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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Transformational adaptation and country ownership: competing
priorities in international adaptation finance
Laura Kuhl a and Jamie Shinn b

aSchool of Public Policy & Urban Affairs & International Affairs Program, Northeastern University, Boston, MA, USA;
bDepartment of Geology and Geography, West Virginia University, Morgantown, WV, USA

ABSTRACT
International climate finance is an integral part of the global climate policy regime.
Because available adaptation finance is significantly below identified needs of
developing countries, competition for scarce resources incentivises countries to
design projects to align with funding priorities. One of the areas where this dynamic
is particularly relevant is regarding transformational change. Transformational
adaptation has risen on the climate policy agenda in recognition of the inadequacy
of business-as-usual approaches, and the growing urgency of climate change. It is
often characterized based on: (i) the intensity or quality of the change (depth); (ii)
the distribution of change (breadth) and (iii) the timeframe through which a change
occurs (speed). This study analyses how transformational adaptation is articulated in
direct access proposals to the Green Climate Fund to assess compatibility between
how transformation is conceptualized and the fund’s priority of country ownership.
Our analysis reveals significant framing of transformation in terms of scalability and
replicability of projects, resulting in an approach to transformational adaptation that
emphasizes scalable techno-managerial solutions that extend beyond the project
site over social and behavioural change at the local level. We argue that without
greater attention to inclusive policies that centre on the most vulnerable, climate
finance risks becoming another top-down development strategy that prioritizes
adaptation strategies that are easily scalable rather than those that address local needs.

Key policy insights:
. Transformational change has risen up the policy agenda, shaping the design of

adaptation projects financed by the GCF.
. Direct access, a mechanism to enhance country ownership and ensure local

priorities are represented in climate finance, may be insufficient to mitigate the
tensions between the priorities of climate funds and local needs.

. Project proposals emphasize scalability and replicability in their conceptualisation
of transformation.

. By privileging those aspects of transformational adaptation that can be easily
scaled-up or replicated, GCF proposals frame transformation in terms of breadth
and speed, rather than depth, resulting in a stronger emphasis on scalable
techno-managerial solutions over social and behavioural change.
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1. Introduction

International climate finance is an essential component of adaptation policy for developing countries.1 Because
available adaptation finance is significantly below identified needs (Buchner et al., 2019; Global Commission on
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of climate change and includes a mix of policies and measures (Mimura et al., 2014).
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Adaptation, 2019; UNEP, 2020), competition for scarce resources incentivises countries to design adaptation
projects to align with the priorities of international funds even when these come into tension with country-
specific needs (Kuhl, 2021; Pickering et al., 2017). The power dynamics embedded in this funding structure
have the potential to create an international adaptation regime that overlooks the needs of those most vulner-
able to climate change (Bertilsson & Thörn, 2020; Eriksen et al., 2021; Winkler & Dubash, 2016).

One of the areas where tensions are particularly likely to emerge is between priorities for transformational
change for donors and recipient countries. Transformational adaptation has risen on the international agenda
in recognition of the inadequacy of business-as-usual approaches to adaptation, and the growing urgency of
climate change (Fedele et al., 2019; IPCC, 2022). Transformational adaptation is often characterized based on
three dimensions: (i) the intensity or quality of the change (depth of change); (ii) the distribution of change
(breadth of change) and (iii) the timeframe through which a change occurs (speed of change) (Fazey et al.,
2018). Given the increasing emphasis on transformation in the international agenda, understanding what
characteristics of transformation are prioritized in internationally-financed adaptation projects is critical, as
goals for transformational change can be different (and contradictory) across spatial, temporal and social
scales (Conevska et al., 2020; Cumming et al., 2017; Fonta et al., 2018; Frazier et al., 2013).

This paper analyses how transformational adaptation is articulated in project proposals approved by the
Green Climate Fund (GCF). The GCF was launched in 2010 as a primary channel for international public
climate finance (GCF, 2020), and has grown to be an influential player in adaptation finance. We selected
the GCF as the focus for analysis because of its prominent role in the climate finance landscape and its emphasis
on transformational adaptation. We seek to answer the research question: Does the prioritisation of transforma-
tional adaptation, as conceptualized by the GCF investment criteria and interpreted by applicants, privilege
adaptation strategies that are easily scalable and replicable at the expense of adaptation strategies that
focus on deep structural or behavioural change? This question is motivated by the concern that adaptation pro-
jects funded by the GCF may be prioritising conceptions of transformation that emphasize breadth and speed
over depth. To address this question, we conducted a two-step quantitative and qualitative narrative analysis of
approved adaptation and cross-cutting (containing both mitigation and adaptation objectives) GCF proposals.2

Analysis focused on the proposals submitted by national direct access entities because, theoretically, these pro-
jects are most likely to reflect visions of transformational adaptation that are attuned to needs at local scales
and include attention to deep structural changes (Fenton et al., 2014; Mikulewicz, 2018; Omukuti, 2020a;
Rasmussen, 2018).

2. Background

2.1 The contested meaning of transformational adaptation

Transformation, defined as ‘a change in the fundamental attributes of natural and human systems,’ is increas-
ingly seen as necessary to adequately respond to climate change (IPCC, 2022). However, what is considered a
fundamental attribute is contested (Blythe et al., 2018; Eriksen et al., 2015; Feola, 2015; Few et al., 2017; O’Brien,
2012; Patterson et al., 2017). This lack of clarity provides opportunities for the term to be selectively conceptu-
alized in ways that privilege certain aspects of the transformation process over others. How the term is defined
has important implications for which dimensions of transformation are prioritized and ultimately who benefits.
Many scholars remain wary of normative claims that transformative outcomes are necessary and positive for
people at local scales (Blythe et al., 2018; Braun, 2015; Eriksen et al., 2021; Few et al., 2017; Gillard et al.,
2016; Lonsdale et al., 2015; O’Brien, 2012; O’Brien et al., 2014).

Powerful actors, including government officials, local elites and powerful businesses, have entrenched inter-
ests in the status quo, and thus may not be supportive of transformations that address structural causes of vul-
nerability (Blackburn, 2018; Carr, 2019; Eriksen et al., 2015; O’Brien & Selboe, 2015). As a result, power
imbalances can lead to adaptation interventions that are ineffective, and can have unequal benefits that

2Adaptation is defined as ‘Adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their effects, which
moderates harm or exploits beneficial opportunities’ and mitigation as ‘In the context of climate change, a human intervention to reduce the
sources or enhance the sinks of greenhouse gases’ (UNFCCC, 2021).
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harm the most vulnerable (Eriksen et al., 2015; O’Brien & Selboe, 2015). In other words, adaptation actions that
emphasize breadth of change may constrain local adaptation efforts that prioritize depth and address social
issues (Adger et al., 2005; Cash & Moser, 2000; Kuhl, 2018; Rasmussen, 2018).

2.2 Scalability and replicability as metrics of transformation in climate finance

The GCF addresses transformation through the funding priority of ‘paradigm shift potential,’ which it defines as
the ‘degree to which the proposed activity can catalyse impact beyond a one-off project or programme invest-
ment’ (GCF, 2015) and, as presented in Section 4.2, GCF guidance for transformation emphasizes scalability and
replicability. Reid and Schipper (2014, p. 10) define scaling-up as any activity that moves adaptation activities
from a ‘collection of local projects to something which would reach a much wider spectrum of vulnerable
people.’ Replication is considered efforts to reproduce specific interventions in different locations, often
through multiple, small initiatives (Fenton et al., 2014; Kato et al., 2014; Pelling, 2011). While scalability and
novelty may sometimes be compatible, some of the most novel transformations may also be the most challen-
ging to scale-up, particularly in the short term (Geels, 2002; Rip & Kemp, 1998). These dynamics place the speed
of change directly in tension with the depth of change.

A consequence of using scaling-up and replication as metrics of transformation is that it may privilege
these adaptation strategies over those that are well-suited to a particular context or social or behavioural
changes that take longer to implement (Kasdan et al., 2021). As a result, more technical approaches to
adaptation are likely to be valued and ultimately funded (Nightingale et al., 2020). Ajibade and Adams
(2019, p. 859) argue that transformational adaptation’s focus on ‘large-scale material outcomes’ may actu-
ally ‘exacerbate vulnerability for marginalized groups.’ These concerns raise the importance of addressing
the depth of change when designing transformation adaptation measures to avoid maladaptive
strategies.

Further, scholars have expressed concern that the language of transformation is being utilized to encou-
rage developing countries to design adaptation programmes and policies to align with internationally-deter-
mined funding priorities they would not otherwise demand (Bertilsson & Thörn, 2020). This type of critique
of climate finance is not new. Despite the potential of transformational adaptation to address structural
drivers of vulnerability, there is a risk that investments in transformational adaptation will face the same
top-down power dynamics that previous climate investments faced (i.e. REDD+ projects) (Brockhaus et al.,
2017; Holmgren, 2013; Loft et al., 2017), particularly if the emphasis is solely on transformation through
breadth and speed.

2.3 Country ownership and local priorities in adaptation finance

The principle of country ownership has been recognized as one way to mitigate the top-down power dynamics
inherent in climate-related development (Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, 2005; UNFCCC, 2018). To
achieve the goals of country ownership, climate funds have promoted a mechanism known as ‘direct
access.’ Direct access was an innovation first piloted by the Adaptation Fund (Fenton et al., 2014), and the per-
ceived success and lessons learned have informed its expansion to the GCF (GCF, 2011). Direct access is
intended to decentralize decision-making from the boards of climate funds to national actors and civil
society (Ciplet et al., 2013; Gomez-Echeverri, 2013; Omukuti, 2020b). The rationale is that direct access might
provide ‘an opportunity for communities to achieve a greater voice in the allocation of finance to address com-
munity-level adaptation needs’ (Fenton et al., 2014).

Despite commitments to country ownership, ensuring this in practice has proven challenging for climate
finance institutions. Over time the GCF has a goal of channelling 50% of funding through direct access entities
(GCF, 2020).3 However, the GCF has 62 approved accredited direct access entities (49 national and 13 regional),
representing 60% of the accredited entities, but only 14 of the 107 approved adaptation or cross-cutting

3The GCF has several programmes to support direct access entities, including accreditation support and a simplified approval process (SAP) for
relatively small projects.
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projects had been awarded to national direct access entities by the end of 2020 (and an additional 6 to regional
direct access entities) (GCF, 2021).4

Numerous studies have critiqued climate funds for their lack of attention to local institutions (Baudoin & Zier-
vogel, 2017; Colenbrander et al., 2018; Manuamorn et al., 2020; Mikulewicz, 2018; Omukuti, 2020b; Soanes et al.,
2017). Critics argue that the system of climate finance governance prioritizes government control of climate
finance at the expense of meaningful engagement of sub-national actors and focuses on the institutional
capacity to manage projects rather than local responsiveness (Bertilsson & Thörn, 2020; Omukuti, 2020b). As
Reid and Huq (2014, p. 291) highlight, government structures are ‘notoriously slow to take action and
respond to local needs,’ particularly of the most vulnerable.

Evidence of the effectiveness of direct access in promoting local adaptation is mixed. Manuamorn and Bies-
broek (2020) found that direct access projects are more community-focused, but that capacity-building of com-
munity-based organisations must be enhanced, and local stakeholders must be empowered to fully engage the
most vulnerable (Manuamorn & Biesbroek, 2020). A recent analysis of Adaptation Fund projects found that
community-focused adaptation was possible in both direct and indirect access modalities (Manuamorn
et al., 2020, p. 102035). Similarly, Soanes et al. (2017) found little evidence that direct access is leading to
more effective local project delivery. However, stakeholders in developing countries considered direct access
entities to be more representative and responsive to country interests, more familiar with the local context
and cultural preferences, and offer better knowledge-sharing and retention (Asfaw et al., 2019). This suggests
that despite the concerns raised in the literature regarding direct access, stakeholders in developing countries
see benefits.

Country ownership also has material implications for the types of adaptation strategies that projects incor-
porate. Comparisons of top-down and bottom-up planning processes find that top-down processes tend to
emphasize infrastructural or technological solutions, while bottom-up approaches focus on social or insti-
tutional solutions (Mikulewicz, 2018; Omukuti, 2020a; Rasmussen, 2018). While these studies were not
looking at transformation per se, this suggests that the bottom-up processes of country ownership may be
more likely to focus on depth of change.

Country ownership is viewed as a critical means of ensuring climate justice and equity (Omukuti, 2020a,
2020b), goals that are entirely consistent with visions of transformation, but only if developing country govern-
ments and societies themselves want to transform. This is particularly critical when considering the depth of
change, as this often requires structural changes that can conflict with existing power dynamics and cultural
practices. With the potential tensions that exist between transformational adaptation and country ownership,
it is important to not assume that transformation goals are shared by all actors or at all scales.

3. Methods

Our project analysed approved GCF proposals, with a focus on national direct access entities to answer the
research question: Does the prioritisation of transformational adaptation, as conceptualized by the GCF invest-
ment criteria and interpreted by applicants, privilege adaptation strategies that are easily scalable and replic-
able at the expense of adaptation strategies that focus on deep structural or behavioural change? We employed
narrative synthesis, a textual analysis approach that allows for a systematic review and synthesis of findings
(Popay et al., 2006). This method has been found to be useful in development-related research, including for
analysing different types of development interventions (c.f. Snilstveit et al., 2012) and perceptions of climate
change (c.f. Lee et al., 2020). Our two-step approach included both quantitative and qualitative analysis.

Our first step was content analysis, a mostly quantitative technique that uses the creation of a priori cat-
egories to code and then tabulates those codes for frequency (Popay et al., 2006; Snilstveit et al., 2012). Our
content analysis was conducted across the full portfolio of approved adaptation and cross-cutting projects
(n = 107). The goal was to count the frequency of keywords related to transformational adaptation across
the portfolio and compare the frequency with which these terms were used in the projects submitted by
national direct access entities (n = 14) and the multilateral and regional access entities (n = 93). To ensure

4An additional 3 national direct access adaptation and cross-cutting projects were approved in 2021.
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that we captured all relevant references, we systematically searched the entirety of proposals for the terms
transform, paradigm, scaling-up and replication using the following search terms: ‘transform,’ ‘paradigm,’
‘scale’ and ‘replica.’ All projects were independently coded by two members of the research team, and any dis-
crepancies between coders were resolved through coordinated analysis. The result was a quantitative under-
standing of differences between direct access and non-direct access entities.

Our second step was a thematic analysis, a qualitative technique used to systematically identify important
and/or common themes across multiple documents or studies (Popay et al., 2006). The thematic analysis

Table 1. National direct access projects funded by the GCF through 2020.

ID Title Country Implementing entity
Date

approved
Adaptation or
cross-cutting

FP001 Building the Resilience of Wetlands in
the Province of Datem del Marañón,
Peru

Peru Peruvian Trust Fund for National
Parks and Protected Areas
(Profonanpe)

October
2015

Cross-cutting

FP003 Increasing Resilience of Ecosystems and
Communities through Restoration of
the Productive Bases of Salinized
Lands

Senegal Centre de Suivi Ecologique October
2015

Adaptation

FP022 Development of Argan Orchards in
Degraded Environment – DARED

Morocco Agency for Agricultural
Development of Morocco (ADA)

September
2016

Cross-cutting

FP023 Climate Resilient Agriculture in three of
the Vulnerable Extreme Northern
Crop-growing Regions (CRAVE)

Namibia Environmental Investment Fund
(EIF)

September
2016

Adaptation

FP024 Empower to Adapt: Creating Climate-
Change Resilient Livelihoods through
Community-Based Natural Resource
Management in Namibia

Namibia Environmental Investment Fund
(EIF)

September
2016

Adaptation

FP045 Ground Water Recharge and Solar Micro
Irrigation to Ensure Food Security and
Enhance Resilience in Vulnerable
Tribal Areas of Odisha

India National Bank for Agriculture and
Rural Development (NABARD)

April 2017 Adaptation

FP058 Responding to the Increasing Risk of
Drought: Building Gender-responsive
Resilience of the Most Vulnerable
Communities

Ethiopia Ministry of Finance and Economic
Cooperation of the Federal
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
(MoFEC)

November
2017

Adaptation

FP061 Integrated Physical Adaptation and
Community Resilience through an
Enhanced Direct Access Pilot in the
Public, Private and Civil Society
Sectors of Three Eastern Caribbean
Small Island Developing States

Antigua and
Barbuda,
Dominica,
Grenada

Department of Environment,
Ministry of
Health and Environment,
Government of Antigua and
Barbuda (DOE_ATG)

March 2018 Adaptation

FP073 Strengthening Climate Resilience of
Rural Communities in Northern
Rwanda

Rwanda Ministry of Environment (MoE) March 2018 Cross-cutting

SAP001 Improving Rangeland and Ecosystem
Management Practices of Smallholder
Farmers under Conditions of Climate
Change in Sesfontein, Fransfontein
and Warmquelle Areas of the Republic
of Namibia

Namibia Environmental Investment Fund
(EIF)

March 2018 Adaptation

SAP006 Building Resilience of Communities
Living in Landscapes Threatened
under Climate Change through an
Ecosystems-based Adaptation
Approach

Namibia Environmental Investment Fund
(EIF)

February
2019

Adaptation

SAP008 Extended Community Climate Change
Project-Flood (ECCCP-Flood)

Bangladesh Palli Karma-Sahayak Foundation November
2019

Adaptation

SAP010 Multi-Hazard Impact-Based Forecasting
and Early Warning System for the
Philippines

Philippines Landbank of the Philippines November
2019

Adaptation

FP133 Resilience to Hurricanes in the Building
Sector in Antigua and Barbuda

Antigua and
Barbuda

Ministry of Health and
Environment

August 2020 Adaptation
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focused on the 14 approved national direct access adaptation and cross-cutting proposals to the GCF through
the end of 2020 (Table 1). We centred our analysis on the national direct access projects because we expected
that these would be the proposals most likely to reflect priorities within the project sites in their conceptual-
isation of transformational adaptation, as prioritising local adaptation needs remains one of the primary ratio-
nales for direct access. This allowed for a qualitative understanding of how transformation is understood within
direct access proposals to the GCF.

Over half of the projects were in Africa (8 out of 14). Most countries had only one approved project; Namibia
was an exception with 4 approved projects. Although there is a commitment on the part of the GCF to increase
access to funding by direct access entities, the number of approved projects was relatively stable from year to
year, and declined in 2020. Most projects (11) were adaptation focused, with the remainder cross-cutting. Ten
were full project proposals, with 4 of the most recent proposals funded through the Simplified Approval Process
for direct access entities (SAP).5

Project proposal documents were downloaded from the GCF website. They varied in length from 62 to 142
pages, with an average of 83 pages. We describe our results in two ways: first, we holistically analysed the nar-
ratives in the section in which the proposal articulates how the project meets the investment criteria of para-
digm shift potential and country ownership, synthesising key themes based on the sub-categories identified in
GCF guidance.

Secondly, because references to transformation existed throughout the proposals, we expanded our the-
matic analysis to include references to transformation, paradigm shift, scaling-up and replication in all sections
except addendums. Relevant text from the content analysis was extracted and entered into a database. The full
paragraph in which the keyword was used was included so that the keyword could be analysed in context. All
references were analysed to ensure their relevance to the concepts. Non-relevant uses of the terms, including
formal names of policies, organisations or projects were excluded. All proposals were reviewed to develop the
coding schema and then systematically coded accordingly. These codes were used to identify and analyse the
primary processes of transformation discussed in the proposals.

4. Results

We found that the GCF direct access proposals frame transformation in terms of breadth and speed, rather than
depth, resulting in a stronger emphasis on scalable techno-managerial solutions over social and behavioural
change.

4.1 Keyword analysis

While we expected all proposals to articulate how projects related to transformation, given that it is an invest-
ment criterion of the fund, the extent and way proposals addressed transformation varied widely. In the direct
access proposals, the term ‘transform’ was used 153 times and ‘paradigm shift’ was used 84 times, but some
projects only included a few references, while others used the terms extensively (Table 2). The terms ‘scale’
and ‘replica’ were used even more frequently, with 648 instances of scale and 175 of replicate. Several projects
included over 150 references to scale and replication, indicating the central importance that these concepts
played in the project design. Of note, there was not a trend toward increased inclusion of these terms over
time, even as guidance from the GCF shows growing attention to them (Kasdan et al., 2021).

We did not find a notable difference in the frequency with which the keywords are referenced in national
direct access proposals compared to the other proposals. On average, proposals from multilateral or regional
implementing entities used the term ‘transform’ 9.6 times, compared to 10.9 times in the sample of national
implementing entities. Similarly, for ‘paradigm shift’ the average was 5.2 compared to 6. ‘Scale’ appeared on
average 40.8 times compared to 46.3 and replicate 10.0 times compared to 12.5 (Table 2). While similar,

5The SAP is a process designed to encourage applications from direct access entities. Given trends in SAP proposals, it appears to be a preferred
mechanism for applying for funding, although recent analyses suggest that the process is still quite complicated (Milano et al., 2021).
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notably, proposals from national implementing entities used the keywords more than other proposals. See the
Supplementary Material (SM) for the full results from the multilateral and regional proposals.

4.2 Responding to the GCF investment criteria

As shown in Table 3, GCF guidance indicates that the paradigm shift potential should include five coverage
areas, as applicable, and country ownership should address three coverage areas. Here we discuss key
themes identified in the reviewed GCF proposals in response to these criteria.

4.2.1 Paradigm-shift potential
Guidance on transformational change from the GCF contains multiple concepts, posing potential challenges for
project designers to determine how to best meet the fund’s expectations (Kasdan et al., 2021). While all pro-
posals contained text addressing each coverage area, every proposal gave more attention to the first coverage
area, illustrating the importance of scalability and replicability in GCF project design. This emphasis makes clear
that proposals prioritized metrics that privilege breadth and speed over depth of change.

Potential for scaling-up and replication: All proposals gave this area the most attention. Proposals frequently
discussed scaling-up successful outcomes, either of past initiatives or those to be funded by the GCF. There was
often emphasis on scaling-up or replicating in similar regions (e.g. those with similar populations or livelihood
types). Common methods for scaling-up and replication included sharing lessons learned (e.g. on introducing
technology), capacity-building (from local to national scales), promoting market integration (e.g. increasing
production of small-scale farmers), creating public-private partnerships and mainstreaming new practices
into national policies. In a few cases, proposals focused on developing ‘bottom-up’ initiatives that could be
replicated.

Potential for knowledge and learning: Attention to this area and the following ranged from very brief to very
detailed. Across proposals, there was an emphasis on Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) to document and assess
lessons learned. There was also notable attention to sharing knowledge through networks that would be lever-
aged or created by the project to facilitate communication across scales, sectors and groups. Numerous propo-
sals focused on capacity-building of stakeholders (with emphasis on local communities) to increase
participation in private and public sectors and engage in project outcomes. Some proposals also discussed
technical learning related to project components (e.g. new water infrastructure).

Contribution to the creation of an enabling environment: Across proposals, there was attention to strengthen-
ing existing or creating new policy, mostly at the national scale, although also at the local and occasionally the
international scale, to promote project outcomes. There was also a focus on facilitating public-private partner-
ships, as well as connecting these to civil society and NGOs. Some proposals discussed technological

Table 2. Counts of keywords in national direct access project proposals.

ID Transform Paradigm-shift Scale Replicate

FP001 3 1 5 3
FP003 0 2 45 21
FP022 8 2 3 0
FP023 19 16 130 33
FP024 2 4 29 5
FP045 12 4 19 4
FP058 14 4 52 10
FP061 18 5 58 4
FP073 26 6 110 54
SAP001 18 6 65 11
SAP006 13 10 65 15
SAP008 4 5 9 3
SAP010 6 7 19 2
FP133 10 12 39 10
Total counts (avg) 153 (10.9) 84 (6) 648 (46.3) 175 (12.5)
Total counts in multilateral and regional proposals (avg) 893 (9.6) 481 (5.2) 3794 (40.8) 930 (10.0)
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approaches, such as producing tools to increase institutional capacity, rapid communication or coordinated
efforts among groups.

Contribution to regulatory framework and policies: Proposals tended to give relatively brief attention to this
area. The most consistent theme was strengthening existing policies, including better integration across scales
and sectors. There was also attention to supporting the implementation of new policies, including those related
to the Paris Agreement. Some proposals discussed mainstreaming successful efforts proposed by the project.
Several focused on related topics of encouraging participatory processes, co-management of resources and
scaling-up community-level successes to the national scale.

4.2.2 Country ownership
This section tended to be short (half a page to one page) and proposals varied widely in how they demon-
strated the country ownership criterion. For example, a Namibia proposal discussed the existing capacities
of implementing partners to mainstream and upscale the project. A proposal for Rwanda focused on the coun-
try’s strong history of adaptation and identified existing funds and agencies which were prepared to upscale
the project, as well as economic and environmental sectors with potential to adopt elements of the project.
A multi-country project led by Antigua and Barbuda emphasized the capacity to take ownership in each
country and focused on country ownership in terms of the private sector taking charge of upscaling
different project aspects. Surprisingly, few projects discussed the fact that these were direct access proposals,
and only three projects explicitly discussed the relationship between transformation and direct access, arguing
that direct access could transform the way that climate change was addressed in the country, shifting policy
from top-down to bottom-up control and identifying climate finance delivery as an object of transformation.
The project in the Eastern Caribbean was one of the few that addressed this directly, stating,

Table 3. GCF investment criteria of paradigm shift potential and country ownership.

Criterion Definition Coverage area Activity-specific sub-criteria

Paradigm-
shift
potential

Degree to which the proposed activity
can catalyse impact beyond a one-off
project or programme investment

Potential for scaling-up and replication Innovation
Scalability
Replicability

Potential for knowledge and learning Contribution to the creation or
strengthening of knowledge,
collective learning processes or
institutions

Contribution to the creation of an
enabling environment

Sustainability of outcomes and results
beyond completion of the
intervention

Market development and
transformation

Contribution to the regulatory
framework and policies

Potential for strengthened regulatory
frameworks and policies to improve
climate-responsive planning and
development

Overall contribution to climate-resilient
development pathways consistent
with a country’s climate change
adaptation strategies and plans

Scalability
Replicability

Country
Ownership

Beneficiary country ownership of, and
capacity to implement, a funded
project or programme (policies,
climate strategies and institutions)

Existence of a national climate strategy
and coherence with existing policies

Objectives are in line with priorities in
the country’s national climate
strategy and designed in cognisance
of other country policies

Capacity of accredited entities or
executing entities to deliver

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

Engagement with civil society
organisations and other relevant
stakeholders

Stakeholder consultations and
engagement

Note: Criteria that are exclusively relevant for mitigation are not included here. Instructions for the more recent SAPs consolidate multiple
coverage areas, likely resulting in less specific attention to each coverage area within those three proposals. Modified from GCF (2015).
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The transparent decision-making and financing mechanisms supported by the EDA will support a paradigm shift by channel-
ling climate finance, acting as a link between international climate finance flows and domestic policies and priorities, lever-
aging private sector involvement in climate activities, and increasing domestic coordination of financial flows for climate and
environment. (FP061, p. 5)

4.3 Interpreting the meaning of transformational adaptation in GCF proposals

Based on our thematic analysis, we identify multiple processes for promoting transformation articulated in our
sample. These processes, identified in Table 4, include transformation through: markets; enhancing adaptive
capacity/management; promoting climate-resilient development; empowerment of women; participatory plan-
ning and encouraging low-emission development. We also identified themes through which projects articu-
lated how scaling-up and replication would occur. These included: learning and knowledge-sharing;
mainstreaming; demonstration; capacity-building; geographic relevance and the private sector.

The most common process by which proposals articulated transformational change was through market
transformation. For the nine projects that discussed market transformation, it dominated the narratives. Propo-
sals discussed multiple types of market transformation, including transforming natural resources into products
for the market and transforming people from subsistence farmers to producers for a market. Underlying these
narratives was a consistent argument that through participation in markets and strengthening of market
systems, development trajectories could be transformed, and that market participation was key to ensuring
a sustainable, climate-resilient future. The CRAVE proposal in Namibia clearly illustrates this theme:

The entire CRAVE business model (that is, paradigm shift) is to enable vulnerable [small-scale farmers] to penetrate the local
and national agricultural economy from a purely subsistence production model towards full market penetration. This is pre-
mised on creating value chains… to ensure scale-up, future uptake and sustainability of the results. Thus, a full shift in the
value chain is anticipated, with long-term transformational results. (FP 023 p. 6)

While market-based approaches are increasingly common in development practice, the evidence of the
benefits for the most vulnerable is mixed, and it is not always clear that market transformations will
enhance adaptive capacity, as market participation is also associated with increased risk, especially when
markets are international (Bolwig et al., 2010; Kuhl, 2018; Suzuki et al., 2011).

The second most common process, found in 8 of the 14 proposals, was changes in management practices.
This included individual management decisions, all the way up to larger landscape management practices. A

Table 4. Transformation Processes in GCF proposals.

Description Total

Transformation and paradigm shift potential
Markets Engagement in markets will be transformational/ paradigm shifting through transformation of

livelihoods from subsistence to market-oriented, natural resources into products for markets, and
broader economic transformation

9/14

Adaptive capacity/
management

Transformation/ paradigm shift will be achieved by changing management approaches and enhanced
adaptive capacity

8/14

Climate-resilient
development

Project will contribute to transformation/ paradigm shift toward climate-resilient development 7/14

Empowerment of women Project will have transformative/ paradigm-shifting impacts by empowering women 6/14
Participatory planning Participatory planning represents a transformation/ paradigm shift in local governance 4/14
Low-emission development Project will support a transformation to low-emission development 6/14
Scaling-up/replication
Mainstreaming By mainstreaming into government policies or programmes the project will be scaled-up/replicated 12/

14
Learning and knowledge
sharing

Sharing of lessons, knowledge and best practices will enable scaling-up/replication 11/
14

Geographic relevance The results can be scaled-up/replicated to other similar geographic areas 11/
14

Demonstration By demonstrating successes, scaling-up/replication will occur 10/
14

Capacity-building Building institutional capacity will enable scaling-up/replication 7/14
Private sector Private sector will scale up/replicate results 7/14
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project in Rwanda exemplified the type of technical management changes typically described as
transformational:

The project will provide the technical assistance (climate risk screening, slope planting guidance) to identify suitable higher
elevation sites for growing coffee under climate change, demonstrating the required agro-ecological shift and transformative
adaptation that will be needed under climate change. It will also introduce new resilient coffee varieties that have been
developed in Rwanda… at scale. The project will also introduce successional agroforestry for coffee, which…will provide
a template for a paradigm shift for the Rwandan coffee sector. (FP073, p. 31)

By relying on technical adaptation strategies and management practices, the proposal claims transformation
can be easily scaled and replicated across the entire coffee sector.

While these narratives primarily relied on economic and technical strategies to achieve transformation, pro-
posals also more broadly discussed a transformation to climate-resilient development. This theme captured a
broader transformation in approach to development, as articulated in the project on flood management in
Bangladesh:

One of the major expected paradigm shifts is to change the mind-set of the community people towards climate resilient
development from conventional development.… It is expected that regular exercise of climate change-oriented activities
for 4 years will help them addressing climate change in the long run. In addition, the visible impacts of the project activities
will works as driving force to change the existing mind-set of the vulnerable community. (SAP 008, p. 60)

However, despite the opportunity that the framing of climate-resilient development offers to engage with
depth dimensions of transformation, including the changes in mindset discussed here, many projects
framed climate-resilient development explicitly in terms of climate-smart agriculture. In these proposals, trans-
formation was again articulated primarily in technical terms.

Two themes explicitly addressed social exclusion and inequality as barriers to transformational change, and
argued that it was through these social and political changes that transformation would be achieved. Both pro-
cesses suggested that it is by addressing key barriers to equality that projects will contribute to transformation,
representing a more radical understanding of transformation. For example, a project on rangeland manage-
ment in Namibia argued for the transformational potential of gender equity: ‘the project will provide a
series of capacity development and skill trainings on gender… [that] will have a transformative and long-
lasting impact on gender equality and women’s empowerment by demonstrating the multiple values of
gender responsive planning and budgeting’ (SAP001, p. 36). While the number of proposals that included
these themes was not drastically different from the number of proposals that included other themes, they
were not nearly as dominate a narrative within those proposals as other themes.

Low-emission development was articulated as a goal of transformation in six projects, which is surprising
given that the sample did not include mitigation projects. We might expect low-emission development to
be a transformational goal in the cross-cutting projects given that they have mitigation objectives, but surpris-
ingly five of the six proposals were adaptation-only projects. Given the disparities in climate finance that favour
mitigation over adaptation, it is concerning, but perhaps not surprising, that adaptation projects articulated
their transformational potential in terms of mitigation. Although adaptation projects may have mitigation
co-benefits, and mitigation/adaptation synergies should be encouraged, this finding suggests that further
analysis of the extent to which mitigation goals are achieved through adaptation projects is worthy of inves-
tigation. We did not identify any notable distinctions between the adaptation and cross-cutting projects for
other processes.

The themes for scaling-up and replication related to the mechanism through which scaling-up and replica-
tion would be achieved. Mainstreaming was included in all but 2 projects. Proposals argued that scaling-up or
replication would be achieved by mainstreaming aspects of the project into government policies. In some
cases, proposals suggested that government would take on the approaches undertaken by the project after
its conclusion. In other cases, the project specifically developed policies or generated data to facilitate main-
streaming adaptation into government agencies. The theme of learning and knowledge sharing was discussed
in 11/14 projects. In these cases, proposals argued that the lessons learned and knowledge gained through the
project would allow other actors or projects to scale-up or replicate adaptation. Given that adaptation is still a
relatively new field of practice in many countries, this emphasis on learning and knowledge sharing is not
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surprising. Almost all proposals (11/14) focused on the geographic relevance of the project, focusing not only
on who would be scaling-up or replicating results or how this would be done, but also where the results would
be scaled-up or replicated beyond the original project site. Ten proposals argued that the successful demon-
stration of adaptation approaches by the project would facilitate scale-up and replication by others. From this
perspective, it was not through its direct funding but through its catalytic role that the GCF affects
transformation.

Capacity-building references (7/14 projects) focused on how increased capacity would enable a wide range
of actors to scale-up or replicate adaptation efforts. Despite the significant literature highlighting the transfor-
mative potential of adaptive capacity, particularly in terms of lifting people out of poverty, capacity-building
was referenced primarily in terms of scalability and replicability, rather than focusing on the transformative
potential for the primary beneficiaries of the project itself. Finally, half the proposals focused specifically on
the role of the private sector in scaling-up/replication. These proposals placed a strong emphasis on the impor-
tance of creating an enabling environment for private sector engagement and argued that it was through this
engagement that scaling-up and replication would be achieved. This is potentially in tension with efforts to
support the most vulnerable, as it is not clear that the private sector is well-suited to address the adaptation
needs of the most vulnerable (Kuhl, 2021).

5. Discussion

Despite our expectations that direct access proposals would be the most likely to include conceptions of trans-
formation that reflected local priorities, transformational potential in the proposals often referred not to out-
comes within the projects themselves, but the scaling-up and replication of these results beyond the
project. This suggests that within the GCF, breadth and speed of transformation is prioritized over the intensity
(or depth) of transformation. There is a clear emphasis on supporting transformations that have large-scale
impacts. While this makes sense from a funding perspective, what is concerning is the lack of attention to
the impacts such transformations could have on the local scale.

While our identification of multiple processes for transformation shows the complexity of how transform-
ation is approached within in GCF proposals, we find that many of these processes are technical in nature, par-
ticularly related to market transformations and uptake of new technologies and management strategies. These
processes are consistent with aspects of transformation that align with breadth and speed and suggest an
alignment of proposals with an international push for transformation through technical adaptation strategies,
as opposed to local engagement and capacity building. While we found some noteworthy attention to the
concept of capacity-building in project proposals, even this focused on how capacity gained through the
project would lead to scaling-up and replication rather than creating structural local-scale changes. The
result is that the processes of transformation that are ultimately funded may directly address climate risk
but do not transform underlying causes of social vulnerability that create risk in the first place (Few et al.,
2017). By avoiding (or ignoring) complex local dynamics, proposals appear to have side-stepped the more pro-
gressive or radical social aspects of transformational change.

Learning lessons is a critical aspect of transformational change and features prominently in the GCF’s logical
framework as well as the narratives of project proposals, but narratives assumed that lessons learned in one
context will translate into projects elsewhere to allow for successful scaling-up and replication. In line with
the analysis of Boodoo et al. (2018), we find a greater emphasis in proposals on learning across projects,
rather than learning within projects. More broadly, many references to transformational potential referred
not to the project outcomes themselves, but the scaling-up and replication of these results beyond the project.

In the few cases that proposals promoted transformation within a project site, they continued to focus on
market-based and technical changes, which are assumed to result in empowerment and capacity building, with
insufficient attention to potential barriers to these approaches. For example, a project in Peru aimed at expand-
ing commercially viable non-timber forest products stated that, ‘all activities foster empowerment and commu-
nity ownership, improve livelihoods, enhance learning opportunities, and consolidate indigenous peoples’
basic rights’ (FP001, p. 2). However, this assumes that market-based approaches to environmental management
are widely desirable and reflected local priorities. Assumptions that direct access entities accurately reflect local
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priorities were evident across the portfolio, bringing into question how accurately the ways transformation is
prioritized in GCF proposals reflects needs and desires from within project sites.

Actively engaging with local-level actors during proposal development is critical to address concerns about
the potential negative impacts of transformation for impacted communities. Channelling more funding not
only to national implementing entities, but more directly to the local level is one proposed response
(Baudoin & Ziervogel, 2017; Ciplet et al., 2013; Colenbrander et al., 2018; Fenton et al., 2014). Pilot programmes
in the GCF and the Adaptation Fund have explored Enhanced Direct Access (EDA), which devolve responsibility
over climate finance further to the local level (Murray et al., 2015). Preliminary findings from our analysis, which
included two EDA proposals (FP024 in Namibia and FP 061 in Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica and Grenada),
suggest that the potential synergies between transformational adaptation and country ownership might be
stronger in EDA proposals.

Greater devolution of power in adaptation finance is consistent with calls for transformational change. Many
GCF stakeholders themselves argue that systemic changes are not possible unless there is strong country own-
ership to sustain changes in the policy environment over the long-term (Asfaw et al., 2019). However, our analy-
sis suggests that current models of direct access do not go far enough to address local drivers of vulnerability
and the need for deep structural change. Without greater involvement of local-scale actors, direct access enti-
ties risk overlooking the needs of the most vulnerable to climate change. Funders like the GCF must acknowl-
edge the top-down power dynamics inherent in climate finance and support transformational processes that
prioritize not only breadth and speed, but also those that emphasize depth of change to create real structural
changes in the lives of vulnerable people.

5.1 Limitations and future directions

An important limitation of this analysis is that it only provides insight into the narratives of transformational
adaptation as articulated in proposals but cannot speak to implementation on-the-ground. It is possible that
the balance between breadth, speed and depth is different in practice compared to in the proposals. Addition-
ally, it does not address insights into why the proposals are written the way they are, i.e. from actors engaged in
the proposal preparation. That said, the proposals give a strong indication of the intent of the project and rep-
resent the way that the project design reflects the perception and interpretation by applicants of the GCF
investment criteria. A future direction for this research would be to analyse transformation in these projects
during and after implementation. Annual reports and evaluations could be a useful data source for this analysis,
along with field work to interview actors engaged in project design and implementation.

A second limitation is that only approved proposals were available for analysis, making it impossible to
compare narratives that were successful to those that were not. However, the political nature of the GCF
funding process means that proposals are rarely rejected outright; in fact, in only two instances has a
project been formally rejected by the Board. Rather, the approval process is a negotiation between the GCF
Board and the project development team. We, therefore, interpret the proposal document as indicative of
this negotiation and reflecting a version of the project that is designed to meet GCF approval. There are
also proposals (to date more than 100 adaptation and cross-cutting projects) that have been submitted as
Concept Notes but have not advanced to approval. It is not clear whether these proposals are awaiting
further negotiation or development before advancing to approval, or if they have been tacitly rejected. This
would be a worthy of further investigation, especially if the narratives of transformation are qualitatively
different among this group of proposals compared to the approved projects analysed here.

It would also be interesting to compare the narratives of transformation processes in the broader portfolio to
the direct access projects we analysed in depth. While our content analysis did not identify clear differences
between proposals submitted by direct access and international entities, it is possible that there are
different processes of transformation represented in other projects. The question of whether these non-ana-
lysed proposals emphasize depth of transformation more than breadth or speed is an empirical one worthy
of exploration. If the balance between processes of transformation that emphasis depth rather than breadth
or speed is greater than those in the direct access entity proposals, it would suggest a need to revise the story-
line that ‘country-owned’ proposals better prioritize transformation at the local scale.
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6. Conclusions

Our analysis finds that language regarding transformational adaptation is included in direct access proposals
even more so that those submitted by multilateral and regional entities. These direct access proposals place
significant emphasis on the potential for scalability and replicability beyond the project site, with limited atten-
tion to the depth of transformation at the local level. We argue that without greater attention to inclusive
approaches, particularly those that focus on transformation within the most vulnerable communities, inter-
national climate finance risks supporting only those aspects of transformation that are easily scalable and replic-
able and overlooking critical issues of social justice.

Of all projects in the GCF portfolio, theoretically direct access project proposals are the most likely to include
approaches to transformational adaptation that reflect local priorities, and should be better attuned to the local
politics that underpin deep structural transformational change. However, our analysis indicates that the priorities
of scalability and replicability, which place the primary transformational potential outside the local site of interven-
tion, have dominated the discourse on transformation even within these proposals. This tension between deep
transformation at the local site and transformation beyond the project reveals important challenges that must be
considered by the international climate finance community. Concerningly, no proposals reflected on the potential
tensions that may arise between these priorities for transformation. Our findings suggest that greater reflection
on politics within climate finance is needed to ensure that all aspects of transformation receive support.

While direct access is often touted as a way to bring international finance to the local level, the concerns
presented in this paper bring into question how radically different the direct access model is from previous
adaptation funding efforts. Even within direct access, there is a challenge to truly reflect local priorities
because the ways transformation is framed privilege adaptation strategies that are easily scalable and replicable
at the expense of adaptation strategies that are deeply embedded in local contexts and responsive to local
needs. If the international community is committed to financing local priorities, protected funding windows
focused on depth of change are required to ensure they are not competing with (and losing out to) transform-
ation focused on breadth and speed. This could take place within the GCF, as well as in collaboration with other
funds, like the Adaptation Fund. Without such a change, the significant momentum surrounding transforma-
tional adaptation will miss opportunities to address the deep structural issues underlying sources of local vul-
nerability, and therefore the true goals of transformational change.
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