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ABSTRACT
Transformational adaptation is increasingly viewed as necessary to prevent the worst offsets in
development gains due to severe climate impacts. However, clarity regarding how to produce
transformational adaptation in practice is lacking, creating problems for project design and
implementation. This paper examines (1) how transformational adaptation has been defined by
major funders of adaptation; (2) how the concept has influenced funding priorities and the
financing of projects. The study is based on a comparative analysis of the investment criteria, board
meeting minutes, documents, and reports of the primary financial mechanisms under the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change: the Least Developed Country Fund, the Special
Climate Change Fund, the Adaptation Fund and the Green Climate Fund. Our study demonstrates
an increasing emphasis on transformational adaptation across funds over time, particularly in the
Green Climate Fund. Transformative potential does guide funding decisions, but a clear
understanding of whether transformational change is achievable, feasible, and desirable under all
conditions has not yet emerged, an issue acknowledged by the funds and regularly discussed. Our
analysis suggests that acknowledging tensions which arise with transformation in adaptation
finance is critical because investment criteria and definitions of transformation impact the
approaches to adaptation countries take.
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1. Introduction

In recognition of the growing risk of climate impacts and the
awareness that climate impacts threaten to offset, or even
reverse, development gains, calls for large scale and impactful
adaptive changes have taken on a greater urgency (IPCC,
2018; Pachauri et al., 2014; World Bank, Potsdam Institute
for Climate Impact Research and Climate Analytics, 2013).
Analysis of existing adaptation efforts suggests that the pace
and scale of action is insufficient to address the problem
(Olhoff et al., 2015; UNEP, 2018). This sense of urgency has
translated into a push for transformational change’ for adap-
tation to climate change (adaptation), in contrast to business
as usual approaches to adaptation (Kates et al., 2012; O’Brien,
2012; O’Connell et al., 2016; Pelling et al., 2015).

While transformational adaptation is now broadly identified
as a necessary component of adaptation strategies, clarity sur-
rounding what constitutes transformational adaptation in prac-
tice is still lacking. There is no single agreed-upon definition, and
scholars and practitioners acknowledge that existing definitions
can be vague, creating problems when they become operationa-
lized (Béné et al., 2018a; Blythe et al., 2018; Feola, 2015). This
paper seeks to understand how transformational adaptation
has been interpreted in practice. How has transformational

adaptation been defined by major funders of adaptation and
how has the concept of transformational adaptation influenced
funding priorities and the financing of projects? Through an
analysis of definitions, investment criteria, board meeting min-
utes and guidance from major adaptation funds, we seek to bet-
ter understand the opportunities as well as potential challenges
of transformational adaptation as a concept and an investment
criterion. Based on the analysis, as well as existing literature on
transformational change and adaptation, this paper aims to pro-
vide clarity on the process of transformational adaptation, as
well as the tensions and ambiguities that can arise with transfor-
mational adaptation in practice.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: the
paper begins with a review of the literature on transforma-
tional adaptation, which focuses on conceptualizations of
transformational adaptation and the transformation process.
The following section introduces the methodology, which is
followed by a comparative analysis of definitions, criteria,
board meetings minutes, and guidance across funds. The
paper concludes with a discussion of key themes and provides
recommendations for the operationalization of transforma-
tional adaptation in practice, including ideas for how and
when ideas of transformation can be effectively used in the
context of adaptation.
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2. Conceptualizing transformational adaptation
and the transformation process

Drawing upon social-ecological systems literature, resilience
theory, and socio-technical transitions, we identify how trans-
formational change for adaptation is currently defined, key
characteristics of transformational adaptation, and ambiguities
and tensions within the literature on the concept. Two critical
questions addressed by the literature on transformational adap-
tation include: (1) how to identify, or distinguish, transforma-
tional adaptation from other types of adaptation, and (2) how
to achieve or promote transformational adaptation.

2.1. Conceptualizing transformational adaptation

Due to the nature of adaptation as a social process driven by
changes in socio-ecological systems, the literature on transfor-
mational adaptation draws heavily from both the literature on
sustainability transitions and socio-technical systems and the
socio-ecological systems resilience literature. With their
respective roots in sociology and history or ecology, these
two traditions provide different insights into the process of
transformational adaptation and offer different perspectives.

While the concept of transformation has long been part of
the scholarly tradition on social, ecological and technical
change, its use in relation to adaptation is more recent. Within
the climate policy field, the term has historically been used pri-
marily to refer to mitigation efforts, and this conceptualization
continues to dominate climate policy discourse to-date, with
calls for a transformation to a green economy, for example
(Markard et al., 2020; UNEP, 2018). Specifically related to
adaptation, the IPCC first defined transformation in the con-
text of adaptation in 2012 as a

fundamental qualitative change… that often involves a change in
paradigm and may include shifts in perception and meaning,
changes in underlying norms and values, reconfiguration of social
networks and patterns of interaction, changes in power structures,
and the introduction of new institutional arrangements and
regulatory frameworks. (Field et al., 2012)

In contrast to much of the literature on socio-ecological system
transformation, the IPCC definition places greater emphasis on
perceptions, norms, values and social systems, representing an
explicit attempt to bring together the sustainability transitions
and socio-ecological systems literatures. This framing of cli-
mate responses continues to grow in emphasis in the IPCC
reports, with the Special Report on 1.5 degrees using transfor-
mational change as a framework for analysis throughout
(IPCC, 2018).

Many conceptions of transformational adaptation highlight
the temporal element as a distinguishing feature. From this per-
spective, strategies that address longer-term change, as opposed
to immediate coping strategies, can be considered transforma-
tional (Béné et al., 2018a; Colloff et al., 2017; Wise et al., 2014).
In a similar vein, Few et al. (2017) define transformational
adaptation as a directional shift in practices and a significant
deviation from business as usual in order to respond to climate
effects (Few et al., 2017). Many scholars have focused on long-
term biophysical changes associated with a changing climate,
reflecting scholarly origins in ecology (Folke et al., 2010; Olsson

et al., 2006, 2014; Walker et al., 2004), but other scholars, par-
ticularly those working on ‘transitions’ are attentive to other
sources of long-term change, including changing social struc-
tures, economies, and mobility patterns (Foxon et al., 2009; Gil-
lard et al., 2016; Raven, 2007; Wilson & Grubler, 2011).

Scalability of an intervention, both in terms of size and
speed, is also identified as a key criterion for transformation
(Béné et al., 2018a; Kates et al., 2012). When considering the
ability of social protection programmes to contribute to trans-
formation, Béné et al. (2018a) identify the ability to scale a pro-
gramme rapidly in response to a natural disaster, and the ability
to ensure a swift response by operating through existing insti-
tutional structures as transformational (Béné et al., 2018a).
Others suggest that responses that are truly new to a particular
region or resource system are transformational (Kates et al.,
2012). This conception is very much in line with the literature
on technology transfer and innovation systems that emphasizes
the importance of newness within that system, not necessarily
novelty at a global scale (Brooks, 1995; Cohen & Levinthal,
1990; Edquist, 2005; Gallagher et al., 2012). While scalability
and novelty may be compatible, literature on innovation and
social change suggests that novel ideas and technologies are
often met with resistance and need to be protected within
niches before they are capable of being scaled up (Geels,
2002, 2004; Kemp et al., 1998; Rip & Kemp, 1998). Thus, some-
times those approaches that are most novel may be the most
challenging to scale-up in the short term.

Another way that transformational adaptation is often con-
ceptualized is in opposition to incremental adaptation (Few
et al., 2017; Kates et al., 2012; Matyas & Pelling, 2015). Incre-
mental adaptation actions are often defined as ‘extensions of
actions and behaviors that already reduce the losses or
enhance the benefits of natural variations in climate and
extreme events’ (Kates et al., 2012). One of the largest critiques
of incremental adaptation is that it does not represent a sig-
nificant enough response to the urgency and severity of cli-
mate change, and that incremental changes reinforce the
status quo (Barnett & O’Neill, 2010; Blythe et al., 2018;
Brown, 2015; Kates et al., 2012). However, some scholars
have questioned whether incremental adaptation always main-
tains the status quo, recognizing that seemingly small changes
can shift path trajectories, often through a process known as
niche accumulation (Colloff et al., 2017; Kemp et al., 1998;
Schot & Geels, 2008). While there are clear conceptual differ-
ences between incremental changes within existing systems
and changes that go beyond the system, a strict dichotomy
between incremental and transformational adaptation does
not allow for the possibility that incremental adaptations
may eventually lead to transformation, as much of the inno-
vation literature suggests.

A more fundamental question is the relationship between
adaptation and transformation. Some scholars use the term
transformative adaptation, whereas others view adaptation
and transformation as being on a continuum of change, often
linking this to conceptions of resilience. For example, Bene
et al.’s frequently-cited resilience capacity framework dis-
tinguishes between coping, adaptive and transformative
capacities as differing in the scope of the change and the degree
of disturbance that the system is responding to, and claims that
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each of these contribute to resilience (Béné et al., 2014, 2016). In
contrast, Folke et al. (2010) define resilience as the capacity to
change and adapt but remain within critical thresholds, adap-
tability as the ‘capacity to adjust responses to changing external
drivers and internal processes and allow for development along
the current trajectory’, and transformability as ‘the capacity to
cross thresholds into new development trajectories’ (Folke
et al., 2010). As this discussion highlights, the literature is not
clear whether transformation supports resilience, or if in con-
trast, resilience represents one static end of the continuum,
with transformation representing the other more dynamic
end of the continuum. Given this lack of clarity, the normative
goal of pursuing transformational adaptation in order to
achieve climate resilience has to be questioned. The literature
does not provide a consensus that transformation is always
the pathway through which to achieve resilience, if indeed resi-
lience is the goal.

2.2. The transformation process

While there is widespread acknowledgement of the need for
transformational adaptation, how to get there is less clear. Scho-
lars have also identified a number of risks that can emerge in
the way that transformation discourses are implemented.

Literature on transformations suggests that we should be
cautious in our expectations for transformational adaptation.
It can be difficult to direct systemic change in ways that lead
to desired transformation because of the non-linear, unpredict-
able nature of change in both human and natural systems
(Blackburn, 2018; Blythe et al., 2018; Foxon et al., 2009; Olsson
et al., 2006; Westley et al., 2013). It can be particularly challen-
ging for outside actors to direct transformational change. Scho-
lars point to the political nature of transformations (Béné et al.,
2018b; Blackburn, 2018; Carr, 2019; Eriksen et al., 2015;
O’Brien & Selboe, 2015), highlighting that change is inherently
political and that certain actors have entrenched interests in the
status quo, and thus may not be supportive of transformations.
Blythe et al. (2018) argue that current interpretations of trans-
formation have paid insufficient attention to the power and
politics of transformation (Blythe et al., 2018). They point to
the differential access that different people have to decision-
making processes, as well as the differential access to take up
opportunities offered by transformations (Blythe et al., 2018).
Transformation scholars often espouse that transformation
should be shaped by the values and priorities of citizens them-
selves, which Blackburn argues creates potential contradictions
when transformation follows the visions of donors (Blackburn,
2018).

From the innovation systems literature, we know that his-
torically, transformations have taken place over long periods
of time, and that many transformations occur through the
accumulation of incremental innovations (Bell, 2012; Edquist,
2005; Feder et al., 1985; Kemp, 1997; Raven, 2007; Rogers,
1995; Ruttan, 2001; Schot & Geels, 2008). This poses challenges
for a transformational adaptation agenda that seeks to achieve
transformational change in very short timeframes, particularly
expectations that this can be achieved in project lifecycles of 3–
5 years. While recent reports acknowledge that the pace and
scale of transformational change required to achieve climate

resilience (both in terms of adaptation and mitigation) are
unprecedented (IPCC, 2018), historical experience suggests
that achieving this is neither a linear and predictable process,
nor one that can be accomplished in a set timescale (ITAD,
2019).

3. Methodology

The study is based on a comparison of the three primary
financial mechanisms under the UNFCCC: the Least Devel-
oped Countries Fund (LDCF) and Special Climate Change
Fund (SCCF) managed by the Global Environment Facility
(GEF); the Adaptation Fund (AF); and the Green Climate
Fund (GCF).

To compare how each fund conceptualizes transformational
adaptation, we first analyzed the investment criteria used by
each fund. This included the criteria listed in the GEF’s Project
Identification Form, the Adaptation Fund’s Project/Programme
Review Criteria and the GCF’s Initial Investment Framework.
Investment criteria related to aspects of transformation were
identified, and similarities and differences in the conceptualiz-
ation of transformation and the priorities of the funds were
compared.

We next reviewed board meeting minutes, board decisions
and reports from each of the funds to better understand how
transformational adaptation has been conceptualized by each
of the funds from their initiation through the summer of
2019. Minutes from each board meeting were downloaded
from each of the funds’ websites, along with all associated
board decisions. For the GEF this included the Highlights
and Summary of Chairs documents for each LDCF/SCCF
Council Meeting from Meeting 1, December 8, 2006 through
Meeting 26, June 13, 2019. For the AF, this included Minutes
from Meeting 1, March 26–28 2008 through Meeting 33b,
June 28–29 2019 and for the GCF, Minutes from Meeting 1,
August 23–25 2012 to Meeting 23, July 6–8 2019. A full list
of Board meetings included in the analysis is included in the
Appendix. We also identified all reports mentioned in the
Board meeting or Board decisions and downloaded them for
review. This included strategic plans, vision statements, techni-
cal guidelines, and performance reports. To ensure that we had
comprehensive coverage of all reports, we also searched the
knowledge products associated with each fund on the funds’
websites.

All documents were keyword searched for the term ‘trans-
form’ and the total number of references to transform were
counted. For Board meeting minutes and decisions, all text
was extracted, and all uses of the term entered into a database
for analysis. The full paragraph in which the keyword was used
was included so that the keyword could be analyzed in context.
The entire document was analyzed, with the exception of
annexes, as documents varied in what was included in the
annexes. For reports and other knowledge products, text was
extracted and analyzed for all documents that included at
least 10 instances of the term transform. Due to the large num-
ber of documents, and the infrequent usage of transform in
many of them, the sample was restricted to documents with a
significant use of the term in order to capture key documents
that substantively discussed the topic. A full list of reports
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and knowledge products along with the associated keyword
counts can be found in the Appendix.

Based on the keyword counts, trends across funds and over
time were analyzed. References were also analyzed thematically,
using a grounded theory approach to coding. Analysis was
organized around discussion of the definition of transforma-
tional change, board policies and initiatives, and projects. All
documents were reviewed to develop the coding schema and
then systematically coded according to the themes that
emerged through the coding process. Key themes that emerged
were: ambiguity of definitions, importance of scale, learning
and mainstreaming as mechanisms for transformation, and
the role of the private sector. These codes were used to qualitat-
ively analyze the major themes found in board discussions,
decisions and reports related to transformation.

Similarities and differences between definitions, investment
criteria, narratives used by the funds, and discussions of pro-
jects were compared to the scholarly literature to elucidate
differences in conceptualizing transformational adaptation
between theory and practice, and to identify challenges that a
transformational adaptation agenda may create for project
design and implementation. Importantly, this analysis did not
analyze project proposals or assess whether projects selected
by the funds were actually transformational. Instead, the
focus was on how the concept has been taken up by the
funds. Whether project selection actually reflects the current
focus on transformation is an open question and worthy of
future investigation.

4. How climate financing mechanisms view and
influence transformational adaptation

This study analyzes the LDCF and SCCF under the GEF, the
AF, and GCF because these entities have a formal mandate to
provide adaptation finance under the UNFCCC. In many
ways these funds are envisioned as catalysts for larger-scale
finance, with an outsized agenda in comparison to the scale
of funding. There is consensus amongst adaptation prac-
titioners that the resources available in financing mechanisms
are not sufficient for the scale and severity of the challenges
they must face (UNEP, 2018). While constrained by limited
resources, these funds share a goal of promoting transforma-
tional change for adaptation, although each conceptualizes
and operationalizes transformational change somewhat
differently.

In 2001, under the auspices of the GEF, the parties to the
UNFCCC established the financial mechanisms of the LDCF
and the SCCF. The LDCF is intended to meet the adaptation
needs of the 51 least developed countries, while the SCCF
funds adaptation, mitigation and technology transfer projects
or programmes for any developing country party to the
UNFCCC. Since their inception, the LDCF and the SCCF
have approved more than $1.2 billion of financing in conjunc-
tion with $4.8 billion in co-financing and over $348 million in
financing and more than $2.6 billion in co-financing, respect-
ively (LDCF/SCCF Council, 2018). The AF became operational
in 2007, with the explicit purpose of enabling and financing
concrete adaptation projects specifically in developing
countries that are signatories of the Kyoto Protocol, and its

role under the Paris Agreement was reaffirmed at the UNFCCC
meeting in Katowice. The Fund’s resources are sourced from
donors, in addition to two percent of proceeds from the
Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism. The AF
has committed $720 million to 100 adaptation projects around
the world (Adaptation Fund, 2019). The GCF was launched at
COP16 in 2010 as an operating entity of the Financial Mechan-
ism of the UNFCCC to provide equal funding to mitigation and
adaptation initiatives. The GCF has an ambitious financing
vision, with the goal of helping to mobilize $100 billion a
year before 2020. Thus far, $10.3 billion in pledged support
has been channelled through the GCF (Green Climate Fund,
2019).

4.1. Investment criteria

To better understand how each of the funds conceptualizes
transformational change, we first analyzed the investment cri-
teria for each fund in relation to the concept of transforma-
tional adaptation.

Global Environment Facility: The GEF’s investment criteria
are listed in the GEF Project Identification Form (PIF) – a tem-
plate that LDCF and SCCF financed-projects complete as the
first stage of the approval process (Table 2). Among others,
the criteria include stakeholder consultations, co-benefits,
learning and knowledge management, private sector engage-
ment, gender equality, additional cost reasoning, consistency
with national priorities, and potential risks. While the GEF
investment criteria do not explicitly reference transformation,
as indicated in Table 1, two related criteria include: (1) scalabil-
ity, measured by a project’s potential for scaling up, and (2) the
project’s degree of innovation. As discussed in Section 2, the
scalability of an adaptation activity, in terms of its size and its
speed of implementation, is widely used as a criterion for trans-
formation. Innovation, or newness within a system, is regularly
deemed an integral aspect of transformational change. Both cri-
teria are consistent with the literature on transformational
adaptation.

Adaptation Fund: The AF’s criteria for project approval are
found in the AF’s Project/Programme Review Criteria docu-
ment and include co-benefits, learning and knowledge manage-
ment, cost-effectiveness, funding justification, consistency with
national priorities, potential duplication of funding, sustain-
ability of outcomes, support for concrete adaptation actions,
and increased resilience (Table 2). The AF’s investment criteria
do not explicitly focus on the need for projects to produce
transformation, but rather place more emphasis on implement-
ing concrete adaptation actions that meet urgent adaptation
needs.

Green Climate Fund: The GCF’s investment criteria are
listed in its Initial Investment Framework. As shown in
Table 2, many of the GCF’s criteria are similar to those used
by the GEF and AF. One notable difference is that the GCF
uses paradigm shift as a metric of transformational change.
‘Paradigm shift potential’ is defined as the ‘degree to which
the proposed activity can catalyse impact beyond a one-off pro-
ject or programme investment’ (GCF Board, 2015a). To deter-
mine if proposal activities have the potential to produce a
paradigm shift, they are evaluated upon two sub-criteria: (1)
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Scalability and (2) Replicability. Scalability is defined as the
potential to expand the proposal’s impact without equally
increasing its cost base, whereas replicability is defined as the
potential to extend key structural elements of the proposal to
other sectors, regions, or countries (GCF Board, 2015a). Similar
to the AF, the GCF identifies sustainability of outcomes and the
creation of knowledge and learning processes as linked to
transformation, with both included as sub-criteria underneath
paradigm shift potential (Table 2). Sustainability of outcomes
encompasses whether an adaptation intervention can provide
for the long-term and financially sustainable continuation of
project outcomes, and the creation of knowledge and learning
processes refers to the existence of a monitoring and evaluation
plan and a plan for sharing lessons learned, so that learning can
be incorporated into other projects. Similar to the GEF’s
emphasis on market transformations and private sector invol-
vement, the GCF’s sustainability criterion emphasizes mar-
ket-based approaches, such as the extent to which the project
creates new markets and business opportunities.

The GCF also considers impact potential for adaptation, co-
benefits (i.e. sustainable development potential), vulnerability,
consistency with national priorities (i.e. country ownership),
and cost-effectiveness and efficiency as central components of
its investment criteria, although not necessarily tied to

transformation. However, within cost-effectiveness and
efficiency, the sub-criteria of ‘application of best practices and
degree of innovation’ is particularly relevant. While innovation
is integral for transformation, the GCF criteria appear to
emphasize scalability and replicability as factors that have the
potential to produce a paradigm shift over the degree of
innovation.

4.2. Board meetings, guidance and reports

In our analysis, we identified each time the term ‘transform’
and its variants were used in Board meeting minutes, reports
and knowledge products. As seen in Table 3, the term has
increased in usage dramatically over time. For the GCF, in
the first year of the fund, the term was only used 28 times,
but by 2019 there were over 700 uses of the term, with a steady
increase year over year. While the trend is most dramatic for
the GCF, both the GEF and the AF also use the term, although
to a much smaller extent. In the early years of the LDCF/SCCF
and AF mentions are rare, but in the early 2010s, the term
begins to be used more regularly. For both funds, a few docu-
ments are responsible for the majority of the references (i.e. a
2013 and 2016 report for the GEF and a 2015 report for the
AF). The content of these reports are discussed below, and
the full details of the documents analyzed and the counts of
‘transform’ can be found in the Appendix.

After tabulating references to transform, we analyzed the
narratives on transformational adaptation and their pro-
gression. Key themes for each fund are presented below.

Global Environment Facility: As the fund with the longest
history, the LDCF/SCCF’s conception of itself as a fund, and
the way the LDCF/SCCF views transformational change, has
changed substantially over time. Early documents (from 2006
to 2008) that reference transformation refer to mitigation and
technology transfer, but by 2009, there were discussions
about whether the funds had the potential to contribute to
transformative adaptation. A 2009 report critically recognized
that ‘The modus operandi of the LDCF meant that, in common
with other GEF supported programmes, it has been predomi-
nantly project and sector focused, rather than addressing the
thematic and transformative approaches required for more
effective adaptation planning and implementation’ (GEF Inde-
pendent Evaluation Office, 2009, p. 12). A 2011 meeting dis-
cussed how early LDCF investments for NAPAs aligned with
existing GEF investments, and promoted transformation by
implementing and catalyzing additional investments (LDCF/
SCCF Council, 2011).

By 2013, transformation began to appear consistently in the
language used to describe the adaptation programme, linked to
the GEF’s broader agenda: ‘Consistent with the GEF’s long-
term vision of transformational change, the GEF Adaptation
Program will promote: continuous innovation, scaling up,
synergies and partnerships, knowledge management’ (GEF,
2013, p. 32). Also in 2013, an early assessment of a commu-
nity-based adaptation project discussed ‘transformed resili-
ence’, evidence that the concept was being considered before
there was consensus on the terminology (GEF, 2013). This
assessment identified three features of scale to consider as cri-
teria for transformation: geographic scale, arguing that

Table 1. Attributes of transformational adaptation.

Attribute Description

Temporality . Long-term change as opposed to immediate coping
strategies

. Long-term biophysical changes

. Social structures, economies, mobility patterns, as
sources of long-term change

. Transformation does not happen in a set timescale

. Transformations occur over time

Scale . Scaling up/expanding rapidly
. Projects that operate at a large scale (i.e. geographic

scale; number of people reached; etc.)

Non-incremental
change

. Significant, sweeping change that shifts path
trajectories

. Disruption of the status quo

. Capacity to cross into new development trajectories

Shifts in norms/
perceptions

. Change in paradigm

. Shifts in perception and meaning

. Changes in underlying norms, values

. Reconfiguration of social networks and power
structures

. Introduction of new institutional arrangements/
regulatory frameworks

Innovation . Adaptation responses that are new to a particular
region

Non-linear . Unpredictable nature of change in human and natural
systems

. Difficulty in directing systemic change

Table 1 shows a summary of the attributes identified in the literature as related to
transformational change. The literature does not reach a consensus on what
defines transformational change or the precise definition of each attribute.
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Table 2. Investment criteria for the GEF, AF, and GCF.

Criteria GEF AF GCF

Impact on adaptation/
increased resilience

Adaptation benefits AND The proposed alternative scenario
with a brief description of expected outcomes and
components of the project AND The global environmental
and/or adaptation problems, root causes and barriers that
need to be addressed (systems description) AND The baseline
scenario and any associated baseline projects

Does the project/programme support concrete adaptation actions
to assist the country in addressing the adverse effects of climate
change AND Does the project/programme build in climate
change resilience

Contribution to increased climate-resilient sustainable
development (impact potential)

Co-benefits Describe how the project/programme provides economic, social,
and environmental benefits, with particular reference to the
most vulnerable communities.

Environmental, social, economic co-benefits and gender sensitive
development impact (sustainable development potential)

Vulnerability of country/
beneficiary groups

Provide geo-referenced information and map where the project
interventions will take place.

Is the country a developing country particularly vulnerable to the
adverse effects of climate change?

Vulnerability of the country – Scale and intensity of exposure of
people, and/or social or economic assets or capital, to risks
derived from climate change; Vulnerable groups and gender
aspects – Comparably high vulnerability of the beneficiary
groups (needs of the recipient) AND Economic and social
development level of the country and the affected/targeted
population (needs of the recipient)

Gender equality and
women’s
empowerment

Include gender dimensions relevant to the project, plans to
address gender in project design, gender-responsible
measures to address gender gaps or promote gender equality
and women’s empowerment.

Does the project/programme include gender considerations? AND
Is a project results framework included? Are relevant targets and
indicators disaggregated by sex?

Gender sensitive development impact (sustainable development
potential)

Paradigm shift potential
(including scalability
and replicability)

Potential for scaling up Degree to which the proposed activity can catalyze impact
beyond a one-off project or programme investment including
scalability: The potential to expand the proposal’s impact
without equally increasing its cost base, and replicability: The
potential to extend key structural elements of the proposal to
other sectors, regions, or countries AND Market development
and transformation

Degree of innovation Innovation AND Will there be private sector engagement? Application of best practices (including industry best practices)
and degree of innovation (efficiency and effectiveness)

Strengthened regulatory
frameworks/
institutional capacity

Contribution to regulatory framework and policies – the potential
for strengthened regulatory frameworks and policies to drive
investment in low-emission technologies and activities, promote
development of additional low-emission policies, and/or
improve climate-responsive planning and development
(paradigm shift potential) AND Opportunities to strengthen
institutional and implementation capacity in relevant
institutions in the context of the proposal (needs of the
recipient)

Sustainability Sustainability Has the sustainability of the project/programme outcomes been
taken into account when designing the project?

Contribution to the creation of an enabling environment in terms
of the sustainability of outcomes and results beyond completion
of the intervention (i.e. arrangements that provide for long-term
and financially sustainable continuation of relevant outcomes
and key relevant activities) (paradigm shift potential)

Financial sustainability Arrangements that provide for long-term and financially
sustainable continuation of relevant outcomes and key relevant
activities (paradigm shift potential) AND Programme/project
financial viability and other financial indicators in terms of
expected economic and financial internal rate of return and
financial viability in the long run (efficiency and effectiveness)

Cost reasoning/ cost
effectiveness

Incremental/additional cost reasoning and expected
contributions from the baseline, the LDCF, SCCF, and co-
financing

Has the project/programme provided justification for the funding
requested on the basis of the full cost of adaptation? AND Is the
project/programme cost-effective

Cost-effectiveness and efficiency regarding financial and non-
financial aspects

Financing Is the requested project funding within the cap of the country?
AND Is the implementing Entity management fee at or below

Financial adequacy and appropriateness of concessionality
(efficiency and effectiveness) AND Absence of alternative
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8.5% of the total project/programme budget before the fee?
AND Are the project/programme execution costs at or below
9.5% of the total project/programme budget before the fee?

sources of financing – opportunities for the Fund to overcome
specific barriers to financing (needs of the recipient)

Consistency with national
priorities

Is the project consistent with the National strategies and plans
or reports and assessments under relevant conventions?

Describe how the project/programme is consistent with national or
sub-national sustainable development strategies, including,
where appropriate, national or subnational development plans,
poverty reduction strategies, national communications, or
national adaptation programmes of action, or other relevant
instruments, where they exist AND Describe how the project/
programme meets relevant national technical standards, where
applicable.

Objectives are in line with priorities in the country’s national
climate strategy (country ownership)

Risks Indicate risks, including climate change, potential social and
environmental risks that might prevent project objectives
from being achieved and, if possible, promote measures that
address these risks

Are there measures for financial and project risk management?

Stakeholder consultations Identify stakeholders that have participated in consultations
during the project identification phase

Stakeholder consultations and engagement (country ownership)

Learning and knowledge
management

Outline the ‘Knowledge Management Approach’ for the project
and how it will contribute to the project’s overall impact AND
Outline the institutional structure of the project, including
monitoring and evaluation coordination at the project level.

Does the project/programme have a learning and knowledge
management component to capture and feedback lessons? AND
Are arrangements for monitoring and evaluation clearly defined,
including a budgeted M&E plan?

Knowledge and learning: Contribution to the creation or
strengthening of knowledge, collective learning processes, or
institutions (paradigm shift potential)

Alignment with fund Alignment with GEF focal area and/or Impact Program
strategies

Does the project/programme align with the AF results framework?

Coordination/ potential
duplication of funding

Describe possible coordination with other relevant GEF-
financed projects

Is there duplication of project with other funding sources

Eligibility Is the project submitted through an eligible National Implementing
Entity or Multilateral Implementing Entity that has been
accredited by the Board? AND Has the government endorsed the
project through its Designated Authority? AND Is the country
party to the Kyoto Protocol AND Is there adequate arrangement
for project management?

Experience and track record of the Accredited Entity or executing
entities in key elements of the proposed activity (country
ownership)

Table 2 compares the investment criteria for the GEF, AF and GCF. Many of the criteria relate to transformational change.
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community-based adaptation is transformational through
mainstreaming and replication, time scale, focusing on resili-
ence beyond the scope of the project, and approach, emphasiz-
ing more than development and disaster risk reduction
approaches. These aspects continue to feature prominently in
contemporary discussions of transformative adaptation.

In contrast to the 2013 reference to transformative resili-
ence, in 2016, the Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel
(STAP) provided guidance for project development in a report
titled ‘Designing Projects in a Rapidly Changing World –
Guidelines for embedding resilience, adaptation, and trans-
formation into sustainable development projects’ (O’Connell
et al., 2016). The report defines transformation as ‘a shift
from the current system to a substantively new and different
one’ and elaborates that

resilience, adaptation and transformation are… a set of related
concepts which are considered as a continuum that ranges from
maintaining a healthy, resilient system in its present state, through
to transforming it into a different system where necessary.
(O’Connell et al., 2016)

This conception is consistent with the literature that views resi-
lience and transformation on two ends of the spectrum, with
adaptation viewed as an intermediate level of change, bringing
into question the logic of ‘transformative adaptation’. However,
the report also highlights scale, in both time and space, as an
integral factor for transformation and states that transform-
ation can occur at varying scales (i.e. small, medium, or
large), and that any scale, a sequence of actions, or incremental
adaptation, (i.e. adaptation in the short term), can be transfor-
mational over the longer term. As the GEF’s main scientific
advisory panel, the STAP’s view on adaptation and transform-
ation heavily influences how the GEF conceptualizes transfor-
mational change within project design.

A 2017 document that reviewed the GEF’s support for trans-
formational change provides the first explicit definition of
transformational adaptation: ‘transformational interventions
are defined as engagements that help achieve deep, systemic,
and sustainable change with large-scale impact in an area of
global environmental concern’ (GEF, 2017). The report

suggests that transformative potential is part of the strategic
process of selecting projects:

The underlying theory of change is that by strategically identifying
and selecting projects that address environmental challenges of glo-
bal concern and are purposely designed to support fundamental
changes in --i.e. ‘flip’-- key economic markets or systems, GEF
interventions will be more likely to cause a large-scale and sustain-
able impact… (GEF, 2017)

‘Necessary and sufficient conditions for GEF interventions
to achieve transformational change’ are identified, including:
(1) the ‘level of ambition’ – having explicitly or implicitly
ambitious objectives for the intervention; (2) ‘establishing
an effective transformational mechanism’ for scaling up or
expanding the intervention; (3) ‘the quality of implemen-
tation and execution’; (4) ‘harnessing market forces’ (catalyz-
ing a private sector response); and (5) ‘size does not matter’ –
interventions of all sizes can be deemed transformational
(GEF, 2017).

The report also distinguished transformational interven-
tions from other highly-successful GEF ‘engagements’. Four
qualifiers were stated: (1) global relevance – ‘the intervention
[is] addressing an environmental challenge like climate change,
biodiversity loss, or land degradation’; (2) depth of change –
‘the intervention causes or supports a fundamental change in
the system or market’; (3) scale of change ‘the intervention
causes or supports a full-scale impact at the local, national, or
regional level’; and (4) sustainability – ‘the impact is financially,
economically, environmentally, socially and politically sustain-
able in the long term, after the intervention ends’ (GEF, 2017).
The study concluded with a recommendation that the GEF
should ‘consider developing and applying a framework for
ex-ante assessments of projects or programs that are intended
to be transformational to enhance impacts’ (GEF, 2017).
While the projects in the review were not LDCF or SCCF pro-
jects, this document provides detailed insight into how the GEF
views the concept of transformational change. It does raise the
question of the extent to which this conception of transforma-
tional change applies to the LDCF and SCCF portfolio, as the
LDCF and SCCF are explicitly not expected to demonstrate glo-
bal environmental benefits, and this is a key feature of the
transformational potential of the projects highlighted in this
report.

By 2017, when the 2020 Vision Statement was published,
transformation was solidly part of the GEF’s agenda, as the
title was ‘Time for Transformational Change: The Role of
the GEF’ (GEF, 2017). The Vision states, ‘incremental
environmental strategies alone will not suffice’, and that the
Vision shall ‘compel the GEF to equip itself to promote
transformational change’ (GEF, 2017). This emphasis was
extended from the GEF more generally specifically to the
LDCF and SCCF in 2018 strategy documents that link trans-
formative potential to the core missions of the funds: ‘The
LDCF and SCCF are also facilitating the development of
initiatives with transformative potential at the global and
regional levels that may be too early or risky to be rolled
out at the national level’ (LDCF/SCCF Council, 2018, p. 2)
as well as national ‘initiatives with potential to make
transformational contributions for adaptation’ (LDCF/SCCF

Table 3. Use of the term ‘transform’ in Board meeting minutes, documents, and
knowledge products over time.

Year GEF AF GCF

2006 2 n/a n/a
2007 0 n/a n/a
2008 9 6 n/a
2009 4 1 n/a
2010 0 3 n/a
2011 2 21 n/a
2012 6 24 0
2013 108 3 28
2014 14 13 52
2015 17 129 103
2016 201 12 148
2017 18 19 194
2018 53 75 350
2019 82 21 702
Total 516 327 1577

Table 3 documents the increase in the use of the term ‘transform’ across Board
meeting minutes, documents and knowledge products over time for the GEF,
AF and GCF. There is a clear increase in usage over time, and although all
funds use the term, it asises most frequently in the GCF.
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Council, 2018, p. 2). The SCCF’s objectives are also identified
as contributing to transformational adaptation by ‘building
on its history of successfully facilitating technology transfer
and innovative approaches’ (LDCF/SCCF Council, 2018,
pp. 24–25).

An interesting emphasis that has emerged in the GEF’s nar-
ratives of transformation is the important role of the private
sector as integral to achieving market transformations. A
2019 report stated that ‘Transformation, or systems change,
is the centerpiece of the GEF’s efforts to maximize impacts
and scale-up integrated approaches with the private sector’
(GEF Secretariat, 2019, p. 29). Speaking to the GEF’s mission
to transform economic systems and reverse unsustainable glo-
bal trends,

The GEF is moving towards a more holistic approach that main-
streams private sector engagement across GEF programs and
focal areas. In GEF-7, the GEF’s work with the private sector is
based on two pillars: (1) Expanding the use of blended finance;
(2) Mobilizing the private sector as an agent for market transform-
ation. (GEF Secretariat, 2019)

Although board guidance by this point clearly demonstrates the
importance of transformation for the fund, the first reference to
transformation in the LDCF/SCCF Board meeting minutes
(with the exception of a report of a UNEP project in April
2009), was in December 2019, when the CEO of the GEF
‘emphasized that transformational change requires consensus
and political support’, signalling an acknowledgement of the
political and contested nature of transformation. In the June
2019 meeting, there were numerous references to transform-
ation in the context of a review of the gender ratings of projects
and whether projects were gender transformational, identifying
an additional area of focus for transformational adaptation.

Adaptation Fund: Board meeting minutes from the AF
included a limited number of references to the concept of trans-
formation, with a total of only 8 references. Between the first
meeting in March 2008 and the 14th meeting in June 2011,
there was not a single reference to transformation. In Septem-
ber 2011, there was one reference, in the description of a project
designed to transform the rice sector, which was rejected by the
board. The next reference to transformation was in March
2014, and actually described the GEF’s value proposition:

helping countries with transformational policies; promoting and
demonstrating an innovative approach to technology; helping
countries to acquire capacity, including governance; providing a
form of financial risk-sharing with the private sector; and a conven-
ing role of facilitating interactions including with civil society and
the private sector.

Although there are several references to transformation
between 2014 and 2019, none of them are in reference to the
AF or its activities.

While the AF’s investment criteria do not overtly prioritize
transformation and the topic is not addressed in Board meeting
minutes, an analysis of the Fund’s board meeting publications
and wider strategy documents reveal an interest in transforma-
tional adaptation. As early as 2015, the AF began articulating its
contributions to transformational adaptation. A report from
2015, which included 122 references to the term transform-
ation, is the primary document that elucidates ways that AF
projects contribute to transformational adaptation. It argued

that learning and knowledge management activities enable
broader audiences to benefit from lessons learned and best
practices of projects financed by the AF, thereby accelerating
the understanding of what kinds of interventions work for
adaptation. The report goes on to say that ‘It is in this accelera-
tion that the potential for scaling-up, replication, and transfor-
mational adaptation can be identified’ and suggests that ‘it may
be useful to require project proposals, within the project sus-
tainability component, to address how the project can contrib-
ute to transformational adaptation, at differing scales and in
differing types of activities’ (Adaptation Fund Board, 2015).
Project outputs which produce transformation ‘focus on intro-
ducing new technologies or practices, new systems or structures
of governance, or shifting the location or nature of activities’
(Adaptation Fund Board, 2015). Specific examples include:
(1) the introduction of early warning systems as an example
of new technologies and practices; (2) the integration of adap-
tation needs into risk assessments and national policies as an
example of new structures or governance systems; and (3) the
introduction of innovative agricultural methods as an example
of shifting the nature of activities (Adaptation Fund Board,
2015). This guidance on transformation suggests an under-
standing of transformative change that is more specific, indivi-
dualized, and relatively smaller-scale than the way the GEF
views transformational change. Far from the GEF’s view of
‘flipping’ key economic markets or systems, these examples
suggest a view of transformation which is concrete, implemen-
table in the short-term, and technical. Importantly, reflecting
on the mission of the AF, the report also identified potential
mechanisms for transformation that are not the way that the
AF approaches transformational adaptation. Most noteworthy
of these, is that the ‘responses being undertaken at larger scales
or magnitudes was not considered, given the nature of the
Fund’s projects/programmes as pilots or demonstrations
and the intent for all projects to result in scaling up or
replication’.

At the same time, the Secretariat identified the need for the
AF to provide guidance to parties ‘to strengthen the sustainabil-
ity of project outcomes and their contributions to transforma-
tional adaptation’, and acknowledged that transformational
change ‘is still an evolving concept and lacks clear operational
definitions, which creates difficulties for the identification,
evaluation, and practice of transformational adaptation’ (Adap-
tation Fund Board, 2015). The Secretariat’s analysis concluded
that ‘integrating a full consideration of transformational aspects
of projects into proposals is difficult at this point in time, and
may best be pursued once the concept matures’.

By 2018, transformation was central to the AF’s vision of
itself. The Medium-Term Strategy for 2018–2022 emphasizes
innovation and learning as central components that create
transformational impact. The Strategy references the AF’s abil-
ity to create transformational impact through the generation of
valuable and timely knowledge through effective and concrete
adaptation activities (Adaptation Fund, 2018, pp. 15–16). In
preparation for the design of the Medium-Term Strategy, the
Board undertook a self-assessment of organizational weak-
nesses, strengths, challenges, and opportunities. During the
assessment, stakeholders identified the AF’s ability to ‘generate
uniquely valuable learning around vulnerability, effective
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adaptation, access modalities, capacity strengthening, and cli-
mate finance. Innovation and learning… offer the Fund real
opportunities for transformational impact’ (Adaptation Fund,
2018). As discussed in Section 2, innovation and novelty within
a system are considered to be a marker of transformation.

An evaluation of the Fund in 2018 drew heavily on the IPCC
5th Assessment Report in defining transformational adap-
tation, and assessed the extent to which projects contribute to
absorptive, adaptive, and transformative capacities, with trans-
formative capacity defined as activities that promote ‘enabling
environments that support absorptive and adaptive capacities
through good policies and regulations, infrastructure, formal
and informal social protection mechanisms, and basic service
delivery’ (Adaptation Fund, Board, 2018, p. 28). A wide range
of potential contributions were evaluated including

responses undertaken at larger scales or magnitudes; responses that
introduce new technologies and practices to a region or system;
responses that create new systems or structures of governance;
responses that shift the location or nature of activities; responses
involving normative elements that seek changes in desired values;
objectives, and perceptions of problems. (Adaptation Fund Board,
2018, p. 187)

The report concluded that 58 projects (92% of the portfolio)
contributed to transformative capacity, with the development
of climate-resilient infrastructure systems, support for
improved ecosystem management and policy-building inter-
ventions as the key contributions (Adaptation Fund, Board,
2018).

Green Climate Fund: While the GCF is the newest of the
three major financing institutions, the GCF was the first climate
fund to push for a transformational agenda (GCF Board, 2013).
As early as the GCF’s third Board meeting in March 2013, the
need to solicit ‘transformational proposals’ was identified, and
at the board’s fourth meeting in June of 2013, the board deter-
mined that the GCF’s objective was to ‘bring about a “paradigm
shift” towards low-emission and climate-resilient development
pathways and that the Fund should be transformational’ (GCF
Board, 2013). During the development of the GCF’s First Stra-
tegic Plan, transformational change was identified as a necessity
for both mitigation and adaptation activities, and it remains a
central element in GCF rhetoric and project implementation
(GCF Board, 2015b, 2018b). The GCF emphasizes a primary
focus on transformative adaptation because ‘Incremental adap-
tation efforts may not be sufficient to protect assets, livelihoods
and food security, and more transformational change or a para-
digm shift will be required’ (GCF, 2019a, p. 17). Strategy docu-
ments also stress that transformation spans across adaptation
sectors, from integrated water resource management, to ecosys-
tem management and restoration, to the water-energy-food
security nexus (GCF, 2019a).

A key mechanism through which the GCF describes itself as
supporting transformative projects is by engaging with the pri-
vate sector. Reports regularly identified ‘catalyzing private
finance’ and ‘crowding in private capital by de-risking its deliv-
ery’ as key ways the private sector can be drivers of transform-
ation (GCF, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c). The GCF’s Private Sector
Facility was also discussed as having high transformational
potential. The importance of market development, capital
flows and private sector finance were repeatedly raised as

essential to the transformational agenda of the GCF (Board
Meeting 4, June 2013; Board Meeting 11, November 2015;
Board Meeting 17, July 2017). The latest strategy for the Readi-
ness Programme also emphasizes the private sector, stating that
‘Transforming private sector approaches to managing risk and
investing in climate resilience and adaptation pose a crucial
opportunity’ (GCF Board, 2019b).

Given the importance of transformation for the mission of
the GCF, unsurprisingly, the definition of transformational
change has arisen regularly in Board meetings. The first time
this was explicitly addressed was at the 11th Board meeting
in November 2015, although as early as the 4th meeting in
June 2013, a board member proposed that the ‘concept of para-
digm shift should comprise three areas: (a) contribute to long-
term, sustained change, (b) scaling up – sector, regional or
economy-wide; and (c) a learning experience’. At the 13th
meeting in June 2016, several Board members requested that
the Secretariat ‘establish a more thorough definition of the
term “transformational”, to find ways in which the GCF
could achieve maximum transformational impact, and to trans-
mit relevant guidance to AEs [accredited entities] and NDAs
[Nationally Designated Authorities]’. An observer commented
on the ‘need of guidance on the definition of terms such as
“market transformation”, “innovative” and “paradigm shift”’.
Board members raised concerns that the lack of clarity on the
definitions of criteria increased the workload significantly for
AEs, as well as the Secretariat, as significant time has been
spent on the development and review of proposals that are
not fundable based on the GCF criteria. Greater engagement
of the Secretariat at the concept note phase was proposed as
a means to increase clarity on expectations, and a new concept
note template specifically designed to ensure alignment with
the GCF’s transformational goals was proposed during the
Sept-Oct 2017 Board meeting. Again in 2018, calls were
made to ‘Clarify what high quality, innovative, transforma-
tional / paradigm shifting potential means for GCF’ (GCF
Board, 2018c), and a 2019 report acknowledges that a ‘ … key
challenge GCF faces in managing and maximizing impact is
the still-evolving state of global knowledge on how to define,
articulate and evaluate paradigm shift and transformation, in
particular for adaptation’ (GCF, 2019b). At the 23rd meeting,
in July 2019, in the context of discussions regarding the man-
date of the GCF and the role of co-financing and shifting finan-
cial flows, there were again calls from the Board for clarity on
paradigm shift and transformational impact, as well as discus-
sions of the implications for SIDS. The 2019 revised strategic
programming document sets out a theory of change intended
to help clarify what constitutes transformational change
(GCF Board, 2019c). The theory of change does this by includ-
ing transformational change in Outcomes 1 and 4, with Out-
come 1 focused on ‘developing country capacity to identify,
design and implement transformational climate investments
and enabling frameworks’, and Outcome 4 focused on ‘dissemi-
nation and uptake of good practices, methodologies and stan-
dards for transformational climate investment enabling
replication and systemic change’ (GCF Board, 2019c).

Apart from defining transformational adaptation, a key con-
cern has been how to ensure that the Fund meets its overall
objective of being transformative. The tension between
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ensuring that allocation decisions prioritized a paradigm shift
and transformational potential and a fair and equitable distri-
bution of resources across countries arose frequently. Concerns
were raised that emphasizing transformation could inadver-
tently lead to a concentration of resources in a few countries,
as occurred with the Clean Development Mechanism. Con-
cerns were raised on the one hand, that if funds were not dis-
bursed, the GCF as an institution would not have a
transformational impact, and on the other, that if projects
were not high quality, the Fund would fail to attract future
funding. As articulated in the March 2016 Board meeting:

What is crucial, however, is that the Board’s ambition to get the Fund
off the ground and up to scale swiftly does not compromise on its
ambition to promote cutting-edge innovation and real transform-
ation towards the low-emission and climate-resilient future that
the global community committed itself to in the Paris Agreement.
Only by setting the highest standards in terms of ambition and
country ownership, and by ensuring that the Fund’s unique guiding
principles are ingrained throughout its processes – including those
within its accredited entities – from the very beginning, can the
Fund make the strongest possible contribution.

Another discussion point was the need for the Fund to take on
risk as a means of distinguishing itself from other sources of
finance and ensuring that transformational ideas are
implemented. As articulated by a Board member in Board
meeting 14 in October 2016, ‘In order to bring about the
desired paradigm shift,… the GCF should be more comfortable
with taking risks, for example by applying innovative technol-
ogies, testing new financial strategies, addressing challenging
environments and forming multi-stakeholder partnerships’.
Although official documents purport the GCF’s risk appetite,
stating that the GCF ‘has expressed a willingness to take greater
risks, such as with very large or proof-of-concept projects that
are transformative’ (GCF Board, 2017), Board discussions elu-
cidate that only certain conceptions of transformation were
deemed compatible with the GCF’s risk tolerance. Notably, as
the quote illustrates, large projects are considered particularly
worthy of GCF support. Relatedly, discussions during the
April 2017 meeting suggest discrepancies in how the transfor-
mational concept is applied for adaptation versus mitigation.
One observer noted that

large mitigation proposals with several components were usually
welcomed by the Board and the TAP [Technical Advisory Panel]
as transformative, programmatic approaches; therefore, in an adap-
tation context, the same courtesy should be given to attempts to
address adaptation in a holistic manner.

The appropriateness of scalability and replicability as indicators
of transformation has repeatedly been addressed. In March
2016, concerns were raised regarding the way that scaling up,
as one of the ways that transformational change is operationa-
lized, may disadvantage SIDS and LDCs, and Board members
called for a broader conception of scaling up beyond financial
value and replicability. This issue emerged again in October
2017, when an observer stated that

For the kind of activities which civil society wished to see, namely
low risk, smaller ones, the quick replication made possible through
the SAP [Simplified Approval Process] created the transformational
impact. It was not necessarily the individual activity that was trans-
formational, but the bundling and acceleration through the SAP. It

would therefore be more appropriate to use “ready for replication”
rather than “ready for scaling up”, and “having the potential to con-
tribute to transformation” rather than “having the potential for
transformation” as eligibility criteria.

In the Feb-March 2018 Board meeting, the Board argued that
‘greater efforts should be made to promote transformative
impact by ensuring complementarity and coordination among
the range of GCF-funded projects over time’, suggesting a grow-
ing recognition of the cumulative nature of transformation,
rather than a project-based one. In the context of appropriate
project fees, the Board discussed the possibility that the transfor-
mational nature of some projects may lead them to cost more
(particularly in terms of administrative costs) than other types
of projects and sought to ensure that fee incentives would not
bias against these projects. Similar conclusions were reached in
discussions of co-financing ratios (GCF Board, 2018b).

Recent evaluations suggest that the goal of transformational
change may be in tension with other goals of the Fund, such as
country ownership. An evaluation of the Country Ownership
Approach (COA) found that:

Tension can also be observed when it comes to adaptation in pri-
ority countries, where projects may be closely linked to funda-
mental development needs and more geophysically or
socioculturally context specific, making scalability or replicability
challenging. Adaptation projects visited by the COA team during
evaluation missions to Fiji and Uganda offer examples of projects
that are seen as strongly linked to national climate change and
development priorities, but that are not as particularly innovative
or transformational. (Green Climate Fund Independent Evalu-
ation Unit, 2019, p. 37)

The evaluation also found that ‘paradigm shift was a subjective
and context-specific concept, and one that has generally not
been integrated into the way that countries are thinking
about climate change and development’. Importantly for
country ownership, stakeholders in multiple countries felt
that there were differences in interpretation in terms of what
actions might be seen as transformational by country stake-
holders, and what might be perceived as transformational at
the international level. Several interviewees pointed to feedback
from the GCF Secretariat or iTAP [independent Technical
Advisory Panel] that created a pressure point for country own-
ership (e.g. recommending a more innovative approach or
technology that may be at odds with what national stakeholders
were considering) (Green Climate Fund Independent Evalu-
ation Unit, 2019, p. 38). Furthermore, the evaluation found
that an overreliance on certain factors that the GCF finds pro-
duce transformation, such as innovation, may cause an undue
delay in project development. Innovative technologies may take
longer to develop, and they have the potential to exclude the
local private sector (thereby working against country owner-
ship), if the local private sector cannot operate new or innova-
tive technology (Green Climate Fund Independent Evaluation
Unit, 2019). In recognition of this challenge, Board members
argued that countries need to drive the process if projects are
going to result in transformational change.

In addition to broad discussions of the transformational role
of the Fund, insights can be gained by examining the discus-
sions of projects under consideration for approval. The first
time that transformational adaptation in a project was
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discussed was in November 2011, in reference to a project in
Bangladesh. Two Board members commented on the ‘transfor-
mational potential of the centre of excellence in making Bangla-
desh more resilient’, citing its high-level political support, high
visibility, and potential to serve as an international model.

In June 2016, there was an extended conversation regarding
the quality of proposals, with multiple Board members raising
concerns regarding the level of ambition, lack of scale and inno-
vation, and insufficient transformational impact. Concerns
raised included lack of attention to structural issues, whether
projects were ‘business-as-usual’ projects being re-packaged
for the GCF, and concerns about the replicability and scalability
of projects. These concerns were again raised in the October
2016 meeting, in which the Board expressed particular concern
for the quality of adaptation projects. One board member
claimed ‘the need for more meaningful and transformational
projects, especially in the field of adaptation, and warned of
the risk of spending resources too quickly on suboptimal pro-
jects such as some of those currently in the pipeline’. In April
2017, the Board debated the transformational potential of sev-
eral hydropower proposals, with proponents arguing that a par-
ticular project provided a model of infrastructure resilience and
that the transboundary cooperation components were transfor-
mational, while others argued that hydropower projects in gen-
eral should not be supported, as they are not transformational,
and may be maladaptive. A board member requested the Sec-
retariat to assess the transformational value of all water projects
in the pipeline. Although by the October 2018 meeting, some
Board members noted improvement in the quality of proposals,
there were still concerns about the transformational potential in
projects, and a Board member called for the Secretariat to
identify model projects with transformational potential. Regu-
larly throughout 2019, concerns were repeatedly raised regard-
ing the quality of proposals, although the Board overall
observed improvements in project quality.

Looking forward, it is clear that transformational adaptation
is likely to play at least as large, if not a greater role, in the future
as it has to-date. One of the GCF’s key 2020 work programme
deliverables is to ‘Develop more transformative proposals that
lean into the GCF risk appetite; and establish a wide range of
instruments and partners to deliver higher leveraged impact’
(GCF Board, 2019a). As part of the discussions of replenish-
ment, the Board discussed ways to better articulate the transfor-
mational agenda of the GCF to distinguish it as a unique funder
and worthy of greater support. Discussions raised the tension
between the importance of acting quickly to fulfil its mandate
of facilitating transformational change, and the importance of
ensuring that projects are high quality so that they can be trans-
formational. New ideas for ways to implement the Fund’s
transformational mandate were articulated in submissions to
the Board, such as using ‘its transformational mandate assigned
by the international community in order to promote and test
new and innovative approaches to climate financing, such as
debt for climate swaps, climate-related insurance mechanisms
etc. to promote the paradigm shift’ (GCF Board, 2019d). In
planning the adaptation agenda under replenishment, a recent
document stated: ‘The adaptation portfolio under GCF’s first
replenishment aims to support countries and entities to realise
their projects and programmes and transform their systems, in

order to adapt to climate change and become truly climate resi-
lient’ (GCF, 2019a, p. 3).

5. Discussion

As evidenced by the literature on transformational adaptation
and the inclusion of transformational change within the
major climate financing mechanisms’ discourse, there is a
growing emphasis on transformational change for adaptation.
Despite the lack of clarity in both academic and practitioner
discourse on what constitutes transformational change and a
clear understanding of whether transformational change is
achievable, feasible, and the most effective approach for adap-
tation projects, transformational change for adaptation has
become a funding priority. It is assumed by the major climate
financing mechanisms that transformational change for adap-
tation is both necessary and positive. However, existing litera-
ture suggests the need to critically examine transformational
agendas because the definition and understanding of transfor-
mational adaptation influences the approaches developing
countries take when enacting policies and interventions for
adaptation (Blythe et al., 2018; Lonsdale et al., 2015).

5.1. Conceptualizing transformational adaptation

While only the GCF requires that projects produce transform-
ation (i.e. through a paradigm shift) to receive funding, the
analysis suggests that a transformational agenda is rising across
all the funds. Table 4 summarizes the various definitions of
transformation and related concepts. As the comparison across
funds indicates, there is a growing convergence around the use
of transformation in the funds’ discourse, but insufficient clarity
surrounding the meaning of transformation. This lack of clarity
is widely acknowledged by all the funds, and has frequently been
a topic of discussion in Board meetings. This leaves developing
countries and project implementers with insufficient clarity to
determine which adaptation activities produce transformative
results or how to align their adaptation needs with investment
opportunities. Reports and guidance, however, provide increas-
ing insight on how each fund envisions itself as transformational,
what constitutes transformational change, and the mechanisms
through which transformation can be achieved.

While additional guidance from funds on the way that they
define and operationalize transformation would be helpful, the
analysis shows several important themes regarding transforma-
tional adaptation:

(1) Market transformations: Clearly articulated by the GEF and
the GCF, it is apparent that funds are thinking a lot about
how markets can be transformed to support adaptation.
Although the term market transformation is often used to
discuss making markets more ‘green’ and is arguably
more aligned with a mitigation agenda, there is also con-
sideration of how markets can better engage the poorest
and most vulnerable for adaptation. Engagement of the pri-
vate sector appears to be considered an important element
in transformation.

(2) Gender transformations: One of the areas where trans-
formation specifically focused on behaviour change and
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cultural norms was through the concept of transformation
of gender norms and practices. The GEF in particular ana-
lyzed its gender impact using the concept of gender trans-
formations, although this also arose in the other funds.
Other aspects of behaviour change did not appear to fea-
ture as prominently.

(3) Mainstreaming: Although less explicit than market or gen-
der transformations, across funds a key feature of trans-
formation appeared to be the integration of adaptation
and resilience into sectoral or economic policies.

(4) Scalability, Replicability, Innovation and Learning: Although
contested, scalability and replicability remain central indi-
cators of transformation across funds, as do innovation
and learning. Each of these terms could benefit from clearer
definitions, and the extent to which proposals can select one
mechanism for transformation, rather than demonstrating
all of the above, is not transparent.

5.2. Transformation process

While definitional challenges with transformational change
across funds make it difficult for applicants to ensure that
they meet the investment criteria, a larger question is whether
project-based funding models can achieve transformation in a
3–5 year period, given the generational time, scale, and degree
of change required to produce true transformation, particularly
in light of the challenges for creating change in complex socio-
technical systems.

Transformational change as a process is intrinsically con-
nected to behavioural change. Social structures and entrenched
practices, which may need to change through adaptation inter-
ventions if they increase climate risks, are not transformed in a
short time period. Often, this takes demonstration projects and
time for new practices to take root. Large-scale behavioural
change is unlikely to occur in the limited time frame that adap-
tation interventions typically pursue. Surprisingly, behaviour
change is not explicitly mentioned in any of the funds’ guidance
or reports on transformational adaptation. Additionally, there
is a danger that an over-emphasis on the need for rapid trans-
formational adaptation may lead to investments in adaptation
approaches that are less reliant on human change, such as
changes in infrastructure or improvements in data, as it may
be easier to demonstrate results in shorter timeframes with
these approaches.

Scalability and replicability are important elements across
the funds’ conception of the transformation process. How-
ever, measuring transformation through the criteria of scal-
ability may be problematic because transformations can
happen at any scale, as explicitly acknowledged by the
GEF. A focus on scalability as part of transformation may
privilege adaptation approaches that emphasize large-scale
changes. As GCF Board discussions addressed, such
approaches also disadvantage SIDS and other smaller nations
that cannot inherently ‘scale up’ approaches within their
national contexts. In addition, the importance of local con-
text may be overlooked if scalability or replicability are
used as a basis for project design at the expense of local

Table 4. Definitions of transformation and related concepts.

Concept Definition

GEF
Transformation . ‘A system change to a new identity’ (O’Connell et al., 2016).

. ‘A shift from the current system to a substantively new and different one’ (O’Connell et al., 2016).

Transformability . ‘The capacity for a system to be transformed to a different system’ (O’Connell et al., 2016)

Transition . ‘The course of the trajectory from one domain of a system to another, or from one kind of system to another (i.e. a transformational
change)’ (O’Connell et al., 2016)

Transformational
Interventions

. ‘Engagements that help achieve deep, systemic, and sustainable change with large-scale impact in an area of global environmental
concern’ (GEF, 2017)

AF
Transformative Capacity . ‘Promotes enabling environments that support absorptive and adaptive capacities through good policies and regulations,

infrastructure, formal and informal social protection mechanisms, and basic service delivery’ (Adaptation Fund, 2018)

Transformational
Interventions

. ‘focus on introducing new technologies or practices, new systems or structures of governance, or changing the location or nature of
activities’ (Adaptation Fund Board, 2015).

Transformational
Adaptation

. ‘Responses undertaken at larger scales or magnitudes; responses that introduce new technologies and practices to a region or system;
responses that create new systems or structures of governance; responses that shift the location or nature of activities; responses
involving normative elements that seek changes in desired values; objectives, and perceptions of problems’ (Adaptation Fund, 2018)

GCF
Transformational
Interventions

. ‘Maximizing the scale and transformational impact of the mitigation and adaptation activities of the Fund’, investing the Fund’s
resources in transformational climate actions that are country-driven, striving for ‘transformational ambition’, and funding proposals
that will trigger transformational changes (GCF Board, 2018a)

Paradigm Shift . ‘Comprise three areas: (a) contribute to long-term, sustained change, (b) scaling up – sector, regional or economy-wide; and (c) a
learning experience’ (GCF, 2013)

Table 4 summarizes key terms related to transformation and the definitions utilized by the different funds. Each fund emphasizes different elements of transformational
adaptation, but key themes emerge across funds.
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appropriateness. Additionally, replication may mean that
existing dynamics and power structures will either be main-
tained or reinforced through subsequent interventions. Rein-
forcing existing power dynamics is problematic if current
dynamics are uneven or result in the marginalization of cer-
tain groups, and replication may be in contradiction to pro-
ducing a paradigm shift or systematic change. Replicability as
an investment criterion could have the unintended conse-
quence of promoting homogenization of adaptation
interventions.

As raised by the GCF evaluation of country ownership, an
over-emphasis on the need for transformation may come at
the expense of prioritizing urgent adaptation needs at the
national, regional, and local levels if those needs do not
align with a transformational agenda. To meet local adap-
tation needs, adaptation investments need to reduce the adap-
tation deficit – i.e. build capacity in ‘countries and
communities [which] are underprepared for current climate
conditions because people and decision makers are under-
informed about climate uncertainty, and therefore do not
rationally allocate resources to adapt to current climate
events’ (UNDP Regional Technical Advisors, 2018). The
approach to reducing the adaptation deficit is going to differ
depending on the given local context, and transformational
adaptation approaches are not necessarily the best entry
point. (Table 5).

6. Conclusion: reframing transformational
adaptation

Transformational change for adaptation is rising on the pol-
itical agenda, and there are clear signs that transformational
adaptation is likely to continue to be a significant part of the
adaptation finance landscape in the future. Efforts by the
funds to provide additional clarity on the meaning of trans-
formational adaptation are welcome, and given the reality
that adaptation financing is primarily project-based,
although there are attempts to move to more programmatic

approaches, transformational adaptation may be better
framed in terms of how projects can build upon each other
over time, thereby creating synergies with existing adaptation
efforts at the country level and producing change over the
long term. The funds’ recognition of this through concepts
such as ‘transformational potential’ is encouraging, and
additional efforts in this direction would align well with
the scholarship on the transformation process. True trans-
formation – i.e. fundamental change in society – often
takes generations; one short-term adaptation project is unli-
kely to produce societal change because norms, behaviours,
institutions, and socio-technical systems have a great deal
of inertia, entrenched interests and lock-in, which take
time to shift. Although critical perspectives have been raised
in some Board discussions, additional reflection on the chal-
lenges of transformation, particularly the power dynamics
and the privileging of certain adaptation strategies that
lend themselves well to the logic of scalability and replication
deserve greater attention.
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