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In recognition of the rise in human vulnerability to processes of environmental change, the SEI Risk, Livelihoods & Vulnerability Programme undertakes applied research and policy support to address the challenges of reducing human vulnerability to environmental change and to support the overall goals of poverty reduction and sustainable development. It was initiated in 2002 with the objective to develop analytic approaches for vulnerability assessment; to support policy aimed at reducing vulnerability and building resilience; to build capacity in local government and community-based organisations; and to increase awareness of vulnerability issues.
The Programme is placed within the context of recent research on the underlying causes of human vulnerability to environmental change. The multidisciplinary vulnerability framework jointly developed by SEI and Clark University represents a robust and well-developed conceptual and analytical framework that is capable of integrating trans-disciplinary and cross-sectoral analysis. It illustrates the complexity and interactions of vulnerability analysis, drawing attention to how multiple socio-political, ecological and geo-physical processes operating at different spatial and temporal scales produce vulnerability within coupled human-environment systems.

Vulnerability analysis focuses on the perspectives and experiences of the poorest and most marginalised individuals and groups and is therefore useful in identifying regions and peoples at greatest risk from environmental and socio-economic changes. By investigating the mechanisms that facilitate or constrain people’s ability to cope, adapt or recover from stresses, vulnerability analysis is capable of documenting human agency and resilience and investigating the role of socio-economic and environmental factors in creating differentiated impacts across specific groups or regions.
The need to establish linkages between poverty reduction, strategic environmental thinking, disaster risk reduction and climate risk management to reduce vulnerability and build social-ecological resilience is increasingly being recognised by scientists and practitioners alike and underpins the work of the Risk, Livelihoods & Vulnerability Programme. As part of its ongoing work to support policy development within the field of poverty reduction and sustainable development, SEI maintains strategic long-term collaborative partnerships involving scientists, practitioners, decision-makers, and civil society. 
In order to achieve an effective science-to-policy interface, research priorities are co-defined with partners and policy makers in order to promote mutual learning and joint ownership throughout projects, and to maintain continuity and sustained investment in key regions.
The plethora of local vulnerability case studies undertaken during the last two decades presents us with highly place-based and fragmented experiences of vulnerability assessment and there exist a number of challenges for translating this research experience into useful lessons for policy. From a methodological perspective they include the synthesis of more generalizable insights, improving our understanding of scale linkages and cross-scale dynamics between local manifestations of vulnerability and risk construction at larger scales, and determining human agency and its limitations. Vulnerability research is highly interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral and therefore needs to integrate across different knowledge domains (risk and vulnerability, livelihoods, resilience) and different scientific and practitioner communities (disaster risk reduction, poverty reduction, natural resource management, climate change adaptation). Quite often there is a mismatch between the scales of decision-making and assessment. For example, policy frameworks for resource management are typically developed at a regional level (e.g. on the scale of a river basin) and frequently don’t consider local livelihoods. In order to build resilience to shocks the interactions between social and environmental processes need to be considered. Also, vulnerability tends to be dynamic over time and space, and this needs to be reflected in more flexible policy frameworks. With regard to climate policy, there are major gaps in communicating information between researchers and policymakers. There is a lack of information and scientific literature from and on developing countries and in many developing countries there is a huge demand for training, technical support and capacity building.
Through a set of new climate related projects, the SEI aims to improve the science-policy interface in the provision and use of sound information and knowledge on climate change, to build capacity throughout global networks to support policies, strategies and measures on climate change, and to demonstrate, assess and disseminate emerging scientific findings through innovative research. The UNEP Collaborating Centre on Climate Adaptation will focus on building international research capacity and advice on effective means to manage present and future climatic risks, enhancing regional capacity in developing countries through partnerships of independent research organisations, and disseminating best practice and advisory services. The Global Initiative on Climate Change (GICC) is a strategic collaboration between the SEI, IIED, and IISD to establish a global partner network that integrates climate change responses into mainstream development policy, planning and practice in developing countries. Its objectives are to build capacity on the links between climate change and sustainable livelihoods, adaptive management and resilience building, to support governments and civil society on strategies and options for an effective and equitable post-2012 climate regime, to enable countries to adopt climate policy and governance options, such as carbon credits and markets, and to develop initiatives with local partners and stakeholders in key target areas, such as highly vulnerable or highly dynamic regions.

