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The BBVA Foundation recognizes Neil Adger, 
Ian Burton and Karen O’Brien for incorporating 
the social dimension to climate change science 
through the study of adaptation to unavoidable 
impacts 

 The three laureates have led the mainstreaming of adaptation measures in the reports of 

the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), which guide the global 

community’s policy actions in the face of this challenge  

 The concept of adaptation applied to climate change marked a paradigm shift by 

incorporating a new approach to take its place beside the strategy of mitigation, aimed at 

curbing greenhouse gas emissions  

The BBVA Foundation Frontiers of Knowledge Award in Climate Change has gone in this 

thirteenth edition to Neil Adger, Ian Burton and Karen O’Brien for changing the paradigm of 

climate change action, previously confined to mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions, by folding 

in the concept of adaptation to unavoidable impacts.  

While earlier editions of the Frontiers of Knowledge Awards have distinguished contributions to 

climate change science from the realms of modelling, physics or economics, this year’s prize 

recognizes the contribution of the social sciences. Specifically, the committee has selected three 

researchers who have pioneered the study of “how social conditions and culture shape our 

vulnerability to climate change and our ability to adapt,” in the words of the award citation.  

In recent decades, scientific evidence has consistently shown that climate change is advancing 

at a faster-than-expected rate. This knowledge has also served to design future scenarios that 

help predict the effects of climate change in different regions of the planet, and how it might 

impact their populations.  

Geographer Ian Burton (Derby, United Kingdom, 1935), Emeritus Professor at the University of 
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Toronto, came to the issue of climate change through his research on natural disasters, and was 

the first to promote the “adaptation” concept to address climate change effects that, in the light 

of forecasts, are already unavoidable. From the first international climate meetings, he pushed 

this new area of research onto the agenda, seeking to define the best adaptation strategies in 

infrastructures, town planning, agriculture and architecture, among other domains; strategies, it 

was clear, that would run in parallel with mitigation efforts aimed at curbing greenhouse gas 

emissions.  

By the mid-1990s, the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) already numbered 

adaptation among the focus areas of one of its Working Groups, with Burton, alongside Adger 

and O’Brien, among its longstanding and most influential members. Subsequently, in 2013, the 

European Commission developed its own Climate Change Adaptation Strategy, which EU 

Member States, including Spain, have transposed at the national level. 

Adger, Burton and O’Brien emphasize “the importance of interactions between environmental 

change and globalization,” and the need to “incorporate the cultural dimension” to the work of 

adaptation to climate change impacts that by now cannot be stopped. Research by the three 

laureates, who have collaborated on numerous occasions, has been instrumental in transferring 

knowledge to decision making, using analytical perspectives drawn from the social sciences. 

For Miquel Canals, Director of the Department of Earth and Ocean Dynamics at the University of 

Barcelona (Spain) and a member of the committee “the awardees document the human 

dimension of climate change in all its magnitude, ranging across health, well-being, inequality, 

the vulnerability of whole nations, demographic changes, migrations… all major issues of our time 

whose connection to climate change we habitually ignore. Their contributions are also a window 

onto the future, one where the global effects of climate change will undoubtedly be worse. In 

other words, they put us, as a society and as individuals, in front of the mirror. Observing what 

that mirror reflects, and acting accordingly, is the responsibility of each and every one of us.” 

Yet the concept of adaptation was not immediately or universally embraced. As Burton explained 

yesterday in a video conference after hearing of the award, those calling most urgently for 

mitigation measures – for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions – thought it 

counterproductive to talk of adaptation: “They argued that if you could mitigate there would be 

no need to adapt. But what I advocated, and was finding evidence for in my research, was that 

you need both adaptation and mitigation, because you wouldn’t be able to mitigate fast enough 
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to avoid all need for adaptation.” 

Burton alludes here to evidence in the latest IPCC reports to the effect that climate change is 

advancing at very different rates from those initially projected, “when climate scientists talked 

about a gradual process.”  

Climate-induced migration 

Neil Adger (Ballymena, Northern Ireland, United Kingdom, 1964), who acknowledges Burton 

among his own inspirations, has centered his research on human migration, one of the key social 

effects of climate change. Much of the work of this Professor of Human Geography at the 

University of Exeter (United Kingdom) has involved data gathering on the ground, with surveys of 

local communities in countries like Vietnam and Bangladesh. His conclusions state that a 

population’s vulnerability to climate change depends not only on climate as such, but also, very 

directly, on social and political measures. 

 

Speaking after the award decision, he stressed that although migrants rarely point explicitly to 

climate change as among the reasons for their move, they do cite the deterioration of traditional 

livelihoods like agriculture, often with a strong climate link.  

 

Adger believes that a well as acting on natural spaces, adaptation strategies should focus on cities: 

“The most dominant flow of migrants is from rural areas to cities. And it is these flows that are 

being amplified by climate change, because it’s making rural areas less attractive. Cities are the 

crucibles for climate change adaptation; we need to make cities plan and prepare for climate 

change, so they become more resilient." 

 

Karen O’Brien (Aachen, Germany, 1963), Professor of Human Geography at the University of 

Oslo, is likewise concerned about impacts on vulnerable populations which, her research finds, 

suffer a double exposure to climate change and globalization. As she explains, “in the same way 

that double exposure in photography refers to two images that are overlain and create a blurry 

image, with this concept we express how the processes of globalization and climate change 

create uneven outcomes, in other words winners and losers. The two processes not only overlap 

but also create feedback that can accelerate or diminish them.” 

Carlos Duarte, holder of the Tarek Ahmed Juffali Research Chair in Red Sea Ecology at King 

Abdullah University of Science and Technology (Thuwal, Saudi Arabia) and committee secretary, 
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considers the contributions of the three laureates to be “fundamental at a time when the green 

stimulus to reactivate the economy post-Brexit promises a rapid energy transition. It is vital that 

this transformation is accomplished without harming the vulnerable, not only in the world’s most 

disadvantaged regions but also in the developed countries, where the term energy poverty has 

become common currency now many governments have embedded the costs of transition to 

renewables as a fixed charge in electricity bills, affecting mainly households with unemployed 

parents, single-parent households and households of people with disabilities. Social justice must 

be a touchstone in climate change solutions, whether of adaptation or mitigation.” 

O’Brien’s research also addresses the adaptation concept coined by Burton from a psychosocial 

and cultural standpoint. She talks of three spheres of adaptation to complete the transformation 

that climate change demands: “Climate change is an issue that goes beyond the environment; it 

is also a social and cultural challenge. Adaptation to the effects of climate change requires a 

profound transformation in three spheres – practical, political and personal – that also act upon 

each other. With the practical sphere referring to the technical and behavioral changes, the 

political sphere to the systems and the structures that shape our capacity to respond, and the 

personal sphere to our values and worldviews, both individually and collectively.”  

For O’Brien, some of the most powerful levers for this transformation come from education, and 

from the media acting as disseminators of evidence-based knowledge on climate change.  

A matter of “urgency” 

The three laureates agree on the urgency of actions aimed at both adaptation and mitigation. As 

Burton remarks, “we should never underestimate the importance and the urgency of climate 

change.” In his view, “we are not doing enough in either mitigation or sustainable adaptation of a 

kind that doesn’t cause an even graver impact.” 

Even so, he declares himself “cautiously” hopeful: “The youth movement is strong and there is a 

growing population awareness as people suffer or hear about others suffering wildfires, extreme 

storms and droughts in other parts of the world. But I also think that the private sector, which has 

long avoided expressing concern about climate change, is coming round to the idea, and I speak 

particularly of the large investors who are beginning to see that they have to start investing more 

in renewable energy.”  

 

Laureate bio notes 
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Neil Adger (Ballymena, Northern Ireland, United Kingdom, 1964) holds an MA in Economics 

from the University of Edinburgh and an MSc in Agricultural Economics from the University of 

London. He completed his PhD in the School of Environmental Sciences at the University of 

East Anglia, where he would later serve as Lecturer and Reader (1996-2006) then Professor 

(2006-2012) of Environmental Economics. In 2012 he took up his present position as Professor 

of Human Geography in the College of Life and Environmental Sciences at the University of 

Exeter. 

He is a founding member of the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research and the Centre for 

Environmental Decision-Making, both at the University of East Anglia, and has participated as 

senior author in the Third, Fourth and Fifth Assessment Reports of the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change, among other global projects. Author of more than 180 scholarly articles, 

among them the widely cited “Vulnerability” in Global Environmental Change, he has also 

published books and over 100 book chapters, is listed as a Highly Cited Researcher by the Web 

of Science and has served as scientific advisor to diverse organizations, including the Basque 

Centre for Climate Change. 

Ian Burton (Derby, United Kingdom, 1935) is Emeritus Professor in the Department of 

Geography at the University of Toronto (Canada), where he has spent his academic career after 

earning a PhD in Geography (Resource Management and Natural Hazards) from the University 

of Chicago (United States). Author of ten books – outstandingly Environment as Hazard (1978), 

whose conclusions are every bit as relevant today – and more than 200 articles in scientific 

journals and reports, his research work has led him to participate in numerous national and 

international organizations.  

In Canada, he has served as Director of the Impacts and Adaptation Research Group of 

Environment Canada, and Director of the University of Toronto’s Institute for Environmental 

Studies, among other appointments. Internationally, he has worked on three Assessment 

Reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, as well as on the IPCC’s Special 

Report on Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and Disasters, and taken on consulting 

assignments for the World Bank, OECD, WHO and UNESCO. He currently serves on the Expert 

Advisory Committee of the UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction’s Global Risk Assessment 

Framework.  

Karen O’Brien (Aachen, Germany, 1963) has a BA in International Relations from the College of 

William and Mary (Virginia, United States) and an MS in Land Resources from the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison (United States). She later earned a PhD in Geography from Pennsylvania 
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State University (United States) with a dissertation titled “Deforestation and Climate Change in 

the Selva Lacandona of Chiapas, Mexico.” After teaching at Pennsylvania State University, she 

went on to hold research positions with the North American Commission for Environmental 

Cooperation (Montreal, Canada) and at the Center for International Climate and Environmental 

Research, CICERO (Oslo, Norway).  

O’Brien explores the connections between globalization and climate change in her book Double 

Exposure: Global Environmental Change in an Era of Globalization, published in 2008, and more 

recently in Responding to Climate Change: The Three Spheres of Transformation (2018) and 

Climate and Society: Transforming the Future (2019). She has also authored over 150 specialist 

publications and ten books, as well as writing on various IPCC reports. Since 2001 she has 

worked at the University of Oslo, where she is currently Professor of Human Geography. 

 
Climate Change committee and evaluation support panel 
 
The committee in this category was chaired by Bjorn Stevens, Director of the Max Planck 

Institute for Meteorology (Hamburg, Germany), with Carlos M. Duarte, holder of the Tarek 

Ahmed Juffali Research Chair in Red Sea Ecology at King Abdullah University of Science and 

Technology (Thuwal, Saudi Arabia), acting as secretary. Remaining members were Sandrine 

Bony, Director of Research with the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique at Sorbonne 

University (Paris, France); Miquel Canals, Director of the Department of Earth and Ocean 

Dynamics at the University of Barcelona (Spain); Martin Heimann, Director Emeritus in the 

Department of Biogeochemical Systems at the Max Planck Institute for Biogeochemistry (Jena, 

Germany); Edward Rubin, Alumni Chair Professor of Environmental Engineering and Science at 

Carnegie Mellon University (Pittsburgh, United States); and Julie Winkler, Professor of 

Geography in the Department of Geography, Environment and Spatial Sciences of Michigan 

State University (United States). 

The evaluation support panel of the Spanish National Research Council (CSIC) was 

coordinated by M. Victoria Moreno, the Council’s Deputy Vice President for Scientific and 

Technical Areas, and formed by: Santiago Beguería Portugués, tenured scientist at the Aula 

Dei Experimental School (EEAD); Josep María Gasol Piqué, research professor at the Institute 

of Marine Sciences (ICM); Francisca Martínez Ruiz, research scientist at the Andalusian Earth 

Sciences Institute (IACT); Ángel Ruíz Mantecón, Deputy Coordinator of the Global Life Area and 

research professor at the Mountain Stockbreeding Institute (IGM); and Blas Valero Garcés, 

Deputy Coordinator of the Global Life Area and research professor at the Pyrenean Institute of 
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Ecology (IPE). 

 

About the BBVA Foundation Frontiers of Knowledge Awards 
 
The BBVA Foundation centers its activity on the promotion of world-class scientific research and 

cultural creation, and the encouragement of talent.  

The BBVA Foundation Frontiers of Knowledge Awards, funded with 400,000 euros in each of 

their eight categories, recognize and reward contributions of singular impact in science, 

technology, social sciences and the humanities, privileging those that significantly expand the 

frontiers of the known world, open up new fields, or emerge from the interaction of various 

disciplinary areas. The goal of the awards, established in 2008, is to celebrate and promote the 

value of knowledge as a public good without frontiers, the best instrument at our command to 

take on the great global challenges of our time for the benefit of all humanity. Their eight 

categories reflect the knowledge map of the 21st century, ranging from basic science to key 

challenges for the natural environment by way of domains characterized by the overlap of 

disciplines – Biology and Medicine; Economics, Finance and Management – or the supremely 

creative realms of music and the opera.  

The BBVA Foundation has been aided in the evaluation of the 73 nominees for the Frontiers 

Award in Climate Change by the Spanish National Research Council (CSIC), the country’s 

premier public research organization. CSIC appoints evaluation support panels made up of 

leading experts in the corresponding knowledge area, who are charged with undertaking an initial 

assessment of the candidates proposed by numerous institutions across the world, and drawing 

up a reasoned shortlist for the consideration of the award committees. CSIC is also responsible 

for designating each committee’s chair and participates in the selection of its members, thus 

helping to guarantee objectivity in the recognition of innovation and scientific excellence.  
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Calendar of forthcoming announcement events 

Biology and Biomedicine Wednesday, 27 January, 2021 

Ecology and Conservation Biology Wednesday, 3 February, 2021 

Information and Communication 

Technologies (ITC) 
Wednesday, 10 February, 2021 

Basic Sciences Wednesday, 24 February, 2021 

Economics, Finance and Management Thursday, 4 March, 2021 

Music and Opera Wednesday, 10 March, 2021 

Humanities and Social Sciences Wednesday, 17 March, 2021 

 

 
CONTACT: 
Department of Communications and Institutional Relations  

Tel. +34 91 374 5210 / 91 374 8173 / 91 537 3769 

comunicacion@fbbva.es 

For more information on the BBVA Foundation, visit www.fbbva.es 
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