
 

A-level Geography Knowledge Organiser
Specialised Concept 8: MITIGATION & ADAPTATION

Thinking like a geographer... MITIGATION & ADAPTION
1. Which different climate change mitigation and adaptation strategies have national 
      and/or local government introduced in the country and/or local place where you live?

2. With reference to climate change, which individuals or groups are most likely to choose 
adaptation rather than mitigation as a priority for action, and why?

How far do you agree with the following statements?
• ‘The concepts of mitigation and adaptation are far more relevant for physical 
      geography topics than they are for human geography topics.’
 
• ‘Strategies to mitigate flood hazards are always more successful than strategies to mitigate 

tectonic hazards.’ 

Concept connections

Tectonic hazards
Physical processes threaten human activity: risks can be managed through mitigation 
and adaptation strategies.
Global governance
Societies are exposed to a range of risks generated by interdependence and globalisation, 
which may require migration or adaptation measures.
Water and carbon cycles
Feedback within and between the carbon cycles generates a range of climate change 
risks. Management options include mitigation (improved carbon storage) or adaptation.

 

• Mitigation and adaptation are two broad ways in which any risk can be managed. Mitigation means acting to reduce or eliminate the processes that give rise to the danger we are worried 
about. Adaptation involves protecting ourselves from that danger. Both are closely associated with climate change management. 

           
1. Mitigation describes any action intended to reduce the flow of heat-trapping greenhouse gases (GHGs) into the atmospheric store, for example by curbing fossil fuel use or 

                  increasing GHG storage (by planting more trees or restoring peatlands). In short, we will avoid further interference with the climate system.
2. Adaptation involves society adjusting to (but not necessarily preventing) a warming climate, for example by building coastal defences (as sea-level is rising) or reducing water 

                  usage (as drought is becoming more common). 

• Some actions are both adaptation and mitigation (shown in the intersecting area of the diagram). Afforestation helps mitigate climate change because extra trees provide additional 
      carbon storage. If planted along a coastline they may also act as a storm defense—tree-planting is therefore an adaption measure too. Can you work out why the insulation of buildings is 
      also classified as both mitigation and adaption? 

• Climate change policy is often controversial, for three reasons.

1. Mitigation doesn’t fully solve the problem because the extra GHGs already in the atmosphere will remain there for a long 
                   time. So, adaption will still be required even if mitigation is successful.

2. The adaptive capacity of different societies varies greatly in relation to a hazard. Money and resources are not evenly 
                  distributed.

3. While mitigation reduces all hazard impacts (positive and negative), adaptation can be a more selective process. Societies 
                  can take advantage of positive impacts (such as a longer growing season) while reducing negative ones (flood defences).

• Mitigation brings bigger up-front economic costs: to stop climate change, societies must commit money immediately to 
      develop renewable energy sources and re-capture (and store) atmospheric carbon. In contrast, adaptation brings bigger future 
      costs: future generations will need to build ever-higher flood walls and other defences. ‘Kicking the can down the road’ like this is 
      arguably a form of inter-generational injustice: why should people who’ve not yet been born be left to foot the bill for a climate 
      crisis they didn’t cause?  

• Ideas about adaptation and mitigation can be applied to any geography topic where stakeholders are managing a challenge. 
      For example, the Covid pandemic revealed how vulnerable some multinational corporations (MNCs) have become to supply 
      chain disruption. Some MNCs are now acting to mitigate risk by diversifying their supply chains. It is safer when the things you 
      need are available from multiple sources (rather than being dependent on a single supplier). Governments acted to mitigate 
      coronavirus risk by testing, tracking and vaccinating people. Handwashing, masks and working from home are all mitigation 
      measures too—aimed at curbing the virus’s reproduction rate.
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