
Scientists have determined that human activities since the Industrial Revolution, such as the use of fossil 

fuels and land use change, have led to an increase in the concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, 

trapping extra heat inside the atmosphere, and offsetting the earth-atmosphere energy balance1. 

This has led to an increase in the Earth’s surface temperature, resulting or expected to result in shifts 

in the climate system, including sea level rise, changes in precipitation patterns, melting ice, increased 

frequency of extreme events, and changes in climate variability. This will have significant repercussions 

for human society and the environment2.

Research has confirmed that mitigation3 – reducing emissions of greenhouse gases or sequestering 

emissions – is critical to slowing climate change. However, because of the long lifetime of the greenhouse 

gases already present in the atmosphere, at least some amount of climate change will be inevitable, 

and so adaptation, or coping with climate change impacts, is increasingly being recognized as critical4.

PEOPLE-CENTRED
CLIMATE	CHANGE	ADAPTATION:	
INTEGRATING	GENDER	ISSUES
THIS BRIEF EXPLAINS THE LINKS BETWEEN GENDER ISSUES AND CLIMATE 
CHANGE AND RECOMMENDS WAYS TO INTEGRATE GENDER INTO CLIMATE 
CHANGE ADAPTATION POLICIES AND ACTIVITIES.

Background

Adaptation aims to reduce the vulnerability and improve the adaptive capacity, or resilience, of people who rely 

on climate-dependent resources for their livelihoods (see box 1). In the agriculture* sector, adaptation requires 

the use of good agricultural, forestry and fisheries practices to meet changing and more difficult environmental 

conditions5. Examples of adaptation practices in agriculture include changing timing of planting or sowing; applying 

new technologies; and promoting agro-biodiversity6.

Adaptation to variable climatic conditions has been an ongoing process; women and men are continually modifying 

their agricultural practices to naturally-varying climate conditions according to their specific needs, knowledge and 

access to resources. Governments and agencies play 

a critical role in improving farmers’ capacities to 

reduce risk or make optimal use of climate variability8 

through disseminating agro-meteorological data and 

tools; conducting vulnerability assessments; and 

providing policy advice to strengthen institutional 

approaches to disaster risk reduction9.

What is climate change adaptation?

“Vulnerability is an indication of people’s exposure to external 
risks, shocks and stresses and their ability to cope with, and 
recover from, the resulting impacts. Vulnerability may differ 
seasonally or at different times within people’s lives. It also 
differs across groups within communities or individuals within a 
household, owing to their livelihood activities or social standing. 
(...) People draw on a range of coping strategies in times of 
stress; however, those available to the very poor are likely to be 
more restricted and less resilient7.”

BOX 1. Vulnerability and resilience

* As per FAO basic texts, the word agriculture includes crops and grasslands, livestock husbandry, forestry and fisheries.

 Draw on local knowledge, which is linked to men’s and women’s gender-differentiated roles, and “is based on 

experience and adapted to the local culture and environment, it is continuously developing (...) [and is] an important 

asset for resource-poor people.27”

 Enhance local capacity to adapt. “FAO has developed and tested a livelihood-based approach to promote climate 

change adaptation processes (...) building on the assumption that most rural communities in LDCs (as well as in other 

developing countries) work on the basis of day-to-day priorities rather than for the longer term28.” 

 Introduce tools in a locally-sensitive way. FAO cautions “the availability of usable science-based climate prediction 

information needs to be tailored to farmer needs by matching it with traditional practices and incorporating existing 

local knowledge29.” 

Moving forward

More locally-based research on gender-climate links is needed30. An understanding of local gender dynamics is essential 

because gender roles “vary across culture, class, ethnicity, income, education, and time31”. Such research should ask:

 How do the different types of climate change impacts, such as droughts and flooding, differently affect men and women?

 In what ways do men and women adapt to climate variability and extreme events?

 How do men’s and women’s roles complement each other when coping with changing climate conditions?

 How may gender roles change when climate conditions change? 

This type of research is critical to ensure they women and men are not burdened and made more vulnerable by changing 

responsibilities due to climate change, that inequalities between them are not increased and to identify opportunities that 

can collectively reduce vulnerability and enhance adaptive capacity.

Action on the gender dimension of climate change is needed at the policymaking level.

With recognition that there will always be a degree of uncertainty about the impacts of climate change, global preparations 

for the range of possible impacts must incorporate the gender dimension of climate change. The growing body of 

literature on gender and climate change combined with research on the biophysical impacts of climate change should be 

continuously fed into the formulation of people-centred climate change adaptation strategies and policies. 

Incorporating the gender dimension of vulnerability and resilience into adaptation can be met by drawing on years 

of agriculture development and disaster relief experience and, perhaps more importantly, men’s and women’s existing 

knowledge and coping mechanisms. 
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Adaptation at an accelerated and more targeted pace will be critical for the security and the 

development of vulnerable populations, like the estimated 1.4 billion rural people who are 

dependent on small-scale resource poor farming in developing countries10. The profound effects 

of climate change on agriculture11, combined with the low resiliency and high vulnerability of this 

population to shocks, could severely alter their ability to manage natural resources, affecting their 

livelihoods, food security, and well-being. At risk are their jobs, their homes, and their access to 

basic resources, including food and water. 

While adaptation research and activities targeting vulnerable populations are increasing in 

number, limited attention has been given to the differences between men and women within 

at-risk populations. 

Experience shows that interventions to strengthen livelihoods and food security from external 

shocks are more efficient and effective when gender differences are properly understood and 

addressed12, and yet research and policy-making have so far failed to examine extensively the 

gender aspects of vulnerability and adaptation to climate change.

The rural poor: urgency and need for adaptation

Gender: a crucial dimension of climate change adaptation

In at-risk natural resource-dependent communities, men and women have distinct roles and 

responsibilities (see box 2), which give rise to differences in vulnerability and ability to cope with 

change. Some of the ways gender roles are linked to climate change adaptation are:

1. Due to a gender-based division of labour, men and women perform different jobs/tasks. Climate change will alter 

what they can do, exposing men and women to different risks and opportunities. Men may migrate for work while 

women may spend more time collecting fuel and water, for example.

2. Men and women have different access to resources, including physical resources like land, social resources like 

networks, and financial resources like income-generating work and credit. In times of change, they will have different 

options and ‘safety nets’ for coping with change.

3. Based on their distinct roles, women and men 

have different sets of knowledge and skills, such 

as knowing which seeds to plant during a dry spell 

or knowing how to dig a well. Recognizing their 

contributions will result in a wider range of options 

for preparing for and coping with change.

4. Participation in decision making and politics, and 

access to decision makers is not always equal for men 

and women and this may affect their participation 

and the representation of their ideas in short- and 

long-term decision making on climate change.

Lessons learned

Experience in development interventions 

shows that households do not act as one when 

making decisions, women tend to control 

fewer resources16, and women tend to be 

more vulnerable to external shocks due to 

already-present vulnerability from unequal 

access to resources, lower levels of education, 

increased burden and poorer health17 (see box 

3). Increasing women’s resources tends to benefit the whole family. In general, projects that acknowledge and 

monitor gender differences have improved impacts on development18. 

“There is a body of research in disaster management that argues that women are more vulnerable than men 

to weather-related disasters. (...) (Gender-differentiated impacts) include numbers of deaths, and well-being 

in the post-event recovery period.19” It has been found that men and women farmers have distinct and critical 

knowledge to contribute to disaster recovery (see box 4). Disaster assistance after floods or droughts has proven 

more successful when men and women are equally involved20. 

1.  Gender13 refers to the social roles and relations between 
women and men. This includes the different responsibilities 
of women and men in a given culture or location. 

2.  Gender roles14 of women and men are socially constructed, 
unlike the sex of men or women, which is biologically 
determined, and such roles can change over time and vary 
according to geographic location and social context.

3.  Gender equality15 means “equal enjoyment by women and 
men of socially-valued goods, opportunities, resources and 
rewards. Where gender inequality exists, it is generally 
women who are excluded or disadvantaged in relation 
to decision-making and access to economic and social 
resources. (...) [A] critical aspect of promoting gender 
equality is the empowerment of women, (but) (...) (t)he 
achievement of gender equality implies changes for both 
men and women (because) (t)he lives of men are just as 
strongly influenced by gender as those of women.”

BOX 2. Key gender concepts

A study on livelihood adaptation to climate variability and change in 
drought-prone areas of Bangladesh21 recommended that “priority 
should be given to plans for rural development that incorporate 
climate change adaptation.” The study further recommended that 
because “women and children are the most vulnerable groups 
within the communities”(...) “special contingency plans should 
be made in order to mitigate their suffering and ensure gender 
issues are mainstreamed in any development process.” Another 
section of the study recommended that ensuring the sustainability 
of household-level income generation activities is one way to 
integrate women into the implementation of adaptation practices.

BOX 3. Gender, development and adaptation

Floods in 2000 had a devastating effect on the farmer seed systems in the Valley of Limpopo River, in 
the Province of Gaza, Mozambique22, “due to their abruptness and the timing of the disaster, occurring 
just before the harvesting time and lasting for about three months. All the lowland resources like 
livestock, seeds and shelters were destroyed.”

In one region of the valley, multiple varieties of crops went extinct and farmers used external 
resources and informal networks to rehabilitate their seed stocks. In another region, farmers 
were able to recover their seeds after the flood in the lowland area because they had a practice of 
transferring seeds from the highlands to the lowlands in times of flooding. 

In these communities, men are responsible for the cultivation of cash crops like maize, sugar 
cane, rice and bananas, while women have the responsibility and knowledge about food crops like 
cassava, sweet potatoes, groundnuts and cowpeas. The study found that the reconstruction of the 
agricultural systems, which also affects the conservation of genetic resources, may be affected by 
the differentiation of agricultural practices and responsibilities along gender lines.

BOX 4. Farmers’ adaptive capacity and gender-differentiated knowledge systems

How to incorporate gender issues into climate change adaptation

INTERNATIONAL AND NATIONAL POLICIES: 

 Mainstream a gender perspective into the policy design process, which means making women’s as well as 

men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design and implementation, monitoring and 

evaluation of policies and programmes23. 

 Gender analysis can be used to understand women’s and men’s different activities and responsibilities, and 

their access to resources and decision-making24, making programmes more efficient and relevant25.

LOCAL AND COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES: 

 Use participatory approaches to involve all members of the community in planning.

 Understand local gender roles, including different vulnerabilities. Failure to consider these differences 

between men and women leads to unsuccessful project activities26.


