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Abstract: Gender considerations have been part of climate change adaptation planning in the Global South
for the last two decades. Despite this, studies have reported a gap in understanding how organisations incorpo-
rate people’s diverse experiences of climate risks into planning and implementing adaptation strategies, particu-
larly for women disproportionately impacted by climate risks. Taking the case of Bangladesh, this study
contributes to this knowledge gap by exploring the representation of power in organisational decision-making
arenas concerning adaptation planning. The investigation involved an analysis of five major national adaptation
guidelines and 22 projects conducted in Bangladesh, in addition to in-depth interviews with 36 development
practitioners. This article argues that adaptation planning is a top-down organisational process in Bangladesh.
Decisions are undertaken in ‘inner circles’ involving experts, bureaucrats and top officials of major national
NGOs and often fail to include the voices of diverse social groups affected by intersecting inequalities, includ-
ing ethnicity, disability, religion, locality and, in particular, gender. The study elaborates on the need for a
major change to planning and decision-making processes to achieve adaptation planning and strategies that
effectively reflect women’s diversified and localised realities and allow them to respond to climate risks

adequately.
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Introduction

The literature on climate change adaptation in
the Global South has made a considerable effort
over the last two decades to understand
women'’s disproportionate climate vulnerabil-
ites compared to men (Corcoran-Nantes and
Roy, 2018; Evertsen, 2022). While deliberate
plans have been developed by national,
regional and global development agencies to
address gender inequalities as part of adaptation
strategies (Jerneck, 2018), translating these plans
into effective practices remains a persistent chal-
lenge (Renner, 2020). This disparity between lit-
erature and practice can largely be attributed to
the inadequacies in the planning and imple-
mentation processes, a problem exacerbated by
the insufficiencies in addressing power dynam-
ics at various levels (Jerneck, 2018).
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The underlying assumptions in adaptation
planning around women’s concerns are reported
to be leading to insufficient and inefficient adap-
tation support for women (Jerneck, 2018).
Despite several studies expressing concern over
planning failure, there is an inadequacy of the
literature looking at the interplay of power
mechanisms at organisational levels determining
the planning paths and their implementation
(Resurreccién, 2013; Evertsen, 2022). The
Global South, including countries like Bangla-
desh, represents a complicated socio-economic
environment where adaptation interventions
involve multiple global, national and local orga-
nisations with diverse functions, including
funding, advisory, regulation and implementa-
tion (Ishtiaque et al., 2021). In this complex web
of stakeholders, the influence of power dynam-
ics on gender-sensitive adaptation planning
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remains underexplored. Taking the case of Ban-
gladesh, the article, therefore, aims to address
this critical research gap by scrutinising the
interplay of power mechanisms at the
organisational levels, which the literature indi-
cated significantly determines the paths of plan-
ning and their subsequent implementation
(Ishtiaque et al., 2021; Evertsen, 2022).

The study presented here explores the arenas
of adaptation planning in Bangladesh and
power dynamics in those arenas, particularly
when addressing gender concerns. The follow-
ing section conceptualises power and offers a
framework for analysing and understanding
power, after which the study’s methodology
and findings are presented. As we proceed, we
will delve deeper into the existing body of liter-
ature, focusing on the intricate relationships
between gender, power and environmental
planning.

Literature review: Gender, power and
adaptation planning

Gender disparities in climate change adaptation

Literature on climate change adaptation in the
Global South has significantly advanced our
understanding of how women often bear dispro-
portionate climate vulnerabilities compared to
men (Agarwal, 2018; Corcoran-Nantes and
Roy, 2018; Evertsen, 2022). This acknowledge-
ment led to several adaptation plans and
programmes to support women’s adaptation
efforts (Sultana, 2014). Research outcomes kept
emphasising the urgency of effective gender-
sensitive adaptation planning to devise deliber-
ate strategies by the national, regional and
global development agencies to address gender
inequalities as part of adaptation plans
(Jerneck, 2018). Despite these well-intentioned
strategies, there is a persistent gap between the-
ory and practice, with gender disparities
persisting due to failures in the planning and
imp]ementation processes (Renner, 2020).

One fundamental contributing factor to the
inadequacies in  adaptation planning is
the embedded assumptions within these strate-
gies, reported as insufficient and ineffective in
meeting women’s unique needs (Jerneck, 2018).
These needs, encompassing health, sanitation

and hygiene risks, are often compounded by
their limited access to information, mobility and
resources crucial for navigating community
power dynamics (Kabeer and Hug, 2014; Sul-
tana et al.,, 2022). Therefore, researchers have
explored and emphasised the need to consider
power dynamics in studying effective gender-
sensitive adaptation strategies. However, there
is a noticeable deficiency in the literature inves-
tigating the intricate power mechanisms at
organisational levels that shape the course
of integrating gender concerns in planning
and implementation (Resurreccién, 2013;
Evertsen, 2022). This deficiency becomes more
prominent in the Global South, where adapta-
tion interventions converge for numerous
global, national and local organisations with
diverse functions, creating a complex and
dynamic  planning landscape  (Ishtiaque
et al, 2021). Particularly in South Asia, this
dynamic landscape has gendered implications,
making it difficult to plan for deep-rooted
inequalities affecting women (Sultana, 2014).

Case of Bangladesh: A representative scenario

Bangladesh is a representative scenario of the
challenges faced in responding to climate
change impacts in the Global South (particu-
larly South Asia). Despite the early integration
of gender concepts in Bangladesh’s adaptation
plans compared to other Global South countries
(Mallick and Siddiqui, 2015; Ahmed and
Kiester, 2021; Boas et al., 2022), studies
asserted that the challenge of translating these
plans into effective practices has been persistent
(Roy and Sims, 2021).

Reports of the social and political
marginalisation of women exuberating their cli-
mate vulnerability came into the planning dis-
course in the early 2000s (see Cannon, 2002).
The first National Adaptation Programme of
Action (NAPA) developed in 2005 attempted to
respond to these reports by integrating gender
considerations into their discussion. However,
studies have identified poor operational plan-
ning of that national guideline as a primary rea-
son for the ongoing inadequacies in supporting
climate-vulnerable women, even after the
guideline was enacted (Shabib and Khan, 2014).
The congested planning spaces, where diverse
organisations interact with varying interests and
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priorities, often hinder the effective translation
of plans into practices (Samaddar et al., 2019;
Masud-All-Kamal and Nursey-Bray, 2022).

Inadequate consideration of local realities and
power dynamics

According to Ahmed and Kiester (2021),
women'’s local realities rarely influence adapta-
tion planning, making substantial long-term
changes in their lives unlikely. Organisations in
these planning spaces address climate issues
alongside contemporary development chal-
lenges such as poverty, gender-based violence,
health risks, education and environmental pol-
lution, each with diverse priorities (Shaw
et al, 2013; Dewan, 2022). The planning
spaces, as elaborated by Paprocki (2018, 2019),
often fail to go beyond their urban centrism and
economic progress vision to fully incorporate a
cumulative view of the social challenges of
women and their interaction with climatic
changes. Their focus on gender in planning has
been a cross-cutting concern, whereas gender
disparities, as Islam et al. (2022) suggested,
require dedicated consideration in the planning
process to support people disproportionately
vulnerable for gendered reasons.

Studies affirm that gender has not received
adequate consideration in adaptation plans
(Shabib and Khan, 2014), and the influence of
how power is distributed, exercised and negoti-
ated within planning spaces requires a better
understanding. Further studies are needed on
the decision-making process, organisational
structures and power hierarchies that influence
the planning and often gender sensitivity in the
hierarchies (Evertsen, 2022).

Role of international aid agencies and
local NGOs

Large-scale funding for adaptation interventions
comes from international aid agencies and
global development partners (Rahman, 2019),
while local NGOs of Bangladesh lead their
implementation (Aryal et al., 2020). Adaptation
planning and implementation, therefore, often
become a place of interaction for multiple
organisations to negotiate and lobby for their pri-
orities (Paprocki, 2018; Ishtiaque et al., 2021;
Dewan, 2022). Studies have pointed out that
while these organisations invest in gender
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integration in their organisational activities, their
culture and norms on gender-responsive adapta-
tion planning remain underexplored
(Evertsen, 2022). The literature fails to delve into
the power dynamics influencing collaborative
efforts, including unwritten rules, embedded
biases and social structures’ influence on plan-
ners, hindering a comprehensive understanding
of gender consideration in adaptation planning
(Ishtiaque et al, 2021; Dewan, 2022;
Evertsen, 2022). Investigating the organisational
practices of planning and identifying power
imbalances, if any, would also answer questions
about who makes the decisions and whose opin-
ion counts in the planning processes. In addi-
tion, investigating power dynamics at the
organisational level would shed light on
the broader political, economic and governance
structures of adaptation efforts in Bangladesh.
Understanding the multilevel power dynamics
will provide a comprehensive understanding of
the broader context in which gender consider-
ations are integrated into adaptation planning
and opportunities for better gender-responsive
adaptation actions.

Framework for analysing and understanding
the power

This study conceptualises power as the ability of
actors to produce significant effects on the out-
comes of a process (Morriss, 2002). This study
primarily examines power as a relational con-
cept, particularly in Bangladesh, between actors
or stakeholders. The power exercise between
individuals, groups, organisations or states is
subjected to given conditions and temporal fac-
tors within that relationship (Morriss, 2002). For
organisations operating in Bangladesh, this
ability can extend to mobilising the resources
and negotiating the variabilities needed to meet
their goals through planned interventions
(Morriss, 2006).

Organisations possess distinct abilities and
embedded interests that interact to develop com-
mon priorities in collaborative work. Under-
standing each other’s ability to effect outcomes
provides scope to negotiate spaces of delibera-
tion. It offers possibilities for opening up the
spaces of discussion by bringing the realities to
different levels of stakeholders (Gaventa, 2006).
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Therefore, decision-making arenas are spaces
where organisations negotiate their interests and
goals based on their abilities. It is unwise to
assume that all organisations in Bangladesh have
equal opportunities to exert their ability in all sit-
uations, particularly in adaptation planning pro-
cesses. Variations in monetary and human
resources, legislative power, organisational struc-
ture and engagement with vulnerable communi-
ties greatly impact their capacity to influence.

To account for these intricate dynamics
within Bangladeshi organisations, this article
employs the powercube, as articulated by
Gaventa (2005), to explore how different orga-
nisations with different sets of abilities working
together in adaptation planning and implemen-
tation might be negotiating gender consider-
ations in  planning and implementation
strategies. The powercube is useful for exploring
various levels (global, national and local), forms
(visible, hidden and invisible) and spaces
(closed, invited and claimed/created) of power
and how they interact with each other (Fig. 1).

Each dimension of power is dynamic and con-
stantly exchanges synergies with the other dimen-
sions in creating or withholding opportunities
based on changing roles, knowledge, expertise or

resources for decision-making participation. Inter-
dependencies among actors, rooted in their dif-
ferential powers, intensify competition in
decision-making arenas at each level. Participa-
tion opportunities at these levels depend on the
types of power they control or regulate, as
characterised by Gaventa (2005) as visible, hid-
den and invisible.

In the visible domains, all stakeholders under-
stand the presence of power but may have dif-
ferent assumptions about it and cannot change
its course. The exercise of hidden powers
obscures conditions of entry of certain actors
and issues in the discussion. These powers regu-
late the alternatives for choices and exclude the
concerns of less power from reaching the nego-
tiation stage. Invisible powers are either
internalised or active because of unawareness.
These ideological or cultural set-ups in organi-
sations conceal the visible conflict in plain
sight. Powerful actors in Bangladesh often try to
place their in-group ideologies at the cultural
centre of decision-making arenas. Complying
with these ideologies is the only way to enter
into these in-groups. Therefore, marginalised
voices remain in the margins even when pro-
vided opportunities to participate.
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Figure 1. The powercube
displaying levels, forms and
spaces of power

Closed Invited Created (Gaventa, 2005). [Colour figure
can be viewed at
Spaces of power wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Forms of power act in the spaces where deci-
sion-making takes place. In closed spaces, deci-
sions are made by a few sets of actors,
potentially collecting input from different
sources but only inclusive of some stakeholders.
Invited spaces broaden the participation; how-
ever, only a few actors retain the power to ask
(or exclude). It acts as a consultation or informa-
tion-gathering process and gives a sense of rep-
resentation for multiple actors. Within the
context of Bangladesh, open spaces offer oppor-
tunities for collective decisions. They can be
claimed by the less powerful actors or created
by the higher-level actors to allow every stake-
holder to contribute equally to decision-making.
Understanding the spaces would also offer
opportunities to explore what goes inside the
spaces and how much gender considerations
are part of the discussions.

The powercube framework facilitates map-
ping organisations, their circumstances and
their interrelations within Bangladesh or their
interdependencies. It helps to look at the possi-
bilities for mobilisation and change within the
unique Bangladeshi context. The approach also
assumes that the set of organisational relations
is dynamic and can extend to various levels and
spaces of engagement. Each dimension of the
levels, forms and spaces constantly engages
with each other, directly or indirectly, exchang-
ing synergies of power (Gaventa, 2005). For
example, a global organisation might not have
direct contact with the local organisation; how-
ever, a change at the global level might affect
the spaces of participation at the local level.
Applying  this  comprehensive  framework
enables this study to look at the possibilities of
movement, mobilisation and altering the roles
of stakeholders in planning and implementing
adaptation strategies to find entry points of
action for compelling gender considerations.

Methodology

To gain in-depth insights into the understand-
ings, experiences and perspectives of develop-
ment practitioners engaged in climate change
adaptation initiatives in Bangladesh, a qualitative
approach was chosen for its suitability in
exploring socio-cultural and contextual aspects
(Chambers et al., 2013). In-depth semi-structured
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individual interviews with study participants
from government and non-government organisa-
tions (NGOs) formed the core of the data collec-
tion process.

The study identified practitioners actively
working on projects with climate change adap-
tation as the thematic intervention area through
an online search. Snowball sampling tech-
niques were used to expand the sample, con-
sidering  information  about  field-level
practitioners is only sometimes readily avail-
able online. Potential interviewees were
contacted via email and an online interview
was scheduled upon their agreement. The lead
author conducted 36 interviews through video
conferencing platforms (Zoom and Skype) from
March to September 2021. Diversifying the
interviewees based on practitioners’ personal
and working attributes was a key selection cri-
terion. A characterisation of the group of inter-
viewees is given in Table 1.

The interviews, conducted in Bengali, took
approximately one hour to complete and cov-
ered topics related to perspectives and experi-
ences of practitioners in multi-organisational
adaptation efforts, adaptation planning pro-
cesses, the implementation of adaptation strate-
gies, and barriers that impact their work or that
of their organisation. The interviewees worked
in their respective organisations in significant
roles in shaping adaptation projects and
organisational priorities in supporting climate-
vulnerable people.

In addition to the interviews, the study
analysed five prominent national guidelines for
adaptation and 22 climate change adaptation
projects in Bangladesh. The plans included the
NAPA, the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy
and Action Plan (BCCSAP) and the Climate
Change and Gender Action Plan (ccGAP).
These plans were foundational for project inter-
ventions in the last 15 years in Bangladesh
(Shaw et al., 2013). For the adaptation project
analysis, the study investigated publicly avail-
able written documents of 22 adaptation pro-
jects initiated between January 2009 and
December 2020. The analysis helped to identify
representations of organisations involved in
developing national plans and implementing
significant adaptation projects. Many of the
interview participants had working experience
in these projects. The objective was to analyse
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Table 1. Number of interviewees based on their attributes

Attributes Variables Number of interviewees
Gender (as they identified) Female 15
Male 21
Affiliation* Local NGO 10
National NGO 9
Regional NGO 2
International NGO 6
Government (national) 2
Government (district-level) 4
Funding organisation agency 5
Job responsibility Field-level practitioner 9

Project co-ordinator/manager

16 (in small-scale projects — 4)

Administrative official 6
Consultant 5
Other considerations Religious minority 13
Religious majority (Muslim) 23
Ethnic majority 31
Ethnic minority (Indigenous people) 5

*The sample size (38) includes two cases of multiple responses because those participants changed organisations within the

last five years after completing a project.

the priority areas of these guidelines and pro-
jects to understand their probable influence on
organisational interactions in devising their
adaptation strategies.

Data were transcribed and coded with com-
puter-assisted software NVivo (version 12.5).
NVivo is effective in character-based coding,
identifying patterns and adding depth and rigour
in understanding the trajectory of coded data
(Zamawe, 2015). Content analysis of coded
data was done, keeping the dimensions of
power explained above in mind. The study took
a flexible approach to identify and describe the
levels, forms and spaces of power and their
interactions. It attempted to explore possible
powers beyond the defined classifications. The
findings of the analysis are presented in the fol-
lowing section.

Findings

This section scrutinises the levels of power
wielded by different organisations, utilising evi-
dence from document analysis and interviews
to illuminate the intricate dynamics that shape
gender considerations in adaptation planning
and implementation.

Levels of power

Global influence. The document analysis and
interviews with government staff unveiled the
substantial impact of international bodies such
as the United National Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Global Cli-
mate Facility (GCF), the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the Least
Development Countries Fund (LDCF) in the
adaptation planning and implementation in
Bangladesh. Notably, UNFCCC’s guidelines
played a significant role in the country’s NAPA
in 2005, revised in 2009 with a similar template
following UNFCCC guidelines. The following
evidence from NAPA shows a direct influence
of global bodies’ directions in country-level
adaptation planning:

It (NAPA) has kept the format of the National
Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) 2005
that was prepared by the Ministry of Environ-
ment and Forest (MOEF), Government of the
People’s Republic of Bangladesh as a response
to the decision of the United Nations Frame-
work  Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCCQ). (NAPA Forward, 2009, page i)

Bangladesh’s dependency on international
investments makes the involvement of aid
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agencies a common feature in projects. Voicing
the same, one interviewee reflected,

Funding authorities have a major influence. If |
say from my experience, it may be 70% or
more ... they are strict sometimes. They say
‘it's mentioned there so you have to show the
same works’. Whatever the proposal says, they
go the way favourable to them. (Interviewee
3, female national NGO practitioner)

Government and national NGO staff pointed
out that gender is often defined and guided by
global partners, often a forced requirement for
funding rather than exploring the gender intrica-
cies of the local areas to plan for locally appro-
priate adaptation. One interviewee explained,

[Donor] projects had fixed guidelines that we
need to include certain percentages of women
... The projects that we do there is a clause
that we need female gender focal points ...
This is kind of mandatory, particularly for all
community-based  projects. (Interviewee
19, female government official)

The findings indicated that national planners
and implementers often need to comply with
the priorities of aid agencies and international
governing bodies because of their ability to con-
trol the flow of funds.

National dynamics. The document analysis
revealed multiple government agencies’ pivotal
role in shaping the core of national guidelines,
such as the environment, finance, agriculture,
water resources, rural development, local gov-
ernment, disaster management and forest.
National guidelines actively discuss women’s
additional climate vulnerabilities and attempt to
incorporate gender in the plans. For example,
the BCCSAP targets increasing the resilience of
vulnerable women as part of the climate action
plan (p. 27). NAPA (2005) recommends
prioritising vulnerable communities with an
emphasis on women in plans for mainstreaming
climate change in development (p. 34).

The analysis revealed that government offi-
cials, politicians, renowned experts and
selected professional leaders of large NGOs
guide the nation’s global representation and key
decision-making arenas. Officeholders in gov-
ernment agencies lead the planning process as

Planning for climate change adaptation in Bangladesh

part of their portfolio. However, the planning
committees heavily rely on well-known experts
in disciplinary studies such as climate change,
and gender to provide technical support in
compiling and writing the guidelines. National
NGO staff mentioned that if any project output
contradicts a national target, experts and gov-
ernment officials do not carry them forward in
programme planning. As explained by an
interviewee,

many project information doesn’t disseminate
properly ... Firstly, the government doesn't
want information or data or pictures of sensi-
tive issues or failure to become visible to peo-
ple in global platforms. (Interviewee 25, male
INGO project manager)

The top government authorities can influence
the negotiation with the aid agencies in setting
the target areas for funding by the agencies
which is different for NGOs. One interviewee
highlighted how top government officials can
change the direction of donor investments,

Initially, we prioritised high-impact programs
in climate change sectors such as education
and poverty reduction. The skill-based program
was not there. It came into priority after 2015,
when the Prime Minister of Bangladesh, after
the last election, showed keen interest in skill
or capacity development. (Interviewee 24, male
administrative official in donor organisation)

This study findings suggest that adaptation aid
support is declining gradually and government
interference to increase adaptation aid support
has little influence. In recent vyears, some
national-level NGOs, such as BRAC, have
gained prominence in development planning
processes, including adaptation. With the
popularisation of co-financing projects, NGOs
with financial acumen gradually started playing
a crucial role in national-level adaptation plan-
ning, often not representing the actual experi-
ences of local contexts. One interviewee
highlighted the organisational commitment to
prioritise gender concerns of large NGOs,

| would say most of the NGOs, and particularly
in our NGO, we do focus on women and girls
in all our programmes. That's something we do
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not compromise. (Interviewee 5, male National
NGO project coordinator)

These large NGOs have secondary sources of
income and do not rely on development pro-
jects to run their organisations. Therefore, adap-
tation projects present less challenge to these
NGOs as the stakes, particularly in money
invested, are less than those of smaller NGOs.
In addition, they attract experienced practi-
tioners of local NGOs to work with them, leav-
ing local NGOs with less efficient and
experienced practitioners to assert their pres-
ence in decision-making arenas.

The hierarchy of power is significantly top-
down at the national level, with government
agencies and their representatives holding more
power in national-level negotiations with either
aid agencies or NGOs. Even the power gained
by the major national NGOs in negotiations can
seldom change the government’s operational
plans.

Local realities. Local organisations, primarily
involved in implementing the action plans,
play a limited role in national-level policy
development. The government’s emphasis on
community-based adaptation underscores the
significance of this level, visible in NAPA
(2005) recommending community-participated
afforestation programmes in all regions of the
country (p. 40) and BCCSAP recommending
supporting women’s adaptation efforts through
the development of community-level actions
(p. 27). However, practitioners observed an
absence of involvement from marginalised com-
munities in adaptation planning arenas.

Some regulations help to maintain inclusivity,
often in a tokenistic way. For instance, man-
dated collaboration with local NGOs in the
Chattogram Hill Tract ensures cultural and
regional connectivity but with no surety of
inclusivity in the decision-making. Smaller local
NGOs, operating on a project-to-project basis,
have minimal presence on global and national
platforms of policy discussions. They are less
concerned about whether there is gender or cli-
mate change in the projects as they prioritise
getting projects to run their organisations. Inter-
views also indicated a gap among local NGO
staff in terms of how they understand gender
and utilise gender approaches in their work

organisations despite available training. One
interview commented,

There are many field staff who do not under-
stand the concepts of gender. We encourage
them to take training. You know, who does not
clearly understand gender, how can we
explain to them what is gender mainstreaming
... In so many years, | haven’t seen any of my
staff explaining gender unambiguously. (Inter-
viewee 14, female local NGO practitioner)

The participation of local NGOs is often con-
fined to the local areas. Selective local NGOs
participate in national-level discussions based
on the strength of their relationship with govern-
ment agencies or significant national NGOs.
However, local NGO staff mentioned that their
role rarely goes beyond sharing selective experi-
ences or token presence.

The findings illustrate the intricate hierarchy
of power despite documents mentioning the
wider participation of stakeholders. Despite
their deep understanding of local contexts, local
organisations face constraints in broader policy
discussions attributed to power imbalances with
larger national and global organisations.

Participation dynamics

Interviewees did not observe any claimed space
in adaptation planning or action where local
actors do not have decision-making powers in
national planning. As they mentioned, the
organisational culture is structured and often
works top-down. Mainly because the monetary
resources are controlled by a few, which sel-
dom provides local actors room for creating
spacing of discussion to decide on any new ini-
tiative. This is compounded by the community’s
limited understanding of adaptation, resulting in
minimal local pressure for inclusion.
Interviewees revealed that Bangladesh adapta-
tion planning happens in closed or invited
spaces, particularly at the global level, for gov-
ernment officials, renowned experts, politicians,
donor representatives and prominent activists.
The selection of country representatives in global
discussion depends on the interests of the ‘gov-
ernment’s higher authorities’. Document analysis
pointed out that renowned country experts,
mainly from research institutes and country rep-
resentatives of international agencies, lead the
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technical discussions of the planning. Local
organisations often get invitations to participate
in planning, primarily in information-sharing ses-
sions and sometimes merely as a token rather
than for decision-making purposes. Local NGOs
with good networks with major national NGOs
or government agencies are invited to national
planning discussions. Document analysis and
interviews reinforced that communities do not
participate in the decision-making arenas. Some
actors, usually government officeholders, control
the discussion at each level. One interviewee
explained this power imbalance,

I was present in a meeting where | said that
post-disaster men-women equal contribution
has not reached the expected level. Hearing
this, [a higher government official] got very
angry. He yelled why | am saying only the neg-
ative things. (Interviewee 16, female INGO
project coordinator)

Document analysis and interviews, to some
extent, reflected the continuation of top-down
hierarchy and the significant presence of either
closed or invited spaces of participation.
For example, the primary steering committee
for developing NAPA (2005) had only one
female member out of 10. Interestingly, in the
gender and local governance sectoral working
group, none of the members was a woman.
These closed spaces are designed for positions
of power where, in Bangladesh, women are in
scarce numbers. The planning process included
regional and national workshops to which very
selective federal and local practitioners were
invited. Interviews indicated that the participa-
tion of women in these spaces increases
when the plan is about gender or women, with
experts and  bureaucrats  steering  the
proceedings.

Regarding adaptation projects, national NGO
staff mentioned needing more space to contrib-
ute to selecting funding priorities and approving
projects. In contrast, local NGO staff said they
have no space at all. Gender considerations,
standard features in project descriptions as
required by donor agencies, often have pre-
fixed priorities and targets that may or may not
address the local needs felt by the people. One
local NGO staff mentioned the same,

Planning for climate change adaptation in Bangladesh

We work with international NGOs, and they
prepare the proposal first. At that stage, we do
not have any role to play. They prepare
the proposal based on their understanding of
the situation. The juniors only get the informa-
tion that we got the project and need to be
ready for the implementation. (Interviewee
26, male local NGO project coordinator)

According to the national and local NGO
staff, there is a pool of recognised national and
international experts who are often invited or
engaged by the donors or top authorities of
implementing agencies in the planning and
designing of the projects. The project’s design
also follows if a donor is interested in
investing in a particular area. One interviewee
mentioned,

If a project is under donor agencies and they
are interested in desertification, the project
finds people extremely affected by prolonged
drought. (Interviewee 19, female government
official)

One adaptation consultant mentioned trying
their best to engage with local experience.
However, local practitioners revealed that these
invited spaces for engagement are reserved
for the top officials of the local NGOs and
less for the field-level staff. The planning pro-
cess, evidently, still follows a top-down
organisational culture where top officials of
organisations head planning. To understand this
culture, the following section explores the forms
of power that appear to maintain the culture.

Forms of power

Visible forms of power. Global treaties,
national policies, priorities, plans and guide-
lines, state laws, administrative structures and
organisational resources are some instruments
of visible powers actively guiding adaptation
planning. An example of their presence can be
found in the following project texts,

[Project name] responds to the Bangladesh Cli-
mate Change Strategy and Action Plan
(BCCSAP) as it highlights the need to enhance
national adaptive capacity to reduce adverse
effects of floods, establish advanced early
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warning systems and calls for planning and
implementing non-structural flood proofing
measures.  (Project-14  design  completion
report, p. 18)

Government organisational structures are
another example of the visible forms that let top
officials control spaces of participation. Inter-
views with local-level practitioners indicated
that government agencies have engrained legis-
lative powers that give them additional powers
in interaction, mainly when NGOs with limited
local expansion of development work are
involved. An INGO staff echoed that point,

We cannot do anything without the approval
of local government bodies. Last, even the out-
puts coming from community discussion
require local authority’s approval. (Interviewee
20, a female INGO project coordinator)

The visible forms or instruments of power act
in open decision-making. However, these are
so structured in an organisational system that
the scope to avoid their involvement in the
planning process is limited.

Hidden powers. Analysing the documents and
interviews, particularly involving local-level
practitioners, indicated how money, human
resources, skills, expertise, experience, net-
works, technology and infrastructures limit the
alternate choices of less powerful organisations.
As an interviewee explained,

We have an App that we use at the field level
to understand how vulnerable someone is. If
we have a target to select 300 beneficiaries,
using this app we can say that how many from,
let’s say 30 thousand local people, are can be
said vulnerable. (Interviewee 14, female local
NGO practitioner)

This app has not been developed particularly
for the project or the locality. There is a risk of
limiting the criteria of local vulnerability with
such Apps. Besides, the local organisations had
only one choice other than using the app devel-
oped or recommended by donors.

In such cases, the lack of resources and
expertise were the key reasons provided in the
interviews  for local organisations feeling
obliged to act in particular ways. Interviews

with local practitioners revealed that they work
on broader development problems that some-
times limit their expertise to specific concepts
such as gender and climate change. Therefore,
when the local actors are invited for planning
dialogue, they mention that they often need
help to catch up with the latest approaches on
specific development concepts.

Interviews with local NGO staff unequivo-
cally expressed that they depend on donors and
major national partners for their survival, limit-
ing the opportunities to actively contest the
ideas presented by the major partners. The com-
petition among local NGOs to get funding is
fierce each year, giving donors and major
national partners scope to dictate the terms. The
situation is reflected in the following statement,

In the case of our NGO, we look towards
donors for funds. Donors have specific require-
ments. Sometimes, they have fewer funds and
want more outputs. We need to adjust our
work. This job is tough. (Interviewee 27, female
local NGO project coordinator)

The location of practitioners plays a key role
in the planning process. Interviewees revealed
that the planning process was first initiated by
the relevant government agencies in the capital
city of Dhaka, which later included experts and
representatives of prominent NGOs and, if
required, a few representatives of local NGOs.
There should have been a mention of commu-
nity leaders or representatives of vulnerable
groups in the decision-making steering commit-
tees. For example, no representative of ethnic
groups, disabled or gender minorities was listed
as a contributor to NAPA (2005). However, gen-
der itself, as observed in the analysis, is a form
of power that restricts the presence of
marginalised voices. Female practitioners are
significantly less represented than male practi-
tioners in the planning. Interviewees also ech-
oed that point,

In development work, women are few, and
even there, you cannot find many in adminis-
trative positions. (Interviewee 27, female local
NGO project coordinator)

If I compare, in our department less than one-
third are female. Of the directors that we have,
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only four among the seventeen are female. This
is less than one-third in top position. (Inter-
viewee 19, female government official)

Therefore, organisations might extend the
boundaries to participate that do not ensure
the effective participation of women in those
spaces. The planners and designers of projects
are experts with a plethora of experience in
studying and working with climate change or
gender concepts. Interviewees mentioned that a
gap in experience and knowledge plays a key
role during discussions. Experts have more
power in decision-making when decisions are
made on technical terms.

The above-discussed powers are often present
in organisational interactions, yet they rarely
face contestation. That leads to invisible forms
of power limiting the incidence of disputation.

Invisible powers. Invisible power internalises
actions and is influenced by practitioners’ socio-
cultural background and experience, which, at
times, restricts their spaces of participation or
boundaries of sharing experience. An invitation
to decision-making arenas does not instantly
allow representatives of certain marginalised
groups to contribute to the decisions actively.
Interviews, particularly with practitioners of eth-
nic and religious minority communities,
included a significant reflection on the influence
of culture on adaptation planning and what cul-
tural barriers and challenges were experienced
in project implementation. The findings can be
divided into four types of responses from the
reflections by practitioners on how culture as a
form of power influences the perspectives of
people involved in adaptation planning.

* Response 1: Male practitioners mentioned
that working with women beneficiaries in
certain religiously conservative rural areas
during disasters is a barrier for them.
Women feel comfortable with female
practitioners.

* Response 2: Female practitioners men-
tioned that family responsibilities restrict
their working time. They need more sup-
port from their family and relatives to travel
to highly vulnerable areas for development
work. In addition to that, dealing with

Planning for climate change adaptation in Bangladesh

male-dominated local political structures
often comes with safety concerns.

* Response 3: Female development practi-
tioners of an ethnic minority mentioned
that they often feel like the out-group in
national-level seminars or workshops. Prac-
titioners from Plainland undermine their
experience. If their Bengali and English
skills are not good, they feel less comfort-
able presenting their ideas if they conflict
with the powerful actors.

* Response 4: Hindu practitioners mentioned
that people’s additional vulnerabilities
because of their religious identity are not
discussed in the planning process. Hindu
female practitioners mentioned that some
had to follow the traditional Muslim norms
of covering their hair while working in rural
areas.

Each layer of cultural attributes added new
dimensions of barriers to practitioners. The lack
of adequate representation of a range of
marginalised groups, resulting in the insufficient
address of the localised needs of vulnerable
people, was evidenced in the document analy-
sis. Except for the intersecting inequalities of
gender and ethnicity, none of the intersecting
unequal groups of religious minorities, disabil-
ity, gender minorities, social class and gender
has adequate representation in the planning.

As observed in the interviews, practitioners’
motivation is another invisible power that influ-
ences how much they engage in the dialogue of
specific development concepts such as gender
and adaptation. Practitioners, particularly of
local NGOs, mentioned that their job is for their
survival, not out of motivation to work to bring
social change. National-level practitioners
understand that, and at times, it works for them
to control the spaces of organisational interac-
tions. It was reflected in the following statement
of an interviewee,

We know that many development terms are
emerging. How many practitioners try to
understand these? If you ask one of our field-
level colleagues what gender is, most probably,
they never tried to know the true meaning.
(Interviewee 06, Male National NGO senior
programme manager)
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Invisible power has a profound effect on how
visible and hidden power operates. Therefore,
opportunities appear for actively engaging in
decision-making arenas; the invisible powers
work to restrict any possibility of movement,
mobilisation or change within levels or
strategise actions to utilise the spaces for initiat-
ing actions of change.

Discussion

The study underscores the repercussions of inad-
equate gender inclusion in climate adaptation
planning in Bangladesh, confirming the
prevailing top-down organisational structure,
with a minority of women in leadership roles,
dictating priorities and strategies for supporting
women (Lewis, 2003; Alom, 2020;
Dewan, 2022). Recent discussions on local par-
ticipation  in  adaptation  (Chowdhooree
et al.,, 2020; Samaddar et al., 2021) indicated
the expansion of the boundaries of inclusion in
policy dialogues in that top-down culture,
remarkably increasing the involvement of
NGOs. However, the expansion has kept the
top-down culture the same and often fails to pro-
vide open spaces for marginal voices to come
forward. Notably, women’s continued lack of
presence in the decision-making spaces remains.
The technicalities and complexities of under-
standing the global language of climate change,
adaptation and gender have provided certain
groups of people, primarily male top government
officials, managerial-level staff of NGOs and
renowned experts in the technical fields, with
positions of power, hindering the representation
of a range of marginalised women considering
their ethnicity, social class, religion and disabil-
ity. The absence of sufficient representation and
meaningful participation hampers adaptation
planning’s capacity to tackle the intertwined
inequalities  experienced by  Bangladeshi
women, despite calls for gender considerations
to be integrated into local contexts and the
localised impacts of climate change.

These imbalances in decision-making arenas
provide selective opportunities for outside
actors to enter, primarily through invitation.
However, to enter, outside actors need to com-
ply with the existing organisational culture of
planning, such as learning the global language

and following the institutionalised systems of
dialogue. Therefore, expanding the boundaries
of inclusion to certain groups does not signifi-
cantly alter the ideological standing, giving little
scope to the marginal actors, particularly
women, to lead the decision-making process.
Figure 2 reflects these circles of power in
Bangladesh’s adaptation planning process.

The inner (core) circle (Fig. 2) of decision-
making on national guidelines consists of
donors, bureaucrats and experts with minimal
political or industry leaders’ presence. They
decide whom to invite to the discussion while
having better access to control the hidden forms
of power to set the agendas. The less porous
boundary represents the limited opportunities to
enter this circle. Actors in the inner circles often
move to outer circles and determine the partici-
pation levels in other circles. Representation of
women is limited in this circle, particularly
among the bureaucrats.

Surrounding the inner circle is the circle of
major national NGOs, where planning for
programmes or projects takes place. National
major NGOs, particularly their top officials,
have greater scope for inward movement in the
core circle discussions where adaptation plans
are formulated. Moving from the second circle
to the core circle, as presented through a more
porous boundary, is more accessible and they
often share similar codes of approaching any
planning for preparing guides or projects.
Women'’s representation is present in this circle
but not in the leading positions of organisations
or in organisational decision-making.

The third circle of power belong to the com-
munity leaders and local NGOs. Vulnerable
local people rarely enter even the third circle.
Only their leaders, often less vulnerable than
the rest of the group, can pass through in the
third circle. Local NGO leaders can participate
in the regional dialogue for local-level imple-
mentation planning once projects are approved.
Women’s leadership is present in this circle.
However, they have seldom been able to push
to enter the upper circles of decision-making.
The circles are not closed. However, the scope
for outward movement for more powerful actors
(which are often men) is significantly better
(as presented by the solid arrow in Fig. 2) than
inward movement for less powerful actors
(which are often women).
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Figure 2. Circles of power in

adaptation planning. [Colour
figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

The discussion contributes to the broader lit-
erature on gender, power and climate change
adaptation by highlighting the significance of
understanding the gendered power hierarchy in
organisational interactions (Ishtiaque
et al., 2021; Dewan, 2022; Evertsen, 2022). The
robust inner circle represents codes of power
historically controlled and managed by male,
professional-managerial class and Muslim
groups. As a professional managerial class,
female practitioners often take part as gender
experts and they have minimal space to contest
the established codes of decision-making
power. Such minimal inclusion of women has
been repeatedly reported by scholars and prac-
titioners (Evertsen, 2022), but it is nevertheless
happening.

As evident in the findings, the core and the
surrounding circle often fail to notice that cer-
tain marginal groups, particularly women, are
not invited equally or are treated differently
when included. That resulted in gender differ-
ences, often based on religion and ethnicity,
and does not have an explicit discussion in any
of the adaptation plans and projects. Similarly,
the socio-cultural dominance in the inner circle

Planning for climate change adaptation in Bangladesh

Marginalised
social groups

Community
leaders, Local
NGOs

National
major NGOs

Donors,
bureaucrats,
experts

from male, professional-managerial class and
Muslim actors makes it difficult to the opera-
tional planning for the transformation of the
patriarchal traditions, change the relational pat-
tern of gender or alter the gender-specified ste-
reotypical roles for women. It highlights the
drawbacks of top-down organisational cultures
and the marginalisation of women’s voices,
impacting the effectiveness and inclusivity of
adaptation strategies. The study’s findings illus-
trate the connection between inadequate sup-
port for vulnerable populations, especially
women, and how flawed planning processes
and power imbalances in organisational interac-
tions diminish the real-world impact of adapta-
tion plans.

Conclusion

The study had some limitations in not covering
the community dimensions of power. The study
was conducted during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, which made it impossible to travel to
communities to gather community perspectives.
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However, this study has provided an overview
of the culture of the adaptation planning pro-
cess, which excludes the voices of those most
marginalised. The study’s findings go beyond
contributing to the broader literature on climate
change adaptation and directly affect the policy
landscape in several ways. First, it reflects the
hierarchal organisational structure in
Bangladesh’s development work and how it
influences the inclusion of gender consider-
ations in climate change adaptation planning
and implementation. Second, by providing
practical insights into the challenges and oppor-
tunities related to gender-responsive adaptation
planning process for different levels of practi-
tioners, the study strongly emphasised the inclu-
sion of localised perspectives to provide a
nuanced understanding of the unique socio-
economic and environmental conditions in
Bangladesh, which can be crucial for tailoring
locally appropriate and adaptive adaptation
strategies. It also underscores the need for inclu-
sivity for more equitable and effective climate
change adaptation strategies.

The significant power imbalances between
organisations planning for and implementing
adaptation strategies require urgent attention.
Representative participation across levels and
forms of power with a gradual effort to open up
decision-making spaces has a positive impact.
The planning process needs to start with identi-
fying the intersecting inequalities of disability,
ethnicity, religion, locality and gender to iden-
tify marginalised groups and provide accessible
spaces for decision-making. Another option is a
circular process of decision-making where each
identified vulnerable group would take part in
planning for their specific need in a
decentralised way. The steering committee of
experts and government officials can be there to
compile the different sectoral plans.

Based on the findings and discussion, this
study provides the following suggestions for
policymakers. First, policymakers can develop a
separate stream for financing gender-responsive
adaptation plans and initiatives for Bangladesh,
with women and other marginalised groups tak-
ing the lead in the planning process. This
targeted planning process can encourage innova-
tive and locally appropriate  adaptation
measures coming in the overall adaptation
efforts. Second, policymakers can invest in

technological innovations to improve data col-
lection, information sharing and decision-making
processes to enhance women’s access and facili-
tate a culturally sensitive participation space in
decision-making. If the participation space is
expanded and open for all, it may support local
women in actively contributing to adaptation
planning. Third, policymakers need to take ade-
quate initiatives to establish innovative multi-
stakeholder collaboration platforms that bring
together diverse actors having equal stakes in the
decision-making to address gender inequalities
in adaptation planning collectively. They would
need to systematically track and analyse the out-
comes and impacts of these platforms to measure
progress and make informed decisions to
improve and continuously innovate gender-
responsive adaptation policies and interventions.

The study suggests starting afresh with changes
in the inner circles of power, empowering local
communities to initiate operational adaptation
planning and gradually developing compiled
guidelines through a consortium of diverse repre-
sentatives. It is essential to move away from
predetermined  planning and focus on
empowering communities and marginalised
groups to shape their adaptation strategies. By
challenging and transforming the existing
organisational structures, we can foster more
equitable and effective climate change adapta-
tion in Bangladesh and beyond.
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