
Tool
A Multi-Criteria-Analysis (MCA) is a methodology for pri-
oritising adaptation measures which does not rely purely on 
economic calculations but rather on qualitative assessments 
of criteria. In Mexico, an MCA is being piloted in three sec-
tors (irrigated agriculture, water, forest ecosystems). It is 
part of the larger process of creating a prioritisation tool. 
This process comprises four phases: phase 1 – identification 
of adaptation measures; phase 2 – MCA; phase 3 – detailed 
Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA) for measures ranked high-
est by MCA; phase 4 – design of the final tool to be used 
by government bodies. The MCA is based on the UNEP 
MCA4Climate policy evaluation framework and the utility 
index Índice de Utilidad de Prácticas de Adaptación (IUPA) 
used at the national level. 

Scope and entry points 
The Mexican Government’s long term vision regarding ad-
aptation to climate change is manifested in the Climate 
Change Law, which was enacted in June 2012. The law 
gives special attention to adaptation to climate change, 
which allows for the formulation of policies in this field. As 
established in this legislation, the Mexican Government is 
responsible for formulating the National Climate Change 
Strategy (Estrategia Nacional del Cambio Climático, ENCC) 
as well as the second Special Programme on Climate 
Change (Programa Especial del Cambio Climático, PECC). 
The former aims to establish a framework for national cli-
mate change policies, programmes and actions, while the 
latter establishes specific goals for sectorial ministries relat-
ing to both adaptation and mitigation.

Other policies, programmes and projects within this poli-
cy framework will be designed, but due to a lack of human, 
technical and financial resources, not all will be implement-
ed. The prioritisation of measures using an MCA approach 
ensures that important criteria are met and that decisions in 
favour of specific measures are harmonised. The Ministry 
of Environment (SEMARNAT) has commissioned its inde-
pendent bodies to carry out specific tasks: the National Wa-

ter Commission (CONAGUA) is to implement the method-
ology for water policies, while the National Forestry Com-
mission (CONAFOR) and the National Commission for 
Natural Protected Areas (CONANP) are to develop the pri-
oritisation tool in the Forest Ecosystem sector. The ministry 
of Agriculture (SAGARPA) has also applied to prioritise ad-
aptation measures in irrigated agriculture as a pilot sector. 

Specifics of Application

Stakeholders and institutional set-up 

Several stakeholders, including the Ministry of Environ-
ment (SEMARNAT) and its independent bodies the Na-
tional Forestry Commission (CONAFOR) and the Nation-
al Commission for Natural Protected Areas (CONANP), 
as well as government and academic consultants, were in-
volved in preparing steps 1 to 3. In May 2013 a work-
shop was held for implementing steps 4 to 7. Representa-
tives from CONANP, CONAFOR, the National Institute 
for the Environment and Climate Change (INECC), the 
World Wildlife Fund (WWF), the National Autonomous 
University of Mexico (UNAM), the National Commission 
for Knowledge and Use of Biodiversity (CONABIO) and 
SEMARNAT participated in the workshop. With support 
from GIZ, CONANP and CONAFOR are leading the pro-
cess of developing the tool. 

Input 

For each step in the process, from identifying adaptation 
options to the final selection of options, several stakeholder 
meetings were convened which needed to be prepared, 
organised and documented. The degree of resource intensity 
associated with identifying the adaptation options depends 
on the level of institutionalisation. In the case of Mexico 
the process took five months. In addition, a good facilitator 
is needed to moderate, draw conclusions from, and docu-
ment discussions. Basic spreadsheet software (e.g. Excel) 
is required for calculating and visualising the scoring and 
weighting. 
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How it works
The MCA is comprised of several steps that are carried out in a participa-
tory way with relevant stakeholders.

1 Establish the context: Clarify climate policy goals for adap-
tation in general or for a particular sector. Identify the deci-
sion makers and main stakeholders. Consider the national so-
cio-economic, political, institutional and environmental set-
ting.

2 Identify the options to be evaluated: Draw up a set of adap-
tation policy options. These can be either single policy actions 
formulated in different degrees of detail or a portfolio with a 
mix of policy options.

3 Select criteria and indicators: Based on existing literature 
and previous experience, select general criteria and indicators 
that will be crucial for the MCA. Consider at what level of cri-
teria the analysis should occur.

4 Validate criteria and indicators: Together with a group of 
stakeholders who are familiar with the subject matter or the 
specific sector, consider whether it is necessary to modify the 
suggested generic or sector-specific criteria and indicators.

5 Assign a weight to each criterion: Stakeholders, assign a 
weight to all criteria based on the preferences agreed by the 
group.

6 Score the different options: Assess the performance of each 
policy option against all the criteria using the chosen assess-
ment methods. Based on this assessment, score the options 
against the criteria (in each scenario if different scenarios are 
explicitly modelled).

7 Using the scores and weights (SxW), calculate overall 
input and output values for each policy option: Assign 
weights to each criterion. Calculate aggregate weighted scores 
for each option at each level in the hierarchy, keeping the in-
put groups separated from the output groups. Calculate over-
all weighted scores on the input side and on the output side.

8 Examine and test the results: Examine the results, compar-
ing the performance profiles of options for each criterion to 
identify highly promising or subordinate options (i.e. those 
with the highest and lowest scores) and to highlight particular 
strengths and weaknesses. Compare pairs or combinations of 
options if applicable. Carry out sensitivity analysis by altering 
weights and/or scores and examine how those changes affect 
relative rankings of policy options. Compare the performance 
of options across different scenarios if explicitly modelled. In 
light of the results, consider new policy options.
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Specifics of Application

Output

Once the criteria are validated and 
weighted, and each adaptation meas-
ure has been assessed against the cri-
teria, the information is entered into 
a software application. A spider dia-
gram or another form of visualisation 
(e.g. x-y-graph) is used to show the re-
sult of the assessment. In order to en-
sure transparency, good documenta-
tion of the discussions and decisions 
that contributed to the development of 
the criteria and the weighting is equal-
ly important. 

Capacity required and ease of use

As this tool builds on participation 
with various stakeholders, several 
workshops have to be held at the dif-
ferent stages before the tool can be ful-
ly validated. As is the case with other 
participatory processes, general facil-
itation plays a key role. Especially at 
the beginning, but essentially at eve-
ry workshop, a good introduction and 
explanation of the need for the tool 
is required to build understanding 
amongst all parties involved. In addi-
tion, participants need to have an un-
derstanding of adaptation. For those 
who were inexperienced in the field, 
the adaptation background was laid 
out in one of the first workshops and 
was recapitulated at the beginning of 
the following workshops. The software 
that is needed to display the results 
of selecting and weighting the crite-
ria is easily replicable and can be devel-
oped using a simple spreadsheet pro-
gram. An appropriate individual needs 
to be trained in using the tool in order 
to carry out the workshops. At a lat-
er stage there should be one responsi-
ble person in each institution who is 
trained to handle the software.
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Conclusions for future application 

Outcome and added value

Since this MCA application for climate change adapta-
tion is a pilot, it is not yet possible to definitively predict the 
changes the tool will imply for the institutions. However, 
CONANP and CONAFOR intend to use this tool to im-
prove their decision-making processes so as to implement 
adaptation measures in a more transparent way and create 
acceptance for those measures.

Cost-benefit ratio 

Users of the tool do not need to purchase resource-intensive 
appliances. However, preparing, organising and document-
ing the stakeholder workshops is time-consuming and re-
quires significant personnel. In the case of Mexico, expenses 
included costs for consultants who were brought in to pre-
pare the adaptation measures, establish the first set of indi-
cators, develop the spreadsheet and compile the workshop 
reports. The benefits of this process are high levels of trans-
parency and acceptance. 

Potential for replication 

This tool is currently being piloted for the water and for-
est ecosystem sectors. It has already been carried out success 
fully in the agricultural sector. The final product of this pri-
oritisation pilot project (including MCA and CBA) will be 
presented in a handbook in simple and accessible form to 
help ensure it can be replicated in other sectors and institu-
tions. 
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