
PACE-SD Guidebook: 
Participatory 

Vulnerability and Adaptation 
Assessment

Report by Karen E McNamara, Sarah L Hemstock and Elisabeth A Holland
Pacific Centre for Environment and Sustainable Development 
(PACE-SD) The University of the South Pacific Suva, Fiji.

EUROPEAN UNION e u r o p e a n  u n i o n  g l o b a l  c l i m a t e  c h a n g e  a l l i a n c e



02   1.0 Introduction

03  1.1 Some guiding principles

04  1.2 Aims of the PACE-SD Participatory V&A Assessment

05 2.0 Methodology

06 3.0 Step 1: Climate Change Awareness Session and Survey

08 4.0 Step 2: Field Observations

09 5.0 Step 3: Focus group Discussion 

10 6.0 Step 4: Field assessment 

11 7.0 Step 5: group Workshop

  7.1 Session 1: Problems, Causes and ‘Solutions’ 

  7.2 Session 2: Identifying and Prioritising Adaptation Options 

13 8.0 concluding remarks 

..............................................................................................................................................

 Appendix 1: Climate Change Knowledge and Attitudes Survey 

 appendix 2: Focus group guide 

 appendix 3: Field assessment tool 

 Appendix 4: Problems, Causes and ‘Solutions’ Tool 

 Appendix 5: Identifying and Prioritising Adaptation Options Tool 

 references

..............................................................................................................................................

Table of contents



This Participatory Vulnerability and Adaptation (V&A) 

assessment is a core component of the overall pace-SD 

V&A Assessment and Action Methodology. It is a com-

prehensive and participatory assessment that guides 

communities through a process in which to identify 

appropriate and sustainable activities to enhance their 

adaptive capacity to the impacts of climate change. Once 

a community has been identified to partake in climate 

change adaptation activities (based on the PACE-SD 

Rapid Assessment; see Limalevu, 2012), this V&A assess-

ment is to be carried out. this implies that the project 

assessment team would have already visited the site 

during the process of site selection and would have some 

knowledge of the community and its vulnerability to the 

adverse impacts of climate change from the information 

gathered. This V&A assessment should take between one 

to two days per community to complete, depending on 

weather conditions, and the availability of community 

members and leaders at the time of the visit.

plate 1 showcases diverse images from around the pacif-

ic, capturing the various resources that communities uti-

lise to sustain their livelihoods. this is an important point 

to make early on in this guidebook as the vulnerability 

of communities or households to climate change can be 

influenced by the availability of and access to livelihood 

resources, adequate social services and government 

policies – rather than just climate itself. therefore, this 

assessment holistically examines the status of and con-

cerns relating to community and household resources as 

an important component of understanding vulnerability 

and adaptive capacity.

Plate 1: Typical house in Abaiang Island, Kiribati (left); household solar panels are a prominent feature in Arno Atoll, Republic of the Marshall 
Islands (centre); marine resources are a critical asset for community members in Piliura village, Vanuatu (right) (Photos: Karen McNamara)

introduction1.0
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This V&A assessment provides a step-by-step guide 

for climate change adaptation practitioners to use in 

ensuring that the knowledge, experiences and values 

of the community are at the core of the analysis and 

decision-making process. as detailed throughout this 

guidebook, the community is placed at the centre of the 

assessment. As such, this assessment is guided by the 

principles of Participatory Action Research, which places 

emphasis on participants’ themselves to provide their 

opinions, experiences and worldviews (Pain and Francis, 

2003; Chambers, 1994). Adopting such an approach en-

sures that local communities are directly involved in the 

assessment process, guaranteeing that they are active 

agents in making decisions about their future (Mercer et 

al., 2008). It is not a single prescribed method as such, 

it is an approach to ensure a shared and open dialogue 

between the facilitators (or assessment team) and local 

community. Much of the work undertaken on climate 

change adaptation has been top down in its approach 

(Reid et al., 2009), with little attention given to com-

munities’ experiences and knowledge of how to cope 

and adapt to these changing environments. Community 

participation is therefore a crucial guiding principle for 

this V&A assessment.

It is also important to flag at this point some key lessons 

from past climate change adaptation projects in the 

Pacific, as identified by a PACE-SD study (see McNamara, 

Hemstock and Holland, 2012). Based on a survey of 31 

agencies that have implemented climate change adapta-

tion projects in the region, four key lessons emerged as 

guiding principles for effective and sustainable projects 

in the long-term. The first lesson related to the need to 

ensure that raising awareness activities are locally and 

culturally appropriate. The second lesson related to the 

need for projects to actively integrate local community 

knowledge into the planning and implementation stages 

of the adaptation projects. The third lesson highlighted 

the importance of ensuring that community ownership is 

maintained throughout all project stages. the fourth and 

final lesson spoke of the need to utilise common sense 

strategies (that are guided by principles of sustainabili-

ty) in lieu of specific climate change projections of local 

impacts.

Some Guiding Principles1.1
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Aims of the PACE-SD Participatory 
V&A Assessment1.2

This V&A assessment is a more detailed assessment than 

the rapid assessment used for site selection. This assess-

ment is designed to gain insights into the vulnerability 

and adaptive capacity of the community, drawing on 

their stock of and concerns about livelihood resources. 

as such, the desired outcomes and hence aims of this 

assessment are: 

1. to develop an understanding of the level of communi-

ty knowledge and attitudes towards climate change;

2. to explore the current status of livelihood resources in 

the community;

3. To examine the most prominent community concerns 

for long-term sustainability; and

4. To identify the most locally and culturally appropriate 

adaptation strategies, as directed by the community, to 

implement.
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This V&A assessment draws on the knowledge, experi-

ences and aspirations of community members. It does 

so by undertaking field observations, along with a focus 

group discussion, field assessment and group workshop 

to collect both qualitative and quantitative data. In 

conjunction with these assessment techniques, this V&A 

assessment also consists of a climate change awareness 

session. In the process of developing this PACE-SD V&A 

assessment, we have drawn on and acknowledge the 

value of a number of carefully planned and effective 

V&A community assessments (see Dazé, Ambrose and 

ehrhart, 2009; nakalevu, 2006; campbell and de Wet, 

1999).

This guidebook is clear and practical. It leads communi-

ties through a logical process that: first, shares informa-

tion about climate change (also drawing on local com-

munity knowledge) in an awareness session; assesses 

the current status of livelihood sectors/resources; lists 

problems and causes; identifies solutions and adaptation 

options; and finally, prioritises these options for imple-

mentation. This process is illustrated in Figure 1 below:

Methodology2.0

This comprehensive and participatory process lends itself 

well to collect baseline data for monitoring and evalua-

tion purposes. The data collected from the focus group, 

field assessment and group work should form the basis 

for baseline data. once projects have been implemented, 

the assessment team should re-convene these communi-

ty workshops and go through the same process and ask 

the same questions in the sectors/resource areas that 

were targeted by the implementation phase. This will 

then indicate any changes or improvements as a result of 

the project. in terms of baseline data on climate change 

knowledge and attitudes, a one-page survey (described 

in more detail below) should be completed by communi-

ty members to gauge this information.

Figure 1: Step-by-step guide of the V&A assessment process
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Step 1
Climate Change Awareness 
Session and Surve3.0

This V&A assessment begins with a climate change 

awareness session (see Plate 2). This should be compre-

hensive in content but simplified to suit the current level 

of community understanding. Key tenants of this climate 

change awareness session should include causes, pos-

sible impacts and potential solutions. It is important for 

the assessment team to have an understanding of the 

level of climate change knowledge the community has 

prior to conducting this awareness session. This should 

have been ascertained during prior visits to the commu-

nity. Also, the assessment team should ensure before-

hand that the venue and facilities are ideal for conduct-

ing the awareness session.

if possible, it is important to gather meteorological infor-

mation for these sites, most likely from the nearest me-

teorological station. Another useful source of informa-

tion on climate change (current changes and projections) 

is the Australian Government’s Pacific Science Climate 

Change Programme, which provides country-specific 

information (see Australian Bureau of Meteorology and 

CSIRO, 2011). There are other useful sources to access 

Pacific climate change information, including Barnett and 

Campbell (2010), Mimura et al., (2007), Preston et al., 

(2006) and the PACE-SD Climate Change Factsheets. The 

findings from these studies should be used as part of the 

climate change awareness session. They should also be 

used throughout the V&A assessment, especially when 

planning potential adaptation activities. 

For the purposes of monitoring and evaluation, it is im-

portant that we understand the levels of climate change 

knowledge and attitudes prior to the implementation of 

a project. As such, community members should be asked 

to complete a one-page survey that gathers important 

information on their knowledge of and attitudes towards 

climate change. This climate change knowledge and atti-

tudes survey is attached in Appendix 1.

Plate 2: PACE-SD staff deliver a climate change awareness session in Soso village, Fiji (Photo: Karen McNamara)
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Step 2
Field Observations4.0

It is important to make field observations throughout the 

entire assessment at each community site. These visual 

observations of the community site and surrounding 

areas could include: geology; geomorphology; drainage 

patterns; vegetation cover; soil type(s); land use types 

and patterns; population distribution; condition of water 

sources; income sources; condition and use of resources 

(terrestrial, marine, freshwater); and signs of land degra-

dation.

This isn’t an exhaustive list but this step is important, 

especially to fill any gaps whereby these observations 

by the assessment team can be very useful. If possible, 

try and gather secondary data sources (such as journal 

articles, reports, previous project documents, census 

information) to confirm your visual observations at each 

of the community sites.

plate 3 provides a series of assorted images to demon-

strate the diversity of observations that can be made in 

communities. For instance, these observations can range 

from how people make a living, to how they access and 

manage their resources, to how they secure their house-

hold food supplies.

Plate 3: Making charcoal in Tassiriki village, Vanuatu to sell at the Port Vila market (left); a traditional canoe used for fishing and transport of 
people and goods in Abaiang Island, Kiribati (centre); smoking fish has long been used as a food preservation technique in Soso village, Fiji (Pho-
tos: Karen McNamara)
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The focus group discussion is a critical component of this 

V&A assessment. The discussion is guided by a series of 

questions, listed in a focus group guide in Appendix 2. 

These questions are divided into the following sectors/

resource areas: governance and socio-economic re-

sources; disaster risk management; water resources and 

security; health and sanitation; energy resources and 

information communication technology; food resources 

and security; and natural resources. Some of this infor-

mation may have been ascertained in the rapid assess-

ment process and so the assessment team should fill any 

gaps from their initial assessment.

if there are enough members of the assessment team 

(i.e. up to three members to each facilitate one group 

discussion), you may want to split the participants into 

three groups now. This will save time. If you do split into 

three groups now, which are outlined below, then each 

group is to follow the questions for their sections in 

appendix 2. the groups should have equal representa-

tion of males and females, including youths. If commit-

tees of these broad sectors exist in the community, then 

members of these should be assigned to the appropriate 

groups. If you don’t split into three groups at this stage, 

then continue on with one large group discussion and 

proceed to have all the questions answered as listed in 

appendix 2.

Step 3: 
Focus Group Discussion5.0
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Step 4: 
Field Assessment6.0

The field assessment follows the focus group discussion. 

The purpose of this component of the V&A assessment is 

two-fold:

1. To make observations in these assigned sectors/re-

source areas; and

2. To verify issues that were raised and discussed in the 

focus group discussion.

If you haven’t split off into three groups as yet, this is the 

time to do it. Please see Step 3 for the make-up of the 

three groups. these groups are then tasked to gather 

information and carry out assessments related to their 

ascribed sectors/resource areas. A field assessment tool 

is provided in appendix 3, which outlines the tasks and 

information that needs to be collected by each of the 

three groups.

Prior to the groups undertaking their field assessments, 

make sure you take a group photograph. Such group pho-

tographs are important for reporting but also for tracking 

information sources during the later stages of the project 

for the purposes of monitoring and evaluation. Plate 5 

captures two important images from Soso village in Fiji: 

one from the field assessment on water resources and 

security; and one on using maps to identify key 

community resources.

Plate 5: Measuring the holding capacity of a concrete rainwater tank in Soso village, Fiji (left); using maps of the village to ascertain the location 
of important community resources in Soso village, Fiji (right) (Photos: Karen McNamara)
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7.1 Session 1: 
Problems, Causes and ‘Solutions’

After the field assessment, the three groups should come 

back together in the same location. Remaining in their 

nominated groups from the field assessment, each group is 

to partake in an exercise that lists key problems, root caus-

es and potential solutions for their specific group sectors/

resource areas (see Plate 6). Groups are to be encouraged 

to reflect on the findings gleaned from the focus group and 

field assessment. This problems, causes and solutions tool 

is provided in appendix 4. each of the three groups should 

be given one hour or so to complete the table in appendix 

4 and then report on their findings to the entire group.

 Step 5
Group Workshop7.0

7.2 Session 2: 
Identifying and Prioritising Adaptation 
Options 

Following the presentations from the three groups (see 

Plate 7), all participating community members should 

now work together as one group to identify and prior-

itise adaptation options based on the findings of Ses-

sion 1.

The group workshop is divided into 
two sessions, as outlined below.
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The adaptation options tool to undertake this activity is 

provided in appendix 5. the assessment team should 

facilitate this discussion and encourage the community 

to draw on the findings from the focus group, field as-

sessment and the above problems, causes and solutions 

exercise. The ‘solutions’ provided from each of the three 

groups should be listed in the table in appendix 5 as 

potential adaptation options. Once they are all listed, the 

assessment team needs to encourage the community to 

indicate the most important options for them and circle 

these. You could then read these circled options out to 

check that they are exactly what the community consid-

ers important. the assessment team should then facil-

itate a discussion whereby the community ranks these 

circled options from one (most important and keen to 

have implemented) to six or so. Remember also to reflect 

on and consider the studies on current climate change 

effects and impacts, and those projected for the future.

This group workshop should be open, interactive and 

respectful of any diverse opinions. The views of commu-

nity representatives and leaders should also be careful-

ly considered as these adaptation options need to be 

supported by community leaders, as well as the broader 

community. Ultimately, the goal is to identify a series of 

prioritised adaptation options that enhance communi-

ty adaptive capacity. But, it is also important to ensure 

that these options are: designed and endorsed by the 

community; cost-effective and appropriate; sustainable; 

and the end product of these participatory V&A assess-

ment tools. Plate 8 visually illustrates some potential 

adaptation activities that might target particular sectors 

or areas of community concern such as coastal erosion 

and sea level rise, strained food security and poor water 

quality.

Plate 8: Encroaching sea levels in Walung Village, Federated States of Micronesia (left); threatened taro crop plantations by salination in 
Abaiang Island, Kiribati (centre); using a local river stream for household water needs in Qeleni village, Fiji (right) (Photos: Karen McNamara)

12



This V&A assessment is comprehensive and involves a 

number of critical stages to ensure this. Given that the 

assessment team must respect the multiple time de-

mands on community members and representatives, 

this V&A process may have to occur over more than 

one site visit. it is of paramount importance that at the 

conclusion of each field visit the assessment team leader 

makes some concluding remarks about the assessment 

and shares with the community the next stages of the 

project. if appropriate, a formal request to leave the 

community may also be required from the community 

leaders. Finally, it is important for the assessment team 

to always remember that this assessment process, and 

indeed entire project, needs to be grounded in principles 

of sharing, respect, honesty and open communication.

Concluding Remarks8.0
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Climate Change Knowledge and Attitudes Survey

appendix 1



Focus group guide

appendix 2







Field assessment tool

appendix 3

Group 1: Governance and Socio-Economic 
Resources / Disaster Risk Management 

a. Governance and Socio-Economic Resources

It is important to continue a discussion within the group 

that builds on information gathered in the focus group 

discussion. Questions to pose further to the group re-

volve around how decisions are made in the community. 

For instance:

- Which men and which women hold positions of power 

in the community;

- Who participates in the decision-making process; and

- Are there any socio-cultural factors, or other factors, 

that restrict or allow men and women

to participate in decision-making and leadership roles?

b. Disaster Risk Management 

(Climate-Induced Disasters)

Vulnerability of built structures to the impacts of 

cyclones

For this, a categorisation of the types of housing struc-

tures in the community should be conducted. The output 

of this exercise could be a table showing the percent-

age of the types of buildings in the community (such as 

cement/brick, wooden, corrugated iron, iron shack or 

traditional). Also, if the community has an evacuation 

centre, inspect its status and condition.

Vulnerability of the community’s agricultural and water 

supply system to the impacts of droughts

The two climate-sensitive sectors that would be impact-

ed by drought are water and agriculture. Continue a dis-

cussion within the group on how vulnerable the current 

system of agriculture is to the impacts of drought. Also 

discuss amongst the group, the capacity of the current 

water supply during periods of drought, such as flow 

rates of springs, current volume of storage and any other 

sources, such as rainwater harvesting, which communi-

ties rely on during periods of drought. In addition to this, 

if communities rely on water being carted from else-

where, the cost and reliability of this should be docu-

mented.

Vulnerability of the community and built structures to the 

impacts of flooding

Communities located in flood prone areas, such as those 

located along the coast or near rivers, need to be as-

sessed as to how vulnerable they are from the adverse 

impacts of inundation and flooding. For this, gather 

information from the group regarding the impacts of 

historical events. In addition to this, transect surveys 

using automatic levels, could be conducted to establish a 

preliminary risk zoning for the site. 

Group 2: Water Resources and Security / Health 
and Sanitation / Energy Resources and Information 
Communication Technology

a. Water Resources and Security

the assessment team should inspect all water sourc-

es used by the community, including any community 

rainwater tanks or storage water tanks, and assess the 

volume of discharge and quality. For the measurement 

of discharge, the use of a measuring cylinder and a stop 

watch would be adequate. In terms of water quality,



the use of a rapid water quality test kit, such as the 

hydrogen sulphide test, would be suitable. For this test, 

take a random sample of household water sources, and 

also include any community rainwater tanks or storage 

water tanks. Also, make sure you use a control in your 

sample, such as bottled water (e.g. Fiji Water). The fol-

lowing table can be used to summarise the results of the 

hydrogen sulphide test. 

At each of the above time intervals, you should indicate 

if the water in the test tube is clear, milky/grey or black 

(see Plate 9). In the case where the hydrogen sulphide 

test changes from clear to black within 24 hours, partic-

ularly for an important source of drinking water for the 

community, then a sample needs to be collected and 

taken to the nearest accredited laboratory within 24 

hours for further testing, particularly for the presence of 

e-coli bacteria. The required volume is usually a litre, in 

a sterilised plastic or glass bottle, and stored in ice at a 

temperature of below ten degrees centigrade.

Plate 9: Results of the hydrogen sulphide water tests (Photo: Karen 

McNamara)

b. Health and Sanitation

The health and sanitation assessment should be carried 

out at both the household and community levels. For the 

household level, a sample population should be assessed 

for basic household hygiene, including sanitary condition 

of the toilets. At the community level, inspection and 

categorisation of the types of waste disposal, including 

the types of toilets, should be carried out. The general 

cleanliness of the village and its surroundings should 

be described, including the incidence of animal or pest 

waste or droppings. If possible, try and obtain a health 

report and health data from the village nurse(s) or health 

worker(s) but this information needs to be treated with 

the utmost confidence. 

c. Energy Resources and Information 

Communication Technology

Energy resources for cooking

the assessment team should inspect the cooking facili-

ties of a sample population and assess the fuel used and 

energy efficiency of the cooking methods used by the 

community. They should also enquire as to the cost of 

the cooking fuels and where they have been purchased. 

For fuelwood, document the accessibility to the source, 

and the type(s) and volume used to determine the level 

of sustainability.

Energy resources for lighting and other electrical energy 

needs

The assessment team should evaluate the type(s), cost, 

accessibility and sustainability of the types of

fuel used for lighting and other electrical needs.

Information communication technology

Build on your questions and discussions about informa-

tion communication technology from the focus group, 

including its potential use and relevance for the 

community.



Field assessment tool

appendix 3

Group 3: Food Resources and Security / Natural 
Resources

a. Food Resources and Security

The assessment team should survey a sample of farms to 

assess the types and volume of food resources available 

to the communities. This could require an assessment of 

the soil fertility and productivity or yield of the various 

cultivated crop. The availability of the basic food crops 

throughout the year should be assessed by documenting 

the cropping system. Assessment should also be made 

of the varieties of root crops, vegetables and fruits crops 

grown, which may provide a link, though not necessarily, 

to the health and nutritional status of the community. 

The area of crop plantations could be measured using a 

gpS devise. building on the focus group discussions, an 

assessment of the marine resources and any livestock 

should also be included here.

b. Natural Resources (Terrestrial, Marine, Freshwater)

an assessment of the land-based natural resources with 

respect to the volume and state of the resources should 

be carried out. this would include the:

- Categorisation and volume of forest;

- Categorisation and volume of wild crop harvest;

- presence and impacts of invasive species;

- Potential ecosystem services for the community; and

- Potential marketable resources.

the area of forest and wild crop harvest could be mea-

sured using a gpS devise. building on the focus group 

discussion, also document the availability, accessibility 

and volume of marine and/or freshwater resources. the 

results of these assessments could then be used as an 

indicator of the status of biodiversity in the area.



Problems, Causes and ‘Solutions’ Tool

appendix 4



 Identifying and Prioritising Adaptation Options Tool

appendix 5
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