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Abstract
Attention to gender and climate change has increased
steadily over the last decade. Much of the emerging
policy-focused literature resembles to a considerable
degree the gender and environment literature from the
1990s, with the nature of women’s work being used to
justify placing women at the centre of climate change
policy. However, in contrast with the portrayal of women
in earlier literature as knowledgeable guardians of the
environment, the women at the centre of gender and
climate change policy are typically portrayed as
vulnerable, weak, poor, and socially isolated. Arguably,
this is a reflection of the politics of gender rather than
the reality of the men and women who regularly
experience and deal with changes of various kinds. We
argue for a more realistic and nuanced framing of gender
that is built on an acknowledgement of social complexity,
and an understanding of social, including gender
relations, in specific local settings. Such a framing would
provide a more valuable starting point for understanding
the way in which both women and men, together and
separately in their different, and changing roles, shape
the outcomes of external interventions. This shift does
not mean that targeting vulnerable women to meet short
term needs is not valuable. Rather, the intention is
principally, to minimise the risks of policy failure resulting
from the adoption of often erroneous but popular
assumptions about the different roles that women and
men play, and must continue to play, to achieve food
security in the face of climate change.

Introduction
There is broad consensus around the need for targeted
policies to protect vulnerable men and women whose
livelihoods depend on climate-sensitive natural
resources. Attention to gender, and particularly women,
is increasingly central to debates on responses to climate
change. By and large, the call to integrate women in
climate change policy is based on an assumption that
they are more vulnerable to climate shocks and stressors
than men, because of their greater dependence on
natural resources for fulfilling the food security needs of
themselves and their dependants. At the same time,
women are viewed as politically and economically
marginalised, hence less able to influence policy
processes than men. Moreover, there is often emphasis
on the value of women’s knowledge and skills built up
through their work. Together, these somewhat
contradictory but powerful narratives provide a strong
justification for placing women at the centre of climate
change adaptation policies. Similar justifications have
been used to place women centrally in a range of other
rural development areas, especially agricultural and
environmental policies and plans.1
Although this link between women’s roles and climate
change policy has an attractive logic to it, its universal
application in relation to all women in all kinds of
situations makes it highly problematic as a basis for
policy. Arora-Jonsson (2011) argues that much of the
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portrayal of rural women in climate change policy as
vulnerable, weak and without agency, yet with the
potential to make a difference, is simply a reflection of
the politics of gender discourse. In part this reflects
recognition of the need for a simple yet convincing
narrative in order to influence policy.
In this paper we compare this climate change and
gender narrative with those found in other policy areas.
We argue that a gender-responsive policy, one that takes
into consideration actual or potential gender
disadvantage, needs a different starting point. Rather
than starting with some generalised version of weak
women coping in social isolation, such policy needs to
be built on an analysis of context-specific social relations,
including gender relations, in order to reveal, i) the way
relations with others influence individual decisionmaking; ii) how changes in gender relations are
negotiated and renegotiated in response to both threats
and opportunities arising from external and internal (to
households/ families etc.) sources; and iii) the trade-offs
that responding to these changes entail for everyone.
Our main argument in support of such a change is that
policies focusing on women alone are unlikely to result
in a sustainable increase in their – or society’s – adaptive
capacity in the face of a changing climate.
The emphasis of the paper is on climate change
adaptation. We understand climate change adaptation
here as a process of adjustments to climate-related
shocks and stressors that are part of a broader range of
livelihood shocks and stressors faced by women and
men.2 Therefore, at an individual, household or other
level, actions that might be classified as adaptation can
rarely be attributed to climate shocks or stressors alone,
and successful adaptation will reflect the capacity to
respond to change more broadly. In other words, the
notion of a climate-change specific adaptive capacity is
probably not very useful.
The remainder of the paper is divided into two parts
followed by a conclusion. The first part reviews broad
gender and development policy approaches, and then
details their deployment in relation to environment and
climate change policy.3 Part II focuses on alternative
starting points for gender-responsive climate adaptation
policy. The paper concludes that an alternative starting
point for policy development must be firmly based on
a critical analysis of gender relations in specific local
institutional contexts. This analysis must include the
gendered experience of climate change, of the wider
social relations that influence resource allocations.4 Such
analyses should enable the separation of women’s and
men’s interests in resources from their resource use work.
They should also reveal factors that shape women’s and
men’s choices, and influence their decision-making,
including previous experience of change and adaptation.
Ultimately, such analyses are essential to making
informed policy choices.

2

Part I: Review of policy and
policy arguments
This section reviews gender, and gender and
environment discourse in order to set the context for a
critical examination of the gender and climate change
policy agenda.

Gender policy discourse
A discourse on the value of investing in women to
achieve desired development outcomes has dominated
gender and development policy since the 1970s, when
Esther Boserup’s revelations about women being
excluded from yet disadvantaged by policy initiatives
were documented.6 This discourse and the processes
whereby it came to dominate policy are well documented,
and critiqued.7 The introduction of separate programmes
for women was a major policy choice from the outset.
Plans were laid early in the 1970s for the collection of
sex disaggregated data to demonstrate the value of
women to the functioning of the economy and
household. In terms of agricultural production, women
were invariably shown to work longer hours than men;
to be more likely to grow food crops for home
consumption than men; to have more limited access to
physical assets than men for their independent farming;
to spend more time caring for children and the sick; and
to undertake more household chores including the
collection of firewood and water. Their rewards, in terms
of cash or other benefits were consistently recorded to
be minimal compared with those of men.
Comparisons such as these provided the material for
the narratives that have driven much gender and natural
resources policy over the past four decades. Possibly one
of the most important has been women’s concern for
ensuring food security through the production of food
crops to be used primarily for home consumption; and
associated with this, an unwillingness to take risks that
might jeopardise these domestic provisioning interests.8
Since 1970, sex differences in economic and domestic
roles have been relentlessly described, but they have
also been confounded with individual interests,
essentialised, and therefore presented as fixed and
unchanging. Cornwall and others remark on the
universalisms of this discourse in which all women are
portrayed in the same way, and ‘she is hardly the woman
we know’.9
In large part, when gender is used by mainstream
agencies to talk about women, two contrasting pictures
of women emerge: either they lack agency and hence
the ability to exploit opportunities (and as a consequence
struggle to fulfil their responsibilities in difficult if not
near impossible circumstances), or, as is especially the
case to-day, they behave as resourceful providers and
reliable entrepreneurs. Investing in women’s
entrepreneurial capacity thus becomes‘Smart Economics’
(Buvinic and King 2007). 10 The ‘business case’ for
investment in women’s programmes is as follows: gender
equality and increased labour force participation by
3

women will result in faster growth, more efficient
resource use and reduced poverty. Here women’s
entrepreneurship becomes ‘an important untapped
resource’.11 When accompanied by steps to increase
women’s control over the rewards of their economic
activities (i.e. economic empowerment), and combined
with their well-established caring nature, thinking along
this line has encouraged the instrumental use of women
by development agencies for achieving a range of social
and economic objectives.
All this has been at the centre of much of the criticism
of gender and development policies for well over a
decade. Its re-emergence in policy arguments today is
linked with a politically and ideologically inspired agenda
which seeks to achieve women’s economic empowerment
through the self-improvement of individual women
rather than through collective struggle. A ‘neat chain of
causalities’ is presented which begins with empowering
individual women and girls and ends in economic growth
and poverty reduction. In this chain, women’s agency is
reduced to the acquisition of assets and the exercise of
individual choice. In other words they are seen to behave
just like men.12
The women and development discourse outlined
above fit readily into or easily incorporated poverty,
participatory and livelihoods agendas and approaches,
and specific concerns within agriculture such as crop
genetic diversity and small-scale fisheries, and recently
Conservation Agriculture, and climate change. Too often
it seemed that all that was required to incorporate gender
sensitive action was to ‘add women and stir’.13 A number
of feminists and others developed guidelines including
gender planning frameworks that translated the ideas
of academic gender analysis and/or feminism into
practical tools for development planners and
practitioners. These were used in training, and provided
an understanding and language with which to analyse
the findings from the assembled data.
Based on the widespread evidence and agreement
across a range of donors and development agencies
about what gender and gender issues are, and how to
close ‘gender gaps’ (sex differences/ inequalities in
resource distribution etc.), it would be hard to conclude
that ‘gender’ had not been mainstreamed in line with
the global commitment made in 1995.

Gender and environmental
policy
Women were and often continue to be portrayed in
policies designed to conserve the environment as ideal
environmental managers, the ‘natural’ constituency for
conservation projects and programmes. As we shall see,
this contrasts with the more recent images of women in
climate change policy.
As Jackson argues, it was the portrayal of the ‘positive
synergy’ between women and nature that produced the
‘win-win’ policy argument in the 1990s that has served
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the interests of both women’s activists and environmental
activists ever since.15 As the titles of Jackson’s papers
spell out, women were portrayed as having a special and
close relationship with nature based on the sexual
division of labour, and as a consequence, they might be
described as ‘simply doing what comes naturally’, caring
for and protecting the environment.16 The instrumentalist
WED (Women, Environment and Development) strategy
of including knowledgeable and resourceful women, and
of even placing them at the forefront of environmental
policy, is regarded by Leach and Green (1995) as inspired
by Gender and Development (GAD) discourse and
practice, within which women and men’s relations with
the environment are seen to emerge from the social
context of gender relations.17 As a consequence, women’s
roles in ‘managing’ the environment may simply reflect
gendered roles (for convenience or for some other
reason) and/or a lack of alternatives.18
Within environmental and forestry projects, all this
translates into a concern for women as key and indeed
privileged actors whose participation will necessarily add
value in terms of increased project efficiency.19 As Leach
(2007) observes, the environmental ‘fables’ about
women’s cultural or ideological closeness to nature were
critiqued by feminists through the 1990s. These critiques
are not however directly reflected in current discourse
on gender and the environment, nor, we would argue,
in the discourse on gender and climate change.
Nevertheless, since women’s special relationship with
nature was first argued in development circles in the
1980s, increasing the role of women in natural resources
management has been a common response to demands
that women must be engaged in policy processes, to
ensure both present productivity (food security), but also
the long term sustainability of resources and livelihoods.
The formation of natural resource user associations and
management groups has been a popular project
response. These associations were largely comprised of
men, at least in the first instance, with women commonly
being allocated a small number of places – a convenient
administrative response to pressure to include women.
By the end of the decade, women, defined as primary
resource users, were secure in their position as efficient
managers and conservers (Leach 2007). Naturist
arguments had all but disappeared. Leach concludes that
since the 1990s, with the arrival of livelihoods approaches
and a resurgence of concerns with poverty, the discourse
had moved to property rights, resource access and
control which she regards as being closer to GAD
although ‘there is rather little evidence of a more
politicized, relational perspective on gender and
environment taking root’(Leach 2007: 68).

Gender and climate change
policy
Attention to gender in climate change policy processes
only emerged gradually during the late 1990s in parallel
with an increasing focus on the need for adaptation along
with mitigation policies. Whereas the UN’s
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was
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formed in 1988, it was only in its Third Assessment Report
(IPCC 2001) that reference was made to gender. Even
here, its appearance is very limited, and with little or no
discussion of what this might mean for policy. ‘Gender’
appears ten times in the context of statements about:
sex- differentiated levels of vulnerability as a consequence
of the ‘feminization of poverty’; the particular plight of
women during disasters; and the use of gender analysis
to map social vulnerability. In the years that followed, a
series of articles and reports was published on gender
and climate change, building the case for its inclusion
(with a particular focus on women) in climate change
policy (e.g. Denton 2004; Wamukonya and Skutsch 2002;
Lambrou and Piana 2006; and Lambrou and Nelson
2010).20 The title of Denton’s 2004 article points to the
‘late arrival’ of gender in climate change discourse.
Calls to national governments to follow-up on global
level agreements on gender, or women, were in large
part stalled until finance was provided, first for the
drawing up of National Adaptation Programmes of Action
(NAPAs).21 By this time, focusing on the most vulnerable
locations and people had already been established as a
key strategy. The IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report (AR4)
published in 2007 put much more weight on vulnerability
and adaptation than previous reports, and by this time
Africa had already been identified as one of the two most
vulnerable regions by the Commission for Africa in 2005.22
The poor, including women, were increasingly framed
as being among the most vulnerable, and the argument
that climate change impacts can exacerbate existing
inequalities started to emerge after 2000.23
Although there is now a body of both published and
grey literature on gender and climate change touching
on crop production, forestry and fisheries, as well as in
health, this literature is relatively recent. One critical
reviewer, Arora-Jonsson (2011), argues that much of it
lacks supporting evidence, with many reports and papers
not citing their sources or simply citing others working
with the same sources as themselves.24 In her recent
report, ‘Gender-Responsive Strategies on Climate
Change: Recent Progress and Ways Forward for Donors’,
Otzelberger (2011) concludes that most of the more
relevant material sits in project documents and donor
publications. Overall, she agrees with others that ‘much
work remains to be done for gender to become truly and
systematically incorporated into donor climate change
policies and programmes’.25
In contrast with the women and environment
discourse of the 1980s and 1990s where women were
also portrayed as being central to successful programmes
(i.e. their participation resulting in increased project
efficiency but in addition, an improved status for the
women themselves), in the case of climate change,
women, where they are visible at all, are generally
portrayed as vulnerable and poorly equipped, compared
to men, to adapt to climate change.26 Their limited
adaptive capacity is seen to reflect their comparative
lack of control over assets needed for fulfilling their
domestic and economic responsibilities, plus – in some
cases – their lack of knowledge and know-how. As in the
4

case of gender and environment discourse, the arguments
draw little from the earlier feminist critiques and resulting
WID-related programmes.27 The vulnerability argument
in relation to women and climate change incorporates
a particular women and development discourse about
access to and control over land and other inputs needed
for agricultural production for satisfying food security
needs, and within this, as pointed out by Leach (2007),
‘subsistence, domesticity and environment are entwined
as a female domain’ (p.67).
Amongst 50 published journal articles reviewed in
2012, there was little evidence of critique of the way
gender is being incorporated into climate change
policy.28 McGregor (2010a; 2010 b) and Arora-Jonsson
(2011) are among the few authors calling for a return to
the feminist agenda of addressing the structural (built
into society and long enduring) constraints that underpin
vulnerability.29 A decade earlier, Irene Dankelman (2002)
argued that the emphasis on vulnerability, and the
portrayal of women as victims, denies women’s agency
and can result in policies that are focused on meeting
short term needs with no potential to substantially
improve their capacity to adapt to change.30
Amongst the remaining articles reviewed, it is the link
between women’s on-farm work, and especially their
water and firewood collection – the female domain of
‘subsistence, domesticity and environment’ (Leach
2007op.cit.) that is used most frequently to support the
inclusion of women in climate change policy, and
especially, and not for the first time, their inclusion in
local natural resource management committees
(Gabrielsson and Ramasar 2012; Figueiredo and Perkins
2012; Preet et al. 2010).31

Part II: Seeking an
alternative starting point
for policy design
Many initiatives around adaptation to climate change
are recent, and information that would allow us to
evaluate the degree to which these initiatives might
reduce vulnerability or enhance resilience is limited.32
However, based on decades of experience with women
in development (WID) and women, environment and
development (WED) initiatives, we have particular
concerns about how women are placed within climate
change policies since this has implications for enhancing,
or not, their ability to adapt to climate change. As already
noted, we are especially concerned about policies and
practice solutions built on women’s existing work roles,
which may be defined by gender inequalities, and that
possibly increase rather than reduce risk and vulnerability
to climate change by “engrain[ing] low status, low return
work as women’s work” (Locke 1999 op. cit. pp. 278–280).
Related to this concern is the possibility that current roles
may simply reflect the need to satisfy immediate needs,
rather than any interest in investing say in new short
season crop varieties to address changing seasonal
rainfall patterns as a result of climate change.33
5

Our key concerns about gender and climate change
policy are therefore, firstly. its narrow framing of gender
as women, who are socially isolated and vulnerable, and
secondly that it builds on a static and stylised picture of
women’s roles as subsistence food producers, guardians
of household food security, and bearers of fuel wood
and water. This framing largely ignores the criticisms of
four decades of women and development interventions
associated with natural resources management. It fails
to take into account the diversity of women, the social
relational aspects of their lives, and their livelihood
complexity that includes both individual and joint
activities with others, including men who may be
spouses, siblings, parents and others. Women are simply
presented as an undifferentiated and separate social
category that can, with no fear of negative outcomes,
be the explicit target of policy. Men, if they are made
visible at all, are presented as choosing to leave agriculture
and rural areas, or at least to work less hours in the fields
than women thereby potentially placing women in an
even more vulnerable position. In addition, this policy
scenario fails to acknowledge the social and economic
dynamics of rural communities that are likely to have
already responded to past changes in the natural
environment but also to policy shifts and economic
challenges more generally.
This is the dominant perspective driving gender
climate change policy today. While there are murmurs
about women being burdened with even more
responsibility, these have not been loud enough to
destabilise this policy scenario. There is also nothing new
in this picture to suggest that dealing with climate
change might require a different approach, perhaps one
that focuses substantially on institutions beyond the
household, and that have been the focus of feminist
critiques since the 1970s as failing to provide services to
female farmers. Gender analyses of these institutions,
and their role in constraining or supporting men’s and
women’s adaptation strategies are essential for
determining gender responsive adaptation policy.34
Such a change in scope - moving from individuals to
society and structures that determine disadvantage supports a broader interpretation of gender vulnerability
than one that suggests that all women are especially
vulnerable because of their dependence on the natural
resource base, and their related roles in meeting
consumption and nutritional needs. It acknowledges the
importance of gender relations in the lives of women
and men, their multiple gender identities that have
implications for what these relations look like, and the
role of different institutions in determining disadvantage.35
It could be argued that it is the discourse and policies
relating to women and food security (including nutritional
security) that should be our main concern when assessing
existing policies and searching for new starting points
for future policies. It is within the context of food
production for own consumption rather than for sale,
frequently referred to as ‘subsistence production’ that
the link between women and food security is made, and
thus the argument for placing women centrally within
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climate change and other natural resource policies. In
this discourse, women may be presented as choosing to
protect these activities, even in the face of attractive
alternatives, and seeking greater control over a range of
natural resources. Here control is linked with their ability
to adopt new agricultural practices designed to increase
their productivity, as well as with the ability to act and
adapt when faced by threats of various kinds.37 This
discourse draws on a large literature on women in
agriculture that has dominated gender and development
policies over the last four decades.38
In respect of this food security agenda, it is time to
separate the day-to-day provision of food on the table
for which women are in large part responsible in many
cultures, from other aspects of food security. If this
separation is made, we can potentially move away from
designing policies that enable women as helpless/
disempowered players meet our interests in their work
as food producers, to designing policies that offer
opportunities for women as active agents, able to
negotiate for change in their lives.

Social analysis, guidelines and
operating principles
Decisions made at international and other levels must
be informed by solid analyses of local social, economic
and political situations, along with information on
adaptations to change (including climate change) if they
are to be operationalized locally.
In arguing for such studies we are aware of the
limitations of the gender roles analyses that have been
widely used at community levels to provide a baseline
for intervention.39
There are already a range of training materials available
on line to guide planning in the context of climate change
at the local level. Most have been developed since 2005/6
by a range of NGOs, and bi- and multilateral agencies.40
The CGIAR Research Programme on Climate Change,
Agriculture and Food Security, and the Food and
Agriculture Organisation have recently produced a set
of comprehensive guidelines for a household and
community level study designed for ‘understanding the
different adaptive strategies men and women apply in
order to secure their livelihoods.’ Much of this guideline
document is about ‘Climate Smart Agriculture’ (defined
as agriculture that helps adaptation, reduces greenhouse
gas emissions as well as supports food security and
development goals).41 The guidelines include questions
relating to farming systems, livelihoods, and gender roles.
They also include time use, asset decision-making and
production data within households disaggregated by
sex, along with a series of participatory research tools
and guidelines for community-level data collection and
analysis. They are amongst a wide range of tools used
for social analysis by different organisations, and might
include individual case studies and large scale surveys.
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Here we are proposing a set of operating principles
that serve as reminders of the need to account for social
relations, including social exchange, in the analysis of
social difference, choices made, and expectations of
individuals and social groups. when developing and
implementing local level policies and programmes. They
say nothing about the methods that might be used to
highlight these relations. Rather, in presenting them we
are making a statement about the need for an analytical
and conceptual framework that will serve as a guide to
both data collection and its interpretation, and enable
programmes to move beyond reading directly from
sex-disaggregated data to developing policy.

Operating principles
The operating principles detailed in Table 1 are
designed to throw light on the complexity of social life
that goes some way to explaining why there is unlikely
to be a neat unfolding of planned climate change related
activities. Importantly, they fit with a view of vulnerability
as caused by multiple interconnected factors, and of
adaptation processes needing to take account of this
complexity rather than to be based on linear processes
of scenario projections, impacts and responses (O’Brien
et al. 2007).42 Similarly, they throw into question any
assumption that generic adaptation actions – once
identified – can be easily replicated across a wide range
of socio-economic and geographic contexts.
The principles include key social understandings: that
gender relations are dynamic and variable; women and
men are heterogeneous social groupings with multiple
identities (as spouses, siblings, co-workers and so on).
They also take account of the fact that women and men
as members of domestic and other units are likely to
have both separate and joint interests. In the case of
spouses and/or residential units of related kin, regardless
of the level of separation of their interests they are likely
to remain engaged in what is essentially a cooperative
enterprise, the immediate care of dependants and the
long term survival of the unit. Further, the operating
principles acknowledge the fact that social differences
of different kinds - gender, class, age, marital status frequently act together in the production and
reproduction of disadvantage (and privilege?), and that
‘gender issues’ may not be women’s (or men’s) most
important concerns. It follows that gender needs to be
considered along with other social divisions and
categories, we suggest especially age and class. A focused
inquiry into the impact of say making agricultural credit
available to women needs to be framed within such an
understanding of how gender and other relations work.
Our interest in the use of these principles in the context
of designing climate change policies and programmes,
and changing the associated gender narrative, lies
especially in their relevance for examining social relations
in institutional contexts other than domestic units of
various kinds, while bearing in mind the interlocking
nature of local institutions (Kabeer 1994 op. cit.). Given
this, and the nature of climate change, it would seem to
6

Table 1. Operating principles for integrating gender concerns in climate change research and policy. Adapted
from Okali (2012). 43
Operating principles

Examples of implications for climate change research and policy

1. Vigorously resist notions that:

- Notions of Community-Based Adaptation strategies(CBA) must

• The rural population is a collection of isolated,

focus on intra-community social dynamics to avoid reinforcing

atomised individuals with only individual interests

existing disadvantage/ poverty/ vulnerability

• Farmers, producers and others are neutral actors with no gender,

- location specific analyses must underpin local programmes

age, class or other identities, or have only a single identity
• All rural areas are the same (share the same history, cultural constructions of gender, and are experiencing similar rates of change etc.
2. Question dominant narratives about:

-Water and fuel collection are not intrinsically the tasks of women/

• Women and men’s roles in the economy, in domestic units and in

girls and are frequently carried out by men/boys if other means of

food security provision

transport are available

•Gender and other social relations
- both women and men undertake responsibilities to meet food
(i.e. Roles/ rules are not simply determined by gender, or fixed over

security – , (i.e. Stable and good quality food available/ accessible

time and in different situations. They vary depending on the relation-

all the time)

ships involved (spouse; child; employee), the way in which a task is
undertaken (manual; headloading; with wheeled vehicle etc.), and
by the specific situation (wife weeding personal field of husband;
wife working as hired labourer) etc.
3. Avoid:
• Simply cataloguing differences and seeking gap-filling solutions:

- The meaning/ significance of sex disaggregated data for climate
change programmes on the ground depends on the nature of gender
relations in the specific location.

(question ways of ‘caring’, providing food security, subsistence
production)
4. Clarify:

1 - Location-specific norms and values have implications for the

• The context in which any specific study is undertaken:

ability of individuals to act/ and cope with/adapt to climate risks.

• Which women and which men are the subject of study:
• Gender and wider social relations in various institutional contexts

- Social disadvantage/ inequality is repeated across Institutions e.g.
neither customary nor new community groups are automatically

(i.e. Be aware of ongoing processes of social, economic and political

gender-equitable

change; women and men are not undifferentiated social categories;
the rules/ norms/ values of different local groups and other agencies

- Power relations need to be at the forefront of all analysis of social

often reinforce one another)

relations and climate change impacts and solutions sought

be especially important to look at the adaptive capacity
of institutions, as well as of individuals.

Conclusion
In this paper we set out to explore the ways in which
gender has been incorporated into climate change policy.
While it is still early days, the arguments used to support
integrating gender into climate change policy are a mix
of earlier gender and agriculture, and gender and
environmental change arguments. They closely resemble
one another in the discourses, programmes and activities
used -- they are not unique to climate change. However,
based on the glaring gender disparities that continue in
spite of the efforts made now over decades, we conclude
that there is no clear advantage in continuing with this
approach to determining gender policy.
Above all, we find the almost total reliance on current
work roles of women and men to determine gender
policy to be highly problematic. Although the gender
roles narrative and sex disaggregated data sets that make
the differences between women and men visible have
enabled different kinds of organisations engage with
the call to mainstream gender in their policies and
7

programmes, it is the way the observed differences
between women and men are interpreted that
determines policy design. A dominant narrative is of
women as hard workers but victims with little ability to
act in their own interest, and this narrative informs most
gender and climate change documentation and policy.
This has resulted in the call to place women at the centre
of climate change policy, with men apparently being left
to do what they do, with interest in or influence over
what women do.
Our suggestions for changing the starting point for
developing gender-responsive climate change policy
focus on the analyses of local social, economic and
political situations along with information on adaptations
to change (including climate change). The ‘operating
principles’provide a starting point for such local analyses.
They are built on an acknowledgement of social
complexity and hence the need to move beyond
generalisations and arguments that essentialise women’s
and men’s roles. In addition they reflect understandings
of social, including gender, relations. While not necessarily
explicit within these principles there is the understanding
that the rules underpinning social behaviour are likely
to vary in specific local settings, and they may be more
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or less fixed, both supporting and constraining social
development. They point to the way in which both
women and men, together and separately, in their
different and changing roles, can and do shape the
outcomes of external interventions. They therefore make
it clear that whatever the decisions made at international
and other levels, they have to have meaning for men
and women at the local level if they are to make a
difference to their lives, in addition to supporting efforts
to develop strategies that mitigate as well as enable
adaptation to climate change. For women and climate
change, we point to the role that institutions can play in
entrenching established opinion rather than seeking to
improve on the past, and propose a greater focus on
these.
This proposed shift does not mean that targeting
vulnerable women and men to meet short term needs
is not valuable. Rather, the intention is to bring this
gender policy in line with much current women and
development thinking that focuses on how women
might be enabled to use development interventions to
further their own interests in seeking ways out of
positions and actions that are likely to perpetuate a status
described since the 1970s as ‘subordinate’. The key
questions for us in relation to climate change activities
designed for women might be: ‘Which women are likely
to perceive their involvement in a positive light?’ and,
given the importance of wider social relations in the lives
of individuals, ‘Can the focus be on women alone?’ and,
‘What trade-offs are they likely to have to make with
others in order to participate?’
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Finally, while we appreciate the need for organisations
to justify their resource use by reference to achievements
of one kind or another, we do not see this as necessarily
being worked out in such a direct way as through
targeting individual women to achieve gender equality,
increased production or increased productivity, by their
involvement in climate change policy. Such a conclusion
ignores much of what we already know about gender
relations and social relations more widely. Since we
subscribe to the view that such changes in gender
relations cannot be predicted with certainty, developing
an ongoing appreciation of how women and men are
using project opportunities and reacting accordingly is
the only way in which projects can intervene responsibly.
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