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Tradeoffs are important for understanding complex systems management, applied across 

disciplines as a framework for describing compromise between competing ideals or outcomes. 

By integrating tradeoffs conceptualizations from psychology, economics, and ecosystem 

services, we develop and apply a tradeoff-focused analytical lens to understand adaptation 

decision making in complex social-ecological systems. In particular, we analyze adaptation 

decision making within a highly industrialized agriculture system in the face of policy-induced 

water scarcity and seek to understand public and private adaptation as products of intertemporal, 

multi-scalar interactions of individual and collective value systems. Analyzing results from semi-

structured interviews with agricultural producers in the Eastern Snake Plain of Idaho, we found 

that individual farmers are faced with a variety of tradeoffs which can shape their adaptation 

decision making simultaneously. These include tradeoffs in soil health and water conservation, 

tradeoffs in farming identity and economic stability, and tradeoffs in tradition and successful 

adaptation. Collectively, individual decisions around these tradeoffs can interact with policy to 

generate a variety of potential tradeoffs at the regional scale. For example, water savings may 

come at the expense of reduced production of key agricultural crops, while continued 

productivity could exact a toll on key surface water infrastructures. Together, these results 

demonstrate that explicit and implicit tradeoffs are integral in adaptation decision making of 

individual and institutional actors in highly regulated irrigated agriculture systems. Further, we 

suggest that our findings indicate that a tradeoffs lens may provide an entry point for the 

anticipatory analysis of interactions between public and private adaptation in various contexts.


