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Transformative adaptation

Fair distribution of the benefits of climate-
resilient agriculture matters. Inequities in 
development outcomes compound social 
inequalities that make some people more 
vulnerable to risk than others. Agricultural 
systems are at particular risk from climate 
change, reinforcing burdens upon 
people from food insecurity and hunger, 
employment and economic losses, and 
investment and business uncertainty. 
As evidence shows, poor and vulnerable 
people disproportionately experience 
the worst climate impacts.2 Smallholder 
farmers, especially women and young 
people, are particularly vulnerable to risks 
that thwart efforts to build resilience and 
improve livelihoods. Lack of attention to 
social equity undermines the potential 
to build just and sustainable agricultural 
systems.

Definition of social equity

Social equity is concerned with fairness 
and justice in how society treats people. 
This implies considering how power, 
rights, resources, opportunities, and 
related goods are distributed; agreeing 
principles for fair distribution; and, 
ensuring that distribution is consistent 
with these principles. 

In terms of climate risk, social equity 
relates to responsibility for and 
distribution of climate impacts and 
policies across society, generations and 
genders, including in terms of who 
participates in and controls decision-
making.3 Attention to social equity 
enables those designing projects to

consider how social difference and 
associated inequalities may shape 
vulnerability and may influence people’s 
access to innovations to build resilience or 
improve their livelihoods. 

This encompasses how project design 
and implementation can contribute to 
the distribution of fair outcomes. 

Equity is subtly different from equality. 
Equality refers to being the same or being 
treated equally. While equity also relates 
to equivalence, it might mean treating 
people differently to overcome barriers 
that impede achieving equal outcomes. 
This recognises that people do not start 
from the same set of circumstances 
and that there could be unfair, unjust or 
exclusionary processes that create their 
situation.4

Without accounting for equity, thinking 
of equality as an end in itself can be 
relatively detrimental to the weaker 
group. Paying attention to power relations 
is critical – equity and empowerment can 
and should go hand-in-hand. Equity is 
about how advantages or disadvantages 
are distributed; empowerment considers 
how to take action to improve those 
circumstances, for an individual or a 
group of people.5

Transformative adaptation – actions 
needed to address root causes rather 
than symptoms of vulnerability6 – is a 
powerful strategy that has emerged to 
build resilience in agricultural systems. 
Through forecasting the direction of 
climate change, adaptation incorporates 
mechanisms to pre-empt and protect 

1Fisher, E. and Hellin, J. (2022) Building Systemic Resilience to Climate Variability and Extremes (ClimBeR): Social Equity in Climate-resilient Agriculture. ClimBeR Briefing 
Note. CGIAR & Nordic Africa Institute.
2IPCC (2022). Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Group II to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change [H.-O. Pörtner et al. (eds)]. Cambridge University Press.
3IPCC (2022). Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Group II to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change [H.-O. Pörtner et al. (eds)]. Cambridge University Press. 
4Rietveld, A. et al. (2022). Methodologies for gender transformative change: from diagnosis to action, unpublished.
5Malapit, H.J., Quisumbing, A.R. and Hodur, J. (2020). Intersectionality and addressing equity in agriculture, nutrition, and health, A4NH Strategic Brief. Washington, DC: 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). https://doi.org/10.2499/p15738coll2.134153
6Few, R. et al. (2017). Transformation, adaptation and development: relating concepts to practice, Palgrave Commun 3.
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against climate risk, thus contributing to 
sustainability.

However, a focus on social equity has not 
been a key component of the design of 
climate adaptation strategies.7 This is a 
critical issue because addressing climate 
risk through adaptation reinforces 
inequities, creating winners and losers.  

These inequities and related social 
inequalities, including those connected 
to the uneven distribution of climate risk, 
shape resilience building. 

At worst, lack of attention to issues 
of social equity contributes to 
maladaptation, when adaptation 
strategies go wrong, leaving people 
more exposed to climate risks and new 
hazards as unintended outcomes of an 
intervention.8 Early approaches to climate 
adaptation conveyed the notion of ’win-
win’ strategies as guiding principles. 

Over time, however, it has become clear 
that responding to climate change is 
complex and rarely is any strategy only 
positive.9 Hence, until projects directly 
address the root causes of vulnerability, 
maladaptation will continue to be a 
risk for those who are most vulnerable. 
Therefore, considering the distribution of 
benefits – particularly among groups of 
women, young people and others who 
are socially disadvantaged – requires 
systematic attention to social equity. 

To ensure socially just and inclusive 
transformative adaptation, the CGIAR 
initiative ‘Building Systemic Resilience 
to Climate Variability and Extremes’ 
(ClimBeR) and its project partners in 
focal countries (Guatemala, Kenya, 
Morocco, the Philippines, Senegal and 
Zambia) address social equity as integral 
to agricultural system sustainability. 
Attention to social equity requires 
identifying opportunities to ensure 
resilience building is fair and equitable 
in different components of the project 
and at different scales. It implies a 
need for context-specific actions to 
tackle vulnerability, in terms of people’s 
exposure to climate risk, because this 
risk and associated vulnerability differs 
according to a range of environmental, 
social, economic, cultural and political 
factors. Within project design and 
implementation, this means paying 
attention to entrenched, unequal gender 
and power relations, including addressing 
how these relations create barriers to 
adaptation.

With social equity integrated into its 
design and implementation, the ClimBeR 
initiative is working towards the following 
three-year outcomes: 

1. The use of bundled (consolidated) 
climate services developed by 
ClimBeR by at least 300,000 	
vulnerable farmers in the six focal   

7Fisher, E., Hellin, J., Greatrex, H. and Jensen, N. (2019). Index insurance and climate risk management: Addressing social equity, Development Policy Review 37(5): 581–602.
8Magnan, A.K. et al. (2016). Addressing the risk of maladaptation to climate change, Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, 7(5): 646–65.
9Schipper, L. (2020). Maladaptation: when adaptation to climate change goes very wrong, One Earth 3: 409–14.
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 	 countries, of whom at least 30 
percent are women. 

2. International agencies and 
policymakers will use products 
developed by ClimBeR researchers 
and partners to shape at least 
nine policies or investments to 
strengthen agricultural resilience, 
including at least three aimed at 
reducing agriculture-related climate 
security risk. 

3. At least US$30 million in new 
investments will be made through 
ClimBeR’s partnerships, focusing 
on smallholder farmers who are 
vulnerable to climate risk, including 
women, young people, and other 
disadvantaged groups, contributing 
to building systemic resilience.

Social equity in agricultural systems

Social equity can be material, in terms 
of fairness in access to necessities for 
a worthwhile life, and moral, in terms 
of treating or representing people or 
things with due fairness, respect or 
appreciation.10 It encompasses issues 
of gender equality and women’s 
empowerment, but also intersects with 
other social divisions that affects young 
people and groups who are

disadvantaged in a particular context due 
to ethnicity, caste, etc.

Leach et al. (2018) argue there are 
multiple forms of equity, which can be 
divided between ’equity of what?’ and 
‘equity between whom?’11 Inequity arises 
from complex and multidimensional 
inequalities, manifest through forms of 
disadvantage or privilege, within and 
between generations. Understanding 
how different social inequalities and 
power relations converge to shape 
vulnerability to climate extremes is 
important to effectively address the 
impacts of climate risk, including 
the extent of individuals’ and groups’ 
decision-making power in relation to 
climate adaptation.12 

Low-income groups, women, indigenous 
peoples, older or young people, ethnic 
and racial minorities, and people with 
disabilities are broadly acknowledged 
as experiencing marginalisation and 
vulnerability to climate impacts.13 The 
resulting disadvantages and inequalities 
become apparent in different ways, 
at different scales. In the context of 
exposure to climate risk, they are typically 
associated with structural injustices that 
have historical roots and are contextually 
specific.14

10Leach M. et al. (2018). Equity and sustainability in the Anthropocene: a social–ecological systems perspective on their intertwined futures. Global Sustainability 1, e13, 1–13, 
citing Sen, A. (2009). The idea of justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
11Ibid. 
12Pierce Colfer, C.J, Ihalainen, M. and B. Siapati Basnett (2021). Intersectionality. In A.H. Akram-Lodhi, B.M. McKay, B. Engels and K. Dietz (eds.), Handbook of Critical Agrarian 
Studies. Edward Elgar Publishing; Nyantakyi-Frimpong, H. (2020). Unmasking difference: Intersectionality and smallholder farmers’ vulnerability to climate extremes in 
Northern Ghana, Gender, Place and Culture 27(11): 1536–44.
13Araos, M. et al. (2021). Equity in human adaptation-related responses: A systematic global review, One Earth 4(10):1454–67.
14Whitfield, S. et al, (2021). A framework for examining justice in food system transformations research. Nature Food. 2, pp. 83–385



4

Equity of what? 

ClimBeR’s work on climate-resilient 
agriculture will ensure equity in 
agricultural systems takes context into 
account, including the following types 
of factors: 

• economic (incomes, assets, 
capital)

• environmental (endowments and 
entitlements; exposure to climate 
risks; threatened loss of species 
and erosion of biodiversity in 
farming systems; agency to 
adapt to environmental threats)

• societal (status, rights and 
experiences)

• cultural (culinary cultures and 
diets; types of food crops)

• political (capacity to influence 
and benefit from political 
decisions; collective and political 
action; dimensions of peace and 
security)

• technological (co-development 
of technology, access to 
technology; forms of innovation).

Equity between whom?

ClimBeR works closely with partner 
institutions to design and implement 
activities that acknowledge 
differences between individuals and 
groups, while including occurrences 
of intersectionality, encompassing 
differences that include:

• 	gender
• age/generation
• ethnicity
• class/socioeconomic status
• disability 
• race
• caste

Attention to these differences helps probe 
how they shape vulnerability and capacity 
to build resilience in agricultural systems.

Typology of equity
A typology of equity can be used in 
project design and implementation, 
framing the scope of equity (of 
what and between whom) within 
agricultural systems transformation 
(Figure 1). This typology divides equity 
into four dimensions:15 

• Recognitional equity – how 
acknowledgement and respect 
are given to human identity, 
values, social norms and rights. 
This may include relationships 
to the environment and non-
human species. Forms of cultural 
and political domination, typically 
with structural, historical roots, 
can underpin injustices flowing 
from inequities of recognition. 
Therefore, this requires changing 
power structures, considering 
how to empower people to 
have a voice and shape change. 
Attention to recognitional 
equity may generate more 
inclusive and democratic forms 
of governance. Recognitional 
equity establishes the context of 
an intervention that forms the 
basis for procedural equity to 
emerge through governance and 
decision-making. 

15Leach M. et al. (2018). Equity and sustainability in the Anthropocene: a social–ecological systems perspective on their intertwined futures. Global 
Sustainability 1, e13, 1–13
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• Procedural equity – how decisions 
are made, and the extent to which 
different groups of people can 
influence those decisions or have 
their knowledge and perspectives 
represented or incorporated, 
through the roles of institutions, 
governance and participation. 
Procedural equity is concerned 
with governance and decision-
making. It incorporates knowledge 
dynamics and issues of social 
inclusion or exclusion. It may also 
encompass decisions over how 
to give value to the environment 
or non-human species within 
farming systems.

• Distributional equity – how 
resources, costs and benefits, 
including for environmental or 
climate measures, are distributed 
between people and groups. 
Distributional equity feeds into 
the cycle of the intervention, 
contributing to subsequent 
processes of recognitional and 
procedural equity.

• Intergenerational equity – 
how justice and injustice are 
perpetuated or change through 
generations. Transforming 
agricultural systems brings 
forward a long-term view. It may 
start with young people today but 
also consider the preferences of 
future generations. This may or 
may not align with current notions 
of stewardship within smallholder 
farming.


