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The earth’s climate is changing rapidly. Climate scientists forecast higher 

temperatures and significant changes in precipitation patterns, that in turn will alter crop 

suitability and land use in many agricultural regions of the world. Farmers will see changes in 

their agricultural productivity, their farm income, and their food security.  For farmers, especially 

vulnerable smallholder farmers, taking measures to adapt to climate change will be one of the 

most important paths for protecting their livelihoods.  Their willingness and capacity to adopt 

improved practices and technologies, their cognitive and behavioral preferences, and the 

institutional response mechanisms will go a long way in determining their success in their 

adaptation to climate change.  This study presents results of an analysis of the vulnerabilities of 

smallholder coffee producers in Nicaragua to climate change. I use descriptive analyses and 

experimental risk games with real payoffs to evaluate the preferences, attitudes, and capacities of 

coffee producers in Nicaragua in the context of their adaptation to climate change. I show that 

food insecure households are more risk averse than food secure households and that much 

improvement is needed in the sector in terms of equity and institutional development. Despite 

studies that have found that poorer agrarian households tend to be risk averse, many studies have 

also found the opposite. Furthermore, there are relatively few studies that explores risk attitudes 

among households that are already highly vulnerable. This study provides an important 

contribution to this debate. While holding income level constant, I find that households that are 

food insecure are significantly less likely to make riskier choices than food secure households. 

The implications of these results should not be taken lightly, climate impacts can destroy crops, 

livestock, and other household assets; for households in chronic poverty, conventional risk 

management strategies simply may not be enough. The challenge lies in the development and 

provision of services, institutions, and interventions that enable the accumulation of productive 

assets and the adoption of improved agricultural production technologies that will be 

instrumental to building the capacity of households in their struggle to adapt to climate change.


