
Climate Change Briefing Notes   

Gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status, 

and age are some of the key variables 

that influence how individuals experience 

climate change and adapt to its impacts.  

Background 

Although climate change affects everyone, it has a 

greater impact on women, indigenous peoples, ethnic 

minorities, the poor and youth, even though they con-

tribute the least to the phenomenon of climate change 

(e.g. in terms of emissions of greenhouse gases). 

Achieving social equity not only leads to increased 

effectiveness and efficiency of funding and scaling ac-

tions; it is also a question of social justice. The im-

portance of the link between gender and climate 

change has been recognized in global and national poli-

Social equity for effective climate action  

Key messages 

 For climate action to be effective, it must be 
based on research that goes beyond studying 
bio-physical risk factors or individual aspects of 
social vulnerability in isolation.  

 Research for development can play a key role in 
recognizing gender-based and social inequalities 
and contribute to attempts to change the power 
structures that constrain effective action.  

 Facilitating on-the-ground changes that enable 
women, ethnic minorities, indigenous people, 
the poor, and youth to increase their climate 
resilience is crucial will allow them to become 
positive agents of transformation.  



cies and initiatives on climate change since the mid-

2000s. In 2002, the Commission on the Status of 

Women called for action to “mainstream a gender 

perspective into ongoing research on the impacts and 

causes of climate change, and to encourage the appli-

cation of results of this research in policies and pro-

grammes”. Addressing social equity goes one step 

further to international efforts such as the Govern-

ment of Canada’s Feminist International Assistance 

Policy (FIAP), including Action Area 4 on Environment 

and Climate Action, and the recent UNFCCC Confer-

ence of the Parties Gender Action Plan. 

What have we learned? 

The differentiated impacts of climate change are due 

to complex and interrelated climatic, environmental, 

social, cultural, economic, institutional and political 

factors which determine a person’s access to and con-

trol over resources, knowledge and decision-making 

opportunities. A comprehensive understanding of 

these factors can inform policies, programs and sup-

port mechanisms that promote socially equitable cli-

mate action. Results from IDRC research demonstrate 

that research for development projects can play a key 

role in recognizing gender-based and social inequali-

ties and in contributing to attempts to change the 

power structures that constrain action. In recent 

years, gender research in IDRC’s climate change pro-

gram has sought to develop a deeper and more nu-

anced understanding of the differentiated vulnerabili-

ties, and to contribute to the parallel development of 

more equitable climate actions: 

Identifying the root causes of vulnerability and in-

creasing agency of vulnerable groups  

Climatic, environmental and socio-economic changes 

have increased the vulnerability of families living in 

climate hotspots – regions with large numbers of peo-

ple that are especially vulnerable to the expected im-

pacts of climate change. Providing socially equitable 

climate change adaptation solutions in response to 

these risks requires adopting an integrated perspec-

tive that challenges existing assumptions about who 

is vulnerable. Gender research needs to go beyond 

simply collecting sex-disaggregated data and strive to 

understand and address the root causes of vulnerabil-

ity. For instance, research in Latin America, South Asia 

and sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates that it is possible 

to increase women’s agency, capacities and long-term 

wellbeing by improving their access to jobs while: 

providing support for domestic tasks (e.g. childcare); 

ensuring access to resources, finance, legal and produc-

tive assets (land, credits, inputs); improving access to 

data and information; and working with men and poli-

cymakers to challenge social norms.  

Migration is often a distress response, and it often 

brings women into new roles  

Emerging research results on the gender-climate-

migration nexus in Asia and Africa have shown that: ii) 

internal migration is higher than previously document-

ed, and international migration is mostly South-South. 

This has not received enough attention in recent policy 

and economic debates; ii) the percentage of women 

migrants is increasingly significant and some gender 

roles are shifting with migration and environmental 

stress. This requires more attention to services to mi-

grants, especially linked to gender; and iii) the narra-

tives framing human mobility influence where migra-

tion can be a positive development strategy, a failure 

to adapt, or a way to transfer vulnerability in time and 

place. These patterns of migration are changing house-

holds’ configurations, with implications on gendered 

work burdens, how households manage risk, their over-

all wellbeing and on the adaptation strategies they use 

to protect against the effects of climate change  

Climate finance can empower women as entrepre-

neurs  

Businesses are emerging as major actors in shaping cli-

mate change adaptation and development discussions. 

While the Paris Agreement does not explicitly mention 

gender equality as an important theme of climate fi-

nance (UNFCCC, 2016), it is understood that successful 

climate action is entirely dependent on gender-

responsive implementation. Women entrepreneurs and 

those from other vulnerable groups usually face signifi-

cant barriers and risks. Hence, making climate finance  
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https://unfccc.int/files/gender_and_climate_change/application/pdf/leveraging_cobenefits.pdf


“gender smart” is key and requires involving the pri-

vate sector to invest in new avenues to maximize the 

development of co-benefits in social equity and cli-

mate action. Research with the private sector shows 

that building the capacity of future women entrepre-

neurs to respond to the interest of the private sector 

in the field of climate change adaptation will provide 

new avenues for increasing women’s roles in climate 

financing and boost investments in women-led enter-

prises. This step will also catalyze business leadership 

on resilience and climate action and build the capaci-

ty of the next generation of business leaders interest-

ed in being involved in adaptation.  

What’s next? The way forward 

In order to remove barriers and create opportunities 

for socially equitable climate action that strengthens 

the resilience of all people, future research must:   

 Enable implementation of gender-responsive 

climate action—In light of the recently agreed 

upon UNFCCC Gender Action Plan, it is clear that 

research is the cornerstone to providing innova-

tive new thinking as well as practical and applied 

research support to policy makers to ensure 

lasting socially equitable climate action – a re-

quirement under the Paris Agreement. Based on 

existing knowledge about gender and climate, it is 

now necessary to move towards gender-

responsive and gender-transformative climate 

action during research for development. Sup-

porting effective climate action will require non-

traditional forms of engagement, and networks of 

knowledge brokers who strive for evidence-

informed climate policy and action across the 

developing world will be key.  

 Focus on structural—This can in turn create ena-

bling environments for vulnerable groups to con-

trol and make decisions about their activities, 

responsibilities and assets in the context of cli-

mate change. In doing so, agency of vulnerable 

groups will be highlighted as potential sources of 

resilience, as social actors who constantly negoti-

ate their way through change.  

 Further the research on the gender-climate-

migration nexus—Future research will also need to 

examine the linkages between (i) impacts of envi-

ronmental and climate change and social inequality 

on migration patterns, and (ii) migration as a proac-

tive adaptation strategy that can contribute to eq-

uitable access to economic, health, educational and 

employment services. These can help deepen the 

understanding of the gender and social equity is-

sues in the face of climate impacts and create ap-

propriate policies that recognize both the threats 

and opportunities that migration poses.  

 Go beyond gender and tackle social equity—It is 

crucial to find ways to facilitate on-the-ground 

changes that enable all vulnerable groups—

women, ethnic minorities, indigenous people, the 

poor and youth—to contribute to increased climate 

resilience and become positive agents of transfor-

mation. Building on gender research that focuses 

on women’s empowerment in the face of climate 

change, it is now time to implement research that 

goes beyond narrowly focussing on gender to tack-

ling the wider issue of social equity. Socially equita-

ble climate action can enhance the resilience of all 

people.  
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Resources 

 Accelerating Climate Action: Social Equity and Em-

powerment of Women and Girls: https://

www.idrc.ca/en/funding/accelerating-climate-action

-social-equity-and-empowerment-women-and-girls 

 CARIAA Gender brief: http://

hdl.handle.net/10625/57370  

 CARIAA Migration brief:  http://

hdl.handle.net/10625/57301  

 Mobilizing the Private Sector for Adaptation Finance: 

https://www.idrc.ca/en/project/mobilizing-private-

sector-adaptation-finance 

 Mobilizing Private Sector Investment in Adaptation 

to Climate Change: https://www.idrc.ca/en/project/

mobilizing-private-sector-investment-adaptation-

climate-change 

 Gender Action Plan: https://unfccc.int/resource/

docs/2017/sbi/eng/l29.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A key part of Canada’s aid program, IDRC supports research in 

developing countries to promote growth and development. 

International Development Research Centre 

150 Kent * PO Box 8500 * Ottawa ON Canada  K1G 3H9   

Phone: +1 613 236 6163 *  idrc.ca 

 


