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Abstract
Are institutions adaptable to changing conditions? One reason for adaptation are the impacts of
climate change. Ample case study evidence yet shows that substantial barriers hamper collective
action in climate change adaptation. However, generalizable patterns of how and why barriers
arise remain scarce. The study adopts a collective action perspective and utilizes the archetypes
approach in a meta-analysis of 26 primary studies to explain how barriers are generated
through adverse mechanisms in specific conditions of social-ecological systems. We focus on
adaptation of water governance in river basins, and find six kinds of mechanisms that generate
barriers: coordination gaps, path dependencies, zero-sum games, uncertainties, competing
priorities and tangible constraints. All mechanisms are characterized by identifiable conditions,
with particular implications for collective action. The paper precisely introduces the archetypes
approach, and shows limitations of the institutional fit heuristic when conditions permanently
change in the longrun.
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