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Rapid social and environmental change threatens to overwhelm the coping capacity of 

smallholders in marginal mountainous areas (SMMA). The ability of SMMA to adapt to rapid 

change is embedded within their ability to build effective and inclusive local collective action 

institutions (LCAI) for sustainable development. This paper explores the relationship between 

the capacity of SMMA households to adapt to shocks and stresses, and the involvement of those 

households in various kinds of local collective action institutions (LCAI). LCAI mediate 

human—environment interactions and underpin access to the social, economic and 

environmental resources necessary to sustain SMMA livelihoods. LCAI are embedded within a 

broader framework of institutional structures and processes that operate at multiple levels of 

governance, from local to international, and SMMA are increasingly the target of a number of 

external interventions (e.g., by state, NGO, private sector actors), each with differing approaches 

to reducing vulnerability. Such external actors mediate the link between local and higher levels 

of governance. Understanding how coping capacity can be built upon and/or transformed into 

adaptive capacity through LCAI, thereby widening the coping range of SMMA, is urgently 

required. This study uses a mixed methods approach, including household surveys and semi-

structured interviews, to analyse household livelihoods, coping and adapting capacities, and 

LCAI membership. Preliminary findings of this research indicate that LCAI in mountainous 

areas of north India fall into three main categories: (i) socio-economic development, (ii) 

common-pool resources, and (iii) disaster management. LCAI interconnectedness and 

interdependency is crucial for sustainable adaptations to occur. Research to date has largely 

focussed on analysing LCAI in isolation. Little research has investigated: the interaction among 

different types of LCAI and how it structures household responses to social, economic and 

environmental challenges and priorities; how households allocate resources to different LCAIs 

and how they negotiate and manage trade-offs between social, economic and environmental 

priorities; how external interventions may support or undermine LCAIs to strengthen the 

adaptive capacity of SMMA. By exploring SMMA membership, resource allocation, and 

interaction of LCAIs, this study will explore the synergies and trade-offs among social, 

economic, and environmental targets of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).


