
PROMOTING 
RESILIENCE, RIGHTS 
AND RESOURCES: 
Gender-responsive adaptation across sectors

This brief is based on the Adaptation chapter1 from Roots for the Future: the Landscape and Way Forward on 
Gender and Climate Change.2 For much more information on gender-responsive adaptation policy, planning 
and programmes at all levels—as well as full chapters on international and national climate change policy, 
mitigation, finance, and urban environments—visit the full publication at genderandenvironment.org. 

1 Anderson, C., Aguilar, L., Gilligan, M., Hiddad, F.F., Rizvi, A.R., & Tirado, C. (2015). Promoting Resilience, rights and resources: Gender-
responsive adaptation across sectors. In L. Aguilar, M. Granat, & C. Owren (Authors), Roots for the future: The landscape and way 
forward on gender and climate change. Washington, DC: IUCN & GGCA.

2 Aguilar, L., Granat, M., & Owren, C. (2015). Roots for the future: The landscape and way forward on gender and climate change. 
Washington, DC: IUCN & GGCA.
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 • The ability of communities to adapt to climate change is inextricably linked to their 
access and ability to exercise their basic human rights, to their socio-economic 
conditions, and to the health of the ecosystems they depend on for their livelihoods 
and wellbeing.

 • Vulnerabilities and exposure—which shape gender-differentiated risks of climate 
change—result not only from climatic factors, but from non-climatic factors such 
as multi-dimensional inequalities often produced (and reproduced) by uneven 
development processes and social norms.

 • Adaptation efforts may be unsuccessful if isolated solely in sector-specific 
strategies; multi-dimensional, multi-sectoral, and multi-stakeholder approaches 
appear to tackle interlinked issues, e.g., food and nutrition security, with health, 
water management, livelihoods, gender considerations.

 • While often overlooked, women’s knowledge is essential for shaping and enacting 
effective and efficient adaptation measures and policies; full and effective 
participation of women is vital to ensure integration of diverse and unique 
knowledge and experience and to realise their rights.

 • Men and women can and do have different needs and interests in adaptation 
efforts; they also have different experiences, expertise and capacities that influence 
adaptation efforts. Adaptation projects can have adverse effects and exacerbate 
discrimination and inequalities if gender concerns are not proactively addressed.

 • Various adaptation approaches—from community-based to ecosystem-based 
approaches—have anchored gender equality as a guiding principle and have 
revealed valuable lessons and best practices upon which future adaptation 
initiatives should be based. 

Key messages
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 Introduction 

While mitigation efforts aim to reduce the causes 
of climate change (e.g., by addressing deforestation 
and advancing renewable energy), adaptation 
efforts attempt to address the impacts of climate 
change, such as droughts, floods, sea level rise, and 
intensified natural disasters, on people, structures 
and ecosystems. As climate continues to rapidly 
change in unprecedented ways, adaptation response 
is becoming increasingly critical, and identifying 
strategies are especially important for those living 

in areas susceptible to climate change impacts 
(e.g., those living in low-lying coastal areas) and 
for vulnerable groups, including women and poor 
populations, who often lack access to adaptive 
capacity measures. At the same time, adaptation 
interventions risk being less effective or efficient, or 
even exacerbating inequalities and inequities, when 
gender concerns and women’s unique needs and 
capacities are left out.

 Gender and adaptation issues  
 across sectors 

Climate change is impacted by, and will have impacts 
upon, nearly every sector critical to survival, from 
water to health to agriculture and food security. The 
following are some examples of gender-sensitive 
issues in key sectors considered by adaptation 
policymakers and practitioners. 

Disaster Risk Reduction 
(DRR)

Coping with disasters is not a new phenomenon. 
However, climate change increases the frequency and 
intensity of disasters, changing the way communities 
must interact with events and plan for recovery. 
Building resilience to disasters is increasingly 
important for cities with aging infrastructure, low-

lying coastal zones, rural areas and those with large 
informal settlements. 

Women face differentiated vulnerabilities and risks 
during and after disasters. Studies have shown that 
in countries where the gender gaps are wider (e.g., 
differentiated access to education, or restriction 
on mobility), women are more likely to die during 
disasters than men. Post-disaster evidence around the 
world has also shown that women often have a harder 
time recovering both economically (e.g., suffering 
from food shortages and lack of access to resources 
due to restricted land tenure) and socially (e.g., from 
increased rates of domestic and sexual violence).

However, women’s powerful capacity as “agents of 
change” has been increasingly tapped in DRR and 
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resilience efforts; women have challenged and evolved 
gender roles in society to lead community-based 
disaster relief action and preparedness in multiple 
contexts. Their roles as household and natural 
resource managers and caretakers allow for specific 
insight into local vulnerabilities and community 
structures for early response systems and efficient 
disaster relief. 

Gender-responsive DRR and adaptation policies and 
plans must be intricately linked, spanning community 
to national levels. Gender-responsive DRR involves 
collecting and understanding gender specific data 
to influence and monitor programmes, and ensuring 
practitioners are well versed in gender equality 
concerns and diversity to better implement policies and 
programmes, especially in disaster contexts. Gender 
analyses in DRR programmes and interventions and 
improving the distribution of and access to benefits for 
women and men are key points of action.

Water

Climate change shifts precipitation patterns and 
leads to more extreme temperatures, which serves 
to increase the likelihood of droughts and floods, 
especially in semi-arid and dry regions. Uncertain and 
decreased water availability leads to increased water 
scarcity and insecurity for populations across regions, 
specifically impacting women whose traditional roles 
often include water collection for cooking, cleaning, 
health, hygiene and food production. 

Globally, women spend an estimated 150 – 200 
million hours a day collecting water, and yet they are 
often left out of decisions regarding water resources 
and management. As water becomes scarcer, women 
will have to travel farther distances to collect water, 

which increases the labor and time strain on their 
days, as well as leaves them susceptible to assault 
and violence. Additionally, women who have access 
to land and are responsible for growing food may be 
unable to secure enough water for crop cultivation—
severely limiting food security and income generation 
for entire communities. 

Gender-responsive adaptive water solutions are 
essential to address the needs of both women 

READ MORE! 

CLIMATE CHANGE ADAPTATION AND DISASTER 

RISK REDUCTION IN BANGLADESH: WOMEN 

LEADING COMMUNITY-BASED ACTION TO BUILD 

RESILIENCE IN BANGLADESH

Flooding, drought, cyclones and water salinization are among 

the top climate change threats to people in Bangladesh. 

Climate Change Adaptation and Disaster Risk Reduction in 

Bangladesh is a women-centred initiative that sets out to curb 

and adapt to these negative impacts by bringing together 

groups of women who are charged with conducting vulnerability 

assessments of climate risks and identifying action plans. 

These same women helped communities to install improved 

cookstoves in 110 households, build 10 temporary dams to 

avoid salinisation of fresh water, and create a raised cluster 

village for landless families in flood-prone areas, while sharing 

knowledge and experiences with community members. This 

community-based approach empowers women to express 

their needs and specifically increases their resilience 

to climate change. Using a model that builds partnerships 

between national research and civil society organisations, 

this initiative disseminates best practices to other parts of the 

country, ensuring that these women-led pilot projects are having 

maximum impact and reach. 

Read more in Chapter 7 of Roots for the Future: the Landscape 

and Way Forward on Gender and Climate Change.
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and men in their varied roles and responsibilities, 
and women are essential to sustainable water 
management. Gender-responsive measures 
for policy and programming include: increasing 
efficiency of water systems, storage options, 
irrigation, conservation strategies and infrastructure 
development; improving gender equality in leadership, 
decision-making, planning, and design of water 
resource systems; increasing capacity for women 
to receive technical and professional training in the 
water sector; and ensuring equitable distribution of 
benefits and access to water resources.

Agriculture, food and 
nutrition security, and 
food sovereignty

Women and girls make up 60% of chronically hungry 
people in the world and, as climate change alters 
agricultural practices and food production, this 
group will only experience increasing food insecurity. 
Agricultural systems are especially vulnerable to 
climate variability and extremes, including floods, 
droughts and extreme temperatures, and need to 
be prioritized in adaptive planning to secure food 
production for the growing global population. While 
all agricultural systems will be impacted in some 
way due to climate change, smallholder farmers, 
subsistence farmers, fishermen/women, and women 
farmers in vulnerable regions will feel localised 
negative effects on crop yields and agricultural 
inputs. Moreover, they may be less likely to receive 
the immediate institutionalized support in times of 
crisis that larger-scale agricultural businesses might 
benefit from, such as subsidies. 

Poverty and gender inequality underlie climate 
change related food and nutrition insecurity. Many of 
the world’s poorest people are women in developing 
countries who rely on subsistence farming to feed 
their families. Women are involved throughout the 
entire food production value chain, from managing 
seed banks/depositories, to sowing and harvesting, 
to gathering resources (e.g., water and wood) for food 
preparation, to distributing food to their families and 
communities. These tasks leave women vulnerable 
to climate change affects as food production and 
preparation become more labor intensive with 
uncertain inputs and variable yields as they are 
exposed to climatic extremes. 

READ MORE! 

BHUNGROO WATER MANAGEMENT IN GUJARAT, 

INDIA: EMPOWERING WOMEN TO BUILD 

FARMING RESILIENCE THROUGH IMPROVED 

IRRIGATION TECHNOLOGY

Drought and flash floods pose significant threats to farmers 

in the western Indian state of Gujarat. Water logging during 

peak cropping season and water scarcity in the rest of the year 

severely impact crop yields, especially those of vulnerable 

women farmers whose livelihood depends on the monsoon. 

However, these same women turning crisis into opportunity 

through improved irrigation management. “Bhungroo” is a water 

management system that stores water underground during 

excess rainfall, then lifts it out for irrigation during dry spells. 

This technology has not only increased fresh water supply 

and decreased salt deposits on fields, but it has also helped 

women gain land ownership, participate in local government, 

improve food security, and increase income. From selecting 

farmers, installing technology, and maintaining the Bhungroo 

system, this is entirely a women-driven process, empowering 

them to become leaders in their communities. 

Read more in Chapter 7 of Roots for the Future: the Landscape 

and Way Forward on Gender and Climate Change.
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Advancing gender equality has the potential to 
contribute to adaptive measures in the agricultural 
sector to ensure future food and nutrition security 
and food sovereignty. Women’s management of 
culturally and nutritionally significant crops makes 
their knowledge vital in preserving biological diversity 
and crops more adept to withstanding varying 
climatic conditions. Women’s involvement along the 
food production value chain means they have certain 
priorities, needs and knowledge about how climate 
is impacting food production—and methods to 
address it. Moreover, as the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) asserted in 2011, “if women had 
the same access to productive resources as men, 
they could increase yields on their farms by 20–30%. 
This could raise total agricultural output in developing 
countries by 2.5–4%, which could in turn reduce the 
number of hungry people in the world by 12–17%”.3

Gender-responsive adaptive measures are needed 
to formulate effective and impactful policies and 
strategies for dealing with sustainable agricultural 
production, and food and nutrition insecurity. Some 
of these measures include: access to agricultural 
services; credit; enhancing access and efficiency of 
water and resource management strategies; decision-
making and leadership in agricultural systems; 
improving sustainable food production; promoting 
equal food distribution; and integrating gender 
and value chain analyses to improve agribusiness, 
alleviate poverty, and improve markets (at all levels) 
for both women and men. 

Drylands and 
desertification

In arid, semi-arid, and dry sub-humid areas, 
desertification poses a substantial threat to 
agriculturally productive lands, which in turn has 
consequences for food security and poverty. Drylands 
sustain pastoralists and small-scale farmers but are 
increasingly vulnerable to desertification as a result of 
increasing human population and poverty, settlement, 
deforestation, overgrazing, unsustainable land-use 
and irrigation policies, all of which are exacerbated by 
climate change. 

The impacts of climate change in these areas are 
causing communities to rethink long-standing gender 
roles as more men are migrating to urban areas to 
look for higher paying work, leaving women to take on 
men’s traditional roles in addition to their own, often 
without formal education, legal authority, or access 
to necessary resources. These cultural restrictions 
increase women’s vulnerability to water and food 
security, land loss, conflict and forced migration and, 
in some cases, can lead to loss of life. 

As women’s roles in dryland management evolves, it 
is important to invest in initiatives that will advance 
pastoralist communities’ knowledge on climate 
change and adaptive management to build their 
resilience. This can foster poverty reduction and food 
security, as well as formation of women’s groups 
in pastoral communities and support groups for 

3 FAO. (2011). The state of food and agriculture 2010-2011. Women in agriculture: Closing the gender gap for development. Rome: UN Food 
and Agriculture Organization.
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advancing women’s dryland management capacity 
in a changing climate, especially with respect to 
exploring alternative livelihood strategies. Additional 
gender-responsive measures include: economic 
analysis of women’s role in drylands; promoting 
diversity in relocation, planning, design, decision-
making, and leadership to further gender equality in 
agro-pastoral systems; and ensuring sustainable food 
production and development practices which may 
offer alternative livelihood options.

Coasts, oceans  
and fisheries 

Coastal zones comprise unique ecosystems that 
provide significant benefits for local economies and 
livelihoods, as well as protection from storm surges 
from disasters. However, climate change related 
impacts, such as increasing ocean temperatures 
and salinity, threaten all aspects of life for coastal 
communities—from sustainable resources for food 
and freshwater, to coastal erosion and loss of storm 
protection. Degrading coastal areas threatens the 
protection and resilience of local communities and 
ecosystems, making them urgent areas to target for 
integrating cross-sectoral adaptive measures. 

Women are often involved in the fisheries sector 
through harvesting seafood close to shore, processing 
the catch and selling products at market, contributing 
to household income and food security. However, their 
roles are often not prioritized in economic analyses or 

In West Africa, the Association for Indigenous Women and 

Peoples of Chad, the Indigenous Peoples of Africa Coordinating 

Committee, and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) piloted an initiative bringing 

together pastoralist M’bororo weather-forecasting knowledge 

with scientific seasonal and long-term forecasts. The initiative 

builds upon a series of dialogues and exchanges between 

indigenous and scientific knowledge holders, with the support of 

indigenous knowledge experts.

For additional examples, visit the whole of the 

Adaptation chapter.

Ecosystem-based adaptation (EbA) planning 

is one approach to ensuring women’s and 

men’s voices are heard: EbA recognises 

the importance of equity, gender, and the 

role of local and traditional knowledge in 

developing nature based adaptation actions 

and solutions to combat climate change. In 

addition to protection from climate change 

impacts, it provides other co-benefits such 

as clean water and food for communities, 

risk reduction options and benefits and 

other services crucial for livelihoods and 

human well-being. Appropriately designed 

EbA initiatives can also contribute to climate 

change mitigation by reducing emissions 

from ecosystem degradation, and enhancing 

carbon sequestration.

Ecosystem-based adaptation (EbA)
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resource investment. Limited access to representation 
in decision-making spheres means women’s needs 
and priorities are often not included in coastal plans 
or adaptation initiatives.

Women can and do play an important role in 
coastal zone adaptation through coastal mangrove 
management and sustainable agriculture to limit the 
runoff of fertilizers into marine habitats. Supporting 
gender-responsive adaptation measures for coastal 
zones include: identifying gender-differentiated 

risks and developing plans for shoreline protection; 
stabilizing shorelines through mangrove restoration 
and management, which can be conducted by women 
to increase their income and decision-making power; 
land applications that feed into marine ecosystems, 
such as agricultural inputs that are often managed 
by women; establishing diversity and gender equality 
in coastal planning, design, decision-making, and 
leadership; and promoting equal access to education, 
resources, and employment for women and men in the 
fishery sector. 

READ MORE! 

REEF-TO-RIDGE FISHERIES MANAGEMENT IN 

THE FEDERATED STATES OF MICRONESIA: AN 

INTEGRATED GENDER-INCLUSIVE APPROACH TO 

COASTAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

Over-fishing and unsustainable land management along with climate 

change threats, like rising ocean temperature and acidification, 

jeopardises fish populations. The decline in catch has a particularly 

negative impact for the Federated States of Micronesia, whose 

population depends on fish for their main source of protein. To address 

current and future shortages, communities in Yap took a ‘reef-toridge’ 

approach to resource management, meaning they assessed land 

and sea practices to see how they influence one another. Initially, 

women—who are traditionally not involved in fisheries—were left out 

of the conversation. However, after realising that the agricultural 

activities assigned to women were having a downstream impact 

on the fish, it became clear that their participation was imperative 

to a successful and effective “ridge-to-reef” solution. This holistic 

approach to addressing issues has paved the way for this project, and 

future projects, to be inclusive and gender-responsive through gender 

analyses, knowledge-sharing dialogues between men and women, and 

equal representation on project committees.

Read more in Chapter 7 of Roots for the Future: the Landscape  

and Way Forward on Gender and Climate Change.

Health

The health and wellbeing of women, men and 
children are intricately linked with climate change, 
as increasing climate-related disasters, spreading of 
disease, reduced air quality, availability of clean water 
and sanitation services, and access to sufficient 
and nutritious foods and adequate shelter are major 
climate threats. Across sectors, climate-related health 
risks demand gender-responsive strategies to make 

progress toward protecting and improving global 
health and wellbeing for all people around the world. 

Women (especially pregnant women), children, 
and the elderly are more vulnerable to negative 
health impacts such as malnutrition, heat stress, 
and diseases, which will be exacerbated in an ever-
changing climate. In post-disaster situations, women 
are acutely vulnerable to disease transmission and to 
safety and security concerns, and their work burden 
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multiplies in their traditional role as caregivers to 
the sick or injured. Additionally, women and girls 
in many places have limited access to healthcare 
because of mobility and cost barriers, as well as 
cultural restrictions.

Climate change will exacerbate existing threats 
to health and wellbeing, such as increasing rates 
of malaria, and add significantly to the burden of 
tackling other health crises, such as HIV/AIDS, which 
continues to ravage much of Sub-Saharan Africa for 
example and millions of women in particular. Gender-

responsive adaptive actions in the health sector 
include: identifying gender-differentiated health risks; 
developing climate and health early warning systems 
to prevent severe outbreaks and disease occurrence; 
and ensuring equal access to coping and recovery 
resources, as well as enhancing education and 
employment in the health sector.

Adaptation action—across 
all levels

Adaptation interventions are increasingly critical to all 
countries’ planning across sectors—and at all levels. 
From national to community level, specific sectoral 
approaches will benefit from the recognition and 
integration of gender considerations. Importantly, 
cross-sectoral and interdisciplinary strategies are 
impactful in accounting for vulnerabilities, resources, 
and priorities of a diverse set of stakeholders and, in 
tandem, delivering toward complementary goals (e.g., 
sustainable development and gender equality) and 
offering potentially powerful co-benefits.

Globally, women make up a significant amount of nurses 

and community health workers, and play an important role 

in caregiving at the household level. Arming these women 

with the proper healthcare knowledge and resources plays 

a significant role in ensuring they can continue safeguarding 

community health and wellbeing in the wake of disasters and 

spread of disease. For example, in Mozambique, as a part of 

the ccGAP process, women’s groups came up with the idea to 

create Climate Change Health Kits that provided indigenous 

and essential plants to traditional healers and other healthcare 

workers to help combat climate change impacts, such as 

citronella to ward off mosquitoes and moringa to purify water.

Parties to the UNFCCC have agreed substantial 

decisions related to adaptation, providing 

mandates for gender-responsive approaches. 

In fact, to date, adaptation is the area with the 

most robust gender-sensitive language.

• Decision 28/CP.7: Guidelines for preparation 

of the national adaptation programmes of 

action: States that the preparation of NAPAs 

must be guided by gender equality.

• Decision 1/CP.1: The Cancun Agreements: 

Affirms that enhanced action on 

UNFCCC Gender Decisions
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In 20 countries and regions around the world, 

from Peru to Haiti, and from Zambia to Nepal, 

governments have recognized the importance 

of cross-sectoral, multi-stakeholder, 

participatory approaches to solving the 

climate crisis and promoting gender equality 

in tandem by creating national Climate Change 

Gender Action Plans (ccGAPs). In partnership 

adaptation should follow a country-driven, 

gender- sensitive, participatory and fully 

transparent approach.

• Decision 5/CP.17: National Adaptation 

Plans (NAPs): Further reiterates that 

adaptation should follow a country-

driven, gender- sensitive, participatory and 

fully transparent approach & should be 

based on and guided by gender-sensitive 

approaches. Additionally, the guidelines 

for the formulation of NAPs states that 

in developing NAPs, consideration would 

be given to the effective and continued 

promotion of participatory and gender- 

sensitive approaches.

The climate change adaptation framework 

guided by and mandated under the UNFCCC 

works in necessary complement to other 

related policy frameworks and global goals, 

including the Sendai Framework for DRR 2015-

2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals.

Climate Change Gender Action Plans (ccGAPs)

Policies, strategies and activities must provide 
opportunities for communities to build resilience to 
climate change while reducing social inequalities 
and promoting the empowerment of marginalized 
communities; otherwise, adaptation will fail. This 
demands inclusion of gender concerns and women, 
whose leadership, capacities, innovation, and 
knowledge is crucial in defining and conducting 
adaptation solutions. Adaptation strategies can 

reinforce inequitable, stereotypical, or otherwise 
harmful social and economic patterns—in other words, 
continue along the lines of ‘business as usual’—if not 
proactively aiming to do the reverse. But adaptation 
strategies can and should offer opportunities to 
‘do development better’, enhancing the lives and 
livelihoods, the health and wellbeing, of women and 
men all over the globe.

UNFCCC Gender Decisions (cont.)
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At global level, tremendous strides have been made 
in advancing gender-responsive adaptation policy. 
Despite this considerable progress in setting the 
global ‘norm’, it is important to find ways to build on 
the gains made and to translate the experiences, 
lessons learned and good practices into gender 
equality results across all areas of adaptation that are 
methodical and scalable, effective and sustainable. 
Some necessities for progress include:

 • Activating full participation and engagement of 
women in policy at national and subnational levels;

 • Building the capacity of women and women’s 
organization to participate in adaptation planning 
and programming, and likewise building the 
capacity of adaptation programme and project 
teams on gender concerns and gender approaches;

 • Ensuring gender analyses are conducted on 
hazards, risks and vulnerabilities, as well as 

potential benefits, to advance/influence any 
adaptation programmatic efforts; 

 • Allocating resources in a gender-responsive fashion 
at all levels—from banks and donor agencies, to 
small-scale projects—and ensuring women and 
women’s organization can access resources for 
recovery and resilience alike;

 • Grounding adaptation activities in data 
disaggregated not only by sex (e.g., how many 
women and men participate in a training), but by 
gender issues (e.g., the time burden on women 
to access and manage natural resources, or the 
members of the household more likely to go hungry 
in times of food insecurity); 

 • Developing indicators and implementing monitoring 
and reporting procedures to strengthen gender 
equality outcomes;

 • Collecting and disseminating knowledge on gender-
responsive adaptation policy, data and responses;

with IUCN, governments and stakeholders 

participate in a two-part process: first to 

engage and empower women and women’s 

organizations, in particular to share their 

perspectives and innovative climate solutions, 

and then to integrate those key issues 

and ideas into national policies, plans and 

programmes. Participants from many ccGAP 

processes have emphasized the importance 

of the capacity building aspect of the ccGAP, 

but even more importantly they have noted 

that the ccGAP workshops represent—perhaps 

for the first time—national stakeholders 

convening together around these cross-cutting 

issues. The ccGAPs are a unique set of tools 

for translating governments’ international 

and national commitments to climate action 

and gender equality alike into national and 

subnational action for the resilience and 

wellbeing of people in every community.

Read more about national strategies and plans in 
Chapter 2 of Roots for the Future: the Landscape 
and Way Forward on Gender and Climate Change.

Climate Change Gender Action Plans (ccGAPs) (cont.)
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 • Making the links between policies and sectors—e.g., 
ensuring environmental ministries have mutually 
supporting gender policies and focal points;

 • Developing awareness, commitment and capacity 
to embrace a gender-responsive approach into all 
adaptation dimensions of work; and 

 • Providing specific, tailored, meaningful 
opportunities for empowering women and 
advancing gender equality in the context of 
climate change.  
 

Many communities around the world are already 
facing impacts from climate change—which will only 
increase in the next decades. Implementing gender-
responsive adaptation planning and actions will help 
to ensure that unequal and negative impacts will be 
minimized, and that the patterns of sociocultural 
inequities are not exacerbated in light of a changing 
climate. Governments and communities must tap 
into the power of advancing gender equality for 
environmental sustainability and resilience—not only 
because it is the right thing to do, but because it is the 
smart thing to do.
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