
emerged as a major source of tension, particularly around compensation, property 
values, and the unequal ability of different households to absorb disruption. 

The discussions also highlighted confidence imbalances within group deliberation. 
More vocal participants often exerted disproportionate influence over the direction of 
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debate, demonstrating how confidence and communication styles can shape perceived 
legitimacy within adaptation processes. At the same time, emotional attachments to 
community, heritage, and identity repeatedly complicated purely technical or 
economically rational approaches to decision-making. 

Despite these challenges, the group ultimately converged on a hybrid pathway that 
prioritised immediate safety while retaining flexibility for future adaptation decisions. 
However, participants also reflected on the limitations of the discussion itself. The 
absence of explicit environmental or nature-based perspectives constrained the range 
of options considered, illustrating how the composition of stakeholder groups can 
significantly influence the adaptation pathways that emerge. 

 

 

Comparative Insights and Lessons from the Workshops 

Across all scenarios, the workshops showed that legitimacy in adaptation decisions 
depends less on consensus and more on how disagreement and compromise are 
experienced. Even where participants did not agree, outcomes were often accepted 
when people felt their views had been recognised within the process. 

Figure 4 Participants taking part in AFDL Workshop at COAST-R Conference 2025 
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Key Comparative Insights 

• Compromise builds legitimacy (not consensus) 
Layered, incremental, and hybrid pathways were accepted when they reflected 
parts of different priorities.  

• Emotion shapes decision-making 
Anger, fear, nostalgia, hope, and fatigue directly influenced how evidence was 
interpreted and which options felt acceptable.  

• Adaptation is both technical and emotional 
Scenarios that acknowledged emotion produced more constructive dialogue 
and more durable alignment.  

• Facilitation must adapt to context 
Different scenarios required different facilitation styles—from managing conflict 
and blame to enabling reflection and empathy.  

 

Confidence, Voice, and Power 

• Dominant voices shaped outcomes when confidence and communication 
skills were unevenly distributed  

• Quieter participants often held important perspectives but were less heard  

• Structured facilitation was essential to balance participation and surface 
missing views  

Implication: Without active facilitation, adaptation processes risk reinforcing existing 
power imbalances. 

 

Group Composition Matters 

• Who is in the room directly shapes what solutions emerge  

• Missing perspectives (e.g. environmental, heritage, youth) narrowed discussion 
and reduced innovation  

• Different mixes of actors produced different priorities and trade-offs  

Implication: Representation directly affects the range and quality of adaptation options 
considered. 

 

The Role of Facilitation 
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• Facilitators were critical in holding tension without forcing early closure  

• Structured prompts helped keep discussions focused and inclusive  

• Role-play reduced defensiveness and enabled honest engagement with conflict  

• Scenario structure helped externalise disagreement and focus on issues, not 
individuals  

Implication: Good facilitation turns conflict into productive learning rather than 
division. 

 

Summary of lessons 

The workshops demonstrate that effective adaptation planning depends on more than 
evidence or technical solutions. It requires: 

• Structured ways to surface emotion  

• Deliberate attention to power and participation  

• Careful design of who is included  

• Skilled facilitation to turn conflict into insight 
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Figure 5 Participants in Paired Discussion Exercise 

Benefits of the Adaptive Futures Decision Lab Method 

The COASTR workshop demonstrated several key benefits of using the Adaptive Futures 
Decision Lab (AFDL) methodology within climate adaptation and resilience planning. 
Most significantly, the process created a structured environment in which participants 
could engage with difficult and often contentious adaptation decisions in a way that felt 
constructive, reflective, and low risk. By using fictional personas and scenario-based 
role play, participants were able to explore emotionally charged issues such as retreat, 
loss, compensation, and community change without discussions becoming overly 
personalised or adversarial. 

The AFDL also proved valuable in helping participants understand the social 
dimensions of adaptation planning that are frequently overlooked in technical decision 
making processes. While scientific evidence and risk assessments remained important, 
the workshops highlighted how identity, emotion, trust, lived experience, and perceived 
fairness strongly influence how communities respond to climate risks and adaptation 
proposals. The methodology therefore provides practitioners with an opportunity to test 
not only policy options, but also the social acceptability and legitimacy of potential 
adaptation pathways. 

A further benefit of the approach was its ability to surface competing priorities and 
hidden tensions that may otherwise remain unspoken within conventional engagement 
settings. The structured prompts and facilitated discussions encouraged participants to 
examine trade-offs openly, consider perspectives different from their own, and reflect 
on how power and confidence influence participation. This enabled richer and more 
realistic discussions around resilience planning and highlighted the importance of 
inclusive facilitation in supporting durable decision-making. 
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The workshops also demonstrated the flexibility and adaptability of the AFDL 
methodology. Developed as a broad climate engagement tool, it was successfully 
adapted to coastal resilience scenarios and therefore could be tailored to other natural 
hazards and community resilience challenges. Importantly, the process supports 
practitioner capacity building by providing a practical space to develop facilitation 
skills, test engagement approaches, and prepare for complex adaptation conversations 
before applying them within real communities. 

Moving Forward: Insights for Adaptation and Resilience 

The COASTR adaptation of the Adaptive Futures Decision Lab (AFDL) demonstrated the 
value of structured, scenario-based role-play combined with facilitated deliberation as 
a practical tool for exploring climate adaptation decisions. Delivered at the 2025 
COASTR Network conference, the workshop placed practitioners into fictional but 
realistic coastal scenarios, enabling them to experience first-hand the social 
complexity behind adaptation choices. 

Key Learning Points 

• Adaptation is social as well as technical 
Decisions were shaped as much by fairness, identity, trust, heritage, and lived 
experience as by scientific evidence.  

• Conflict is productive when well facilitated 
Disagreement helped clarify trade-offs and improved understanding of different 
adaptation pathways.  

• Legitimacy depends on process, not consensus 
Participants supported outcomes when they felt heard, even without full 
agreement.  

• Emotion is central to decision-making 
Fear, nostalgia, frustration, and attachment to place directly influenced what 
was considered acceptable.  

• Who is in the room shapes the outcome 
Group composition and voice dynamics significantly influenced priorities and 
final adaptation pathways.  

 

What the AFDL Approach Delivered 

The adapted AFDL methodology combined four core elements: 

• Scenario-based coastal futures grounded in storm surge, erosion, infrastructure 
disruption, and chronic flooding contexts  
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• Role-play using structured personas representing diverse community, 
practitioner, and policy perspectives  

• Facilitated deliberation with decision prompts to guide debate on protection, 
retreat, and incremental adaptation  

• Reflective capture of outcomes and dynamics including reasoning, emotion, 
conflict, and compromise  

This structure created a safe-to-fail environment where participants could explore 
difficult adaptation choices without real-world consequences, while still reflecting the 
pressures of real decision-making contexts. 

Final Insight 

Ultimately, the National Centre for Resilience adaptable Adaptive Futures Decision Lab 
(AFDL) demonstrated how safe-to-fail, experiential engagement methods can 
complement technical analysis and statutory planning by revealing the human 
dynamics that underpin climate resilience decision-making.  

As coastal communities continue to face increasingly difficult adaptation challenges, 
tools such as the AFDL offer practitioners a valuable framework for preparing for 
complex conversations, testing adaptation pathways, and supporting more empathetic 
and socially informed approaches to resilience planning. 

 

Figure 6 AFDL Workshop Participants holding their workshop personas. 
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‘Adaptation succeeds not when everyone 
agrees, but when everyone feels heard.’ 

Participant Quote from Workshop 


