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Arresting climate change is a major global challenge of our time and cuts 
across all other development challenges. Ireland is future-proofing its 
development cooperation by integrating climate action into all areas, so that 
the poorest and most vulnerable are not left further behind by the climate 
crisis. This is one of a series of Climate Key Sheets that describe how climate 
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Extreme vulnerability matters for climate action because:

As exposure to climate hazards increases in both frequency and 
severity, extremely vulnerable people need effective climate action 
to reduce the impacts. Poverty, marginalisation and inequalities 
combine and result in extreme climate vulnerability. The 
international system for climate action needs to explicitly address 
the unique climate vulnerabilities of those ‘furthest behind’. Low-
carbon and just transition pathways must include the poorest and 
most marginalised. Focusing on climate action within vulnerability 
work connects with the central and transformative aim of the SDGs 
— to put the ‘worst off’ first — by intentionally and pro-actively 
involving and prioritising those most at risk.

Overview

People are vulnerable when they face risks (including from climate 
change) but can’t easily cope or adapt. Those most dependent upon 
weather patterns are liable to be most climate vulnerable, but gender, 
social status, poverty, power, access to and control over resources in 
the household, community and society are all determining factors. 
These multiple dimensions interact, so analysis and understanding 
needs to be two-fold: both interdisciplinary and intersectional. 

Conflict, fragility, widening inequalities and food insecurity — all 
compounded by climate change — are making millions more 
vulnerable. So the SDGs’ focus on ‘development and security for 
the furthest behind first’ makes addressing the climate risks faced 
by extremely vulnerable people a top priority. Ireland has a strong 
reputation for delivering development assistance for the poorest 
and most vulnerable, and using vulnerability as a framework for 
understanding and addressing the stresses and processes that 
fundamentally alter people’s wellbeing fits within Irish Aid’s ‘resilience 
approach’, set out in A Better World. 

Like social vulnerability, climate vulnerability is hard to recognise and 
to understand. Socioeconomic marginalisation, displacement and 
migration, neglected ill health, and uneven climatic monitoring and 
forecasting all systematically bias our understanding of climate risks: 
we tend to overlook the views and situations of marginalised people.

Socially just governmental action on climate change adaptation 
should aim to eradicate extreme climate vulnerability. That requires 
recognising who experiences extreme vulnerability and understanding 
why; then including vulnerable people in processes fostering greater 
resilience, and allocating resources and creating opportunities for 
redistributive impact. 

Reaching Ireland’s policy objective of reducing humanitarian need 
means that development interventions will have to pre-empt and 
prepare for climate-related crises in ways that protect the most 
vulnerable and at risk. This key sheet focuses on how climate action 
can effectively support people in extreme vulnerability to reduce 
climate risks as much as possible.
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1. Vulnerability in a climate context
SDG Target 1.51 focuses international development 
on vulnerable people and the climate risks they face. 
The target reflects a shift in development emphasis 
from poverty reduction to poverty and vulnerability 
eradication. This shift is welcome and appropriate, but 
has major implications for global income distribution.2 
Economic development through trickle-down is 
not reaching the furthest behind. By the end of the 
Millennium Development Goals period (2000–15) the 
world had significantly reduced extreme deprivation, 
but progress was very uneven and many people had not 
been helped. Although average consumption has risen 
markedly since 1980, the minimum consumption floor 
experienced by the poorest has only changed modestly. 
And while child mortality rates fell 56 percent between 
1990 and 2016, the most deprived and marginalised 
children are lagging behind. Focusing on national 
averages masked an alarming pattern: large, and often 
growing, inequalities.3 

Realisation that inequalities are important drivers of 
poverty and vulnerability has triggered commitment 
in the SDGs to ‘leaving no one behind’. Ireland has 
a central role to play. As co-chair with Kenya of the 
final intergovernmental negotiations, Ireland helped to 
set the SDGs. Consequentially, Ireland’s international 
development policy A Better World 4 commits the 
country to benchmark its contributions to international 
development by its approach to, and the impact on, 
‘reaching the furthest behind’. 

Climate change is increasing the risks to, and impacts 
on, vulnerable people. It does this by altering the 
frequency and intensity of hazards, and by changing 
patterns of exposure. Exposure to hazards determines 
risks, but (as vaccines teach us) it is possible to be 
exposed to hazards and not be vulnerable. As climate 
hazards increase, effective climate action is even more 
necessary.

Vulnerability is the propensity for people and/or their 
assets to be affected by risks from hazards.5 People are 
vulnerable when they are prone to the harmful effects 
of environmental and social change without recourse to 
cope and/or adapt. Figure 1 shows the relationship of 
vulnerability and exposure to climate-related hazards 
and lists some actions to reduce vulnerability. 

The SDG framework identifies children, youth, persons 
with disabilities, people living with HIV/AIDS, older 
persons, indigenous peoples, refugees and internally 
displaced persons, migrants, women and the income-
poor as vulnerable. Identity-based discrimination (over 
race, gender, disability, sexuality, creed) results in 
unequal outcomes, making vulnerability more likely. 

The concept of vulnerability is a powerful analytical 
tool for describing powerlessness and marginality 
within both physical and social systems, and for guiding 
normative analysis. Research emphasises multiple 
stressors and pathways into and out of vulnerability. 

A well-informed resilience approach can help identify, 
and facilitate, threshold changes (for example, climate 
proofing household assets) that support people to 
escape extreme vulnerability.

Social inclusion at all levels is needed for eradicating 
extreme vulnerability. Poor and vulnerable people and 
communities are all too familiar with adversity and risk, 
but climate change now imposes levels beyond their 
historical experience. The ways vulnerable people cope 
and adapt often go unrecognised by governments and 
development agencies and seldom get support from 
international and national efforts to manage climate 
change impacts.6 Inclusive governance needs to reach 
extremely vulnerable people, and leaders needs to 
engage them as part of civil society. Vulnerable people 
need wider access to services (information, technology 
and capital) and more dynamic markets that create 
opportunities for climate-resilient livelihoods. This 
requires local, national and international action. It also 
needs broader awareness of, and willingness to change, 
the social, political and economic power structures that 
hinder inclusive governance.

2. Climate action to reduce humanitarian 
need
Climate action includes both limiting greenhouse gases 
in the atmosphere (‘mitigation’) and helping people 
absorb, adapt to and transform away from climate 
risks and impacts (‘adaptation’). Climate action can 
take various forms including hazard reduction and 

   Box 1. Gender equality considerations

Prevalent socioeconomic disadvantages mean 
women are often more climate-vulnerable 
than men. Women’s restricted control over 
productive assets (such as land, water or 
forests) limits their opportunities for climate 
adaptation or livelihood diversification. Climate 
adaptation and resilience interventions often 
do not adequately recognise women’s and 
girls’ climate vulnerability needs or encourage 
them to participate in decision making on 
climate resilience. Perhaps most importantly, 
redistributive actions trying to address climate 
vulnerability usually do not differentiate 
women’s and girls’ needs. 

As part of the 2015 United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 
‘Paris Agreement’, all signatory countries 
acknowledged that climate adaptation should  
be gender-responsive. Ireland’s exemplary 
support of the UNFCCC Gender Action Plan 
needs to be followed up with climate actions 
that redress gender inequality and with 
mainstream adaptation and resilience actions 
that enable women and girls to be prime agents 
and beneficiaries.  



risk management. People’s exposure to hazards can 
be lessened and the causes of vulnerability can be 
addressed. Climate action can take place at individual, 
collective, national and global scales. Climate action by, 
with and for the ‘furthest behind’ means working with 
communities in environmentally fragile regions where 
current and future climate risks threaten wellbeing – 
for instance with forest dwellers, nomadic people and 
the urban poor in informal settlements. It also means 
investing in protection against climate shocks. 

This Climate Key Sheet focuses on how development 
programming can support extremely vulnerable people 
to reduce climate risk as much as possible, thereby 
building resilience to climate impacts.

Since climate action to reduce extreme vulnerability 
needs to reach the ‘furthest behind’ and also pre-empt 
climate effects, it must be ‘far-reaching and far-sighted’. 
Governments can use economic and social adaptation 
interventions to help people step out of poverty and 
climate vulnerability. Aligning such responses across 
sectors will make them more effective. 

We know that having capacity and knowledge does not 
necessarily guarantee effective adaptation. Policies and 
strategies can remain unimplemented for political and 
economic reasons, as with many elements of national 
climate adaptation plans submitted to the UNFCCC. 
Meanwhile, poor people must find innovative ways to 
cope with climate change despite their cultural, political 
and economic marginalisation. 

Resilience approaches to climate action, referred to in 
Ireland’s A Better World,4 consider how environmental 
changes make people’s livelihoods more or less 

vulnerable. People cope if they can, drawing their 
capabilities from their social networks and collective 
decision making. But under increasing environmental 
pressures, and without adequate recognition, inclusion, 
influence, resources and opportunities, people often 
cannot adequately adapt. 

Resilience approaches also emphasise ‘adaptive 
management’, where management actions respond 
to unfolding situations, and responsive governance. 
Conventional, often top-down and ‘siloed’, planning 
processes can be unresponsive, with planning cycles 
generally assuming ‘normality’ and ignoring inter-
annual variability. By contrast, flexible, bottom-up 
governance can offer locally grounded, integrated and 
participatory planning.

Examples of climate action relevant to extreme 
vulnerability include: 

• Climate responsive social protection7 
 

• Managed internal migration8 and secondary city 
development  

• Regulating surface water access using entitlements9 
and  

• Climate resilient agriculture in small-scale farming.10 

We know climate-related shocks and stressors are 
increasingly important in triggering humanitarian crises. 
So Ireland’s policy objective of ‘reducing humanitarian 
need’ necessitates development interventions that pre-
empt and prepare for climate-related crises, protecting 
the most vulnerable and those at risk. Throughout 

Figure 1. Climate action to address vulnerability exposure and hazards
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all climate actions, sequencing different types of 
interventions and synchronising stakeholders’  
actions will be crucial for the synergies needed to 
reduced vulnerability. This is an important part of a 
resilience approach. 

3. Strategies for climate action and 
extreme vulnerability

3.1 Recognising and understanding

Ireland has committed to concentrating development 
assistance within the regions and populations 
most vulnerable to climate threats. We know that 
‘recognising’ the furthest behind (i.e. locating, 
identifying and supporting them) requires increased 
capacity to analyse, monitor and target poverty, 
vulnerability and gender inequalities.  Developing this 
understanding first requires development workers to 
ascertain who is left behind, by combining political 
economy, gender equality and poverty and vulnerability 
analyses. We must then determine why and how 
they are excluded from social, political, economic and 
environmental benefits and wellbeing. 

Socially excluded groups’ differing situations make 
them vulnerable in context-specific ways, but their 
vulnerabilities generally make them very sensitive 
to climate and environmental risks. These groups 
do not experience vulnerabilities independently. 
Rather, vulnerabilities and forms of marginalisation 

Figure 2. Drought risk and poverty levels at district 
level in Mozambique

Type of agency Components Relation to climate action interventions
Intrinsic Autonomy in action People can choose between modes of action to render 

adaptive outcomes
Self-efficacy People are willing and able to take the action needed to 

reduce vulnerability
Respect among household members 
(including non-violent relations)

Household members identify and agree their different 
roles and responsibilities, including commitment to 
non-violent interactions

Instrumental Input in productive decisions Household members and social groups agree how  
equitable decision making should happen

Ownership of land and other assets Access to, and control over, resources and related 
benefits are negotiated at household and social group 
levels

Access to and decisions on financial 
services

The most vulnerable have secure access to financial 
services — supporting them with collateral and asset 
protection

Control over income use Household members and/or enterprise collectives 
operate equitable decision making on investments and 
savings

Work balance Households and social groups collectively decide how  
workloads are distributed

Collective Group membership The most vulnerable are able to join and start up 
groups to act on vulnerability

Membership in influential groups The most vulnerable are included in groups that have 
influence at local and other levels

Table 1. Types of agency in climate action with the most vulnerable

Poverty incidence

Drought 
risk levels
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add up to ‘more than the sum of their parts’, making it 
important to focus on interactions and overlaps.

Flows of people into and out of extreme vulnerability 
are poorly understood. But we do know about the 
incidence and dynamics of chronic poverty. For 
example, we know that in many developing countries, 
lots of people fall easily into poverty — but many also 
climb out. So modestly boosting the number who can 
escape, while simultaneously reducing the number who 
succumb, can significantly change poverty dynamics. 
Also, we know that climate impacts can make it harder 
to escape poverty, potentially hindering income 

generation and asset accumulation to the point where 
people can no longer absorb and adapt to climate 
changes,11 trapping them in extreme vulnerability.

Identifying where the deepest poverty and highest 
climate risk coincide is a good proxy for mapping 
extreme vulnerability. It is possible to layer geospatial 
information on population, demographics, poverty, 
food and water security, and current and projected 
climate risks, and then look for overlaps. Where the 
highest poverty and climate risks coincide, information 
from local wealth-ranking (or a suitable alternative) 
can identify communities in extreme vulnerability. 
An initiative supported by the Irish Embassy took 
this approach in Mozambique, mapping the relative 
poverty incidence and drought risk for districts, and 
identifying those with climate adaptation plans12 (see 
Figure 2). This analysis helped choose a district for 
testing an adaptive social protection intervention that 
tackled climate and gender inequalities.13 The chosen 
district had high poverty, a high proportion of single-
adult, female-headed households, and was prone to 
increasingly severe and frequent drought. 

3.2 Inclusion

Involving extremely vulnerable people in actions to reduce 
their vulnerability is crucial for achieving transformative 
development. Interventions need to both trigger 
mechanisms that expand inclusion and remove those that 
inhibit it. To understand what is needed, development 
interventions must first understand and address the 
risk factors that impose vulnerability. They must then 
increase people’s opportunities to escape poverty and 
vulnerability. In the same way that chronic poverty should 
be tackled by balancing growth from below with growth 
from above,14 climate action needs to provide the enabling 
environment for people to autonomously escape climate 
vulnerability, that is, to increase their ‘agency’ to move out 
of vulnerability, both as individuals and collectively. 

Addressing the barriers that prevent people’s 
participation in decision making, in formal labour 
markets and in social interaction is crucial. Marginalised 
groups need to be able to speak for themselves and 
influence decision making at all levels.15 Therefore, 
programmes need to understand and prioritise various 
types of agency.

Table 1 describes the types of agency that are relevant 
to climate action interventions with vulnerable 
people. Intrinsic agency focuses on how individuals 
are willing and able to act. Instrumental agency 
examines how households and groups take decisions 
and agree mutual accountability. Collective agency is 
about how easily and well the vulnerable can join and 
organise groups.

A series of methods and activities can be incorporated 
into climate action interventions to ensure inclusion, 
and to boost agency and more equitable relations. 
Some of these are already being used in interventions 
supported by Irish Aid and its delivery partners. Box 2 
outlines several such methods and approaches.

   Box 2. Approaches and methods for 
socially inclusive climate action

The Social Inclusion Assessment Tool: a four-
question methodology to help policymakers 
and development practitioners assess how 
social inclusion can be addressed in projects, 
programmes, policies or in analysis.  
pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/4780715405911 
64260/SiAT-Logo-web.pdf

Interpretations of climate vulnerability: 
a diagnostic tool to distinguish and assess 
outcome vulnerability and contextual 
vulnerability for research and human-security 
programming purposes.  
doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2007.9685639
 
Transformative household methodology: 
a method for transforming intra-household 
gender relations by assessing roles and 
responsibilities as well as access to, and control 
over, resources and related benefits. This 
methodology combines gender analysis and 
participatory rural appraisal.
ifad.org/documents/38714170/40205133/ 
Transformative+Household+Methodology 
%2C+Ethiopia

A framework for mainstreaming climate 
resilience into development planning: this 
tool presents climate resilience mainstreaming 
concepts, and provides a practical instrument to 
help government planners think through how to 
integrate climate-resilient responses into policy. 
pubs.iied.org/10050IIED

Community-based adaptation (CBA): offers 
approaches to climate change adaptation that 
are community-based and participatory, and 
that build on local people’s priorities, knowledge 
and capacities. CBA draws on approaches 
and methods developed in both disaster risk 
reduction and community development work, 
as well as on sector-specific approaches such as 
farmer participatory research and farmer field 
schools.  
pubs.iied.org/G02608

http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/4780715405911642
60/SiAT-Logo-web.pdf
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/4780715405911642
60/SiAT-Logo-web.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2007.9685639
http://ifad.org/documents/38714170/40205133/Transformative+Household+Methodology%2C+Ethiopia
http://ifad.org/documents/38714170/40205133/Transformative+Household+Methodology%2C+Ethiopia
http://ifad.org/documents/38714170/40205133/Transformative+Household+Methodology%2C+Ethiopia
http://www.ifad.org/documents/38714170/40205133/Transformative+Household+Methodology%2C+
Ethiopia 
http://pubs.iied.org/10050IIED
http://pubs.iied.org/G02608


3.3 Resources and opportunities

To get people out of extreme vulnerability, development 
has to help redistribute resources and support 
new opportunities through climate action. Ireland’s 
commitment in A Better World 4 to amplify the concerns 
of the most climate vulnerable, and to advocate for 
more finance for grassroots adaptation, is part of 
what is needed. Currently, where money is invested 
in marginalised and vulnerable people, the apparent 
beneficiaries often have little or no say over how funds 
are spent. 

However, including vulnerable people in decision 
making is critical. They know best their concerns and 
priorities (improved water supply, access to clean energy, 
microcredit, etc) for absorbing and adapting to changing 
climate. Certainly, effective ways to reduce vulnerability 
through climate action are location specific. So local 
actors — local governments, cooperatives, community-
based organisations and NGOs — need control over 
resource allocation and opportunity creation. 

In the poorest countries, including Irish Aid’s partner 
countries, ensuring that people living in poverty can 
attain minimum living standards is a fundamental first 
step. Currently, nearly 2 billion people worldwide are 
reached with social safety net programmes (conditional 
and unconditional cash transfers, nutritional feeding 
programmes, public works programmes, etc). But that 
is still less than a third of the world’s poor, and many 
social protection programmes do not achieve long-term 
livelihood benefits.

‘Graduation’ out of extreme poverty is now a 
programming focus for social protection schemes, 
since such schemes are both expensive and need at 
least medium-term commitment. However, emphasis 
on graduation does not absolve governments from 
the responsibility for providing a social assistance and 
insurance system. 

‘Climate adaptive social protection programmes’ are 
experimenting with using social protection to bolster 
climate resilience (for example, the World Bank supports 
the Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Program).16 

Such programmes incorporate various features. They: 

• Target the most climate vulnerable 

• Actively engage with women and their organisations 

• Offer mechanisms for expanding cash and other 
transfer schemes ‘up’ or ‘out’ in response to 
climate-related shocks 

• Offer skills training for livelihoods, wellbeing and 
health  

• Offer access to early warning and weather forecasts  

• Develop emergency response protocols  

• May offer insurance and risk-financing mechanisms 
and  

• Incorporate monitoring, evaluation and learning 
systems to improve governance, accountability and 
performance.

Evidence on the performance of such programmes 
is being generated, and ‘the jury is still out’. Climate-
adaptive social protection initiatives are not designed 
to challenge the structural conditions that drive poverty 
and vulnerability; they only provide a safety net that 
helps the poorest cope better with climate risks. 
However, they can operate at scale, and can channel 
resources and opportunities to the poorest and most 
climate vulnerable.

4. What to address in your work
This document proposes a combination of climate 
actions to address extreme vulnerability. Recognising 
and understanding extreme vulnerability and climate 
risks, including vulnerable people in planning, and 
providing resources and opportunities are all necessary 
(see Box 2 for socially inclusive approaches). 

Analysing and understanding extreme vulnerability 
for climate action needs a two-fold approach. It must 
be interdisciplinary: understanding rights and also 
barriers to participation; examining poverty and political 
economy; considering gender; establishing climate 
vulnerability; and understanding power dynamics within 
and between groups. It must also be intersectional: 
responding to how factors such as gender, age, 
disability and ethnicity interact to shape individual and 
group identities, and how such factors govern these 
people’s access to, and relationship with, power. 

Effective climate action to address extreme 
vulnerability will also need commitment right across 
Irish Aid and its partners.

Senior management

• Champion the need for socially inclusive and gender 
responsive climate action as part of efforts to reach 
the furthest behind 

• Recognise and support the need for higher 
resourcing and longer engagement in climate action, 
ensuring it is far-reaching and far-sighted 

• Demand climate risks assessments of initiatives 
aimed at poverty and vulnerability eradication 

• Support capacity development for programme staff 
in assessing climate vulnerability and in designing 
socially inclusive, gender-responsive climate action 
programmes and 

• Request and support programme-level monitoring, 
evaluation and learning systems, so climate action 
interventions are assessed and are kept responsive.          



Programme staff in missions

• Take up training opportunities for assessing climate 
vulnerability and designing socially inclusive, 
gender-responsive climate action programmes 

• Identify opportunities to increase support of 
socially inclusive, gender-responsive climate action 
across different development sectors 

• Develop climate action for extreme vulnerability 
portfolios that are well sequenced, well 
synchronised and able to generate synergies across 
programmes 

• Conduct climate risk assessments of interventions 
for poverty and vulnerability eradication and  

• Commission and pro-actively engage with 
monitoring, evaluation and learning systems for 
programmes, so climate action interventions are 
assessed and adjusted. 

Delivery partners

• Assess how well current programming addresses 
climate risks to the poorest and most marginalised 
 

• Develop capacity in the approaches and methods 
recommended for socially inclusive, gender-
responsive climate action 

• Generate monitoring, evaluation and learning 
information on how climate action initiatives are 
performing and 

• Access and synthesise local information on climate 
vulnerability and interactions with poverty, food 
security, demographic trends, etc. 
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Arresting climate change is a major global 
challenge of our time and cuts across all 
other development challenges. Ireland is 
future-proofing its development cooperation by 
integrating climate action into all areas, so that 
the poorest and most vulnerable are not left 
further behind by the climate crisis. 

Irish Aid and IIED have identified several themes 
that are central to climate action, especially for 
those furthest behind. Our series of Climate Key 
Sheets includes:

• Climate action and extreme vulnerability
• Climate action and conflict
• Climate action and drylands development
• Climate action for governance programmes
• Climate action and the biodiversity crisis
• Climate action to support trade and green 

growth
• Climate action to support health and human 

nutrition
• Climate action that lessens displacement and 

migration
• Climate action and humanitarian responses
• Climate action for adaptive social protection. 

The Climate Key Sheets have been generated 
with the support of Irish Aid through the Climate 
Change and Development Learning Platform 
(www.climatelearningplatform.org). They aim 
to provide staff of the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade with accessible and cutting-edge 
information and knowledge that can be referred 
to in policy development and programming. They 
build upon the themes set out in the A Better 
World policy paper, and each links to more 
information and sources of expertise. 

The views expressed in the Climate Key 
Sheets are those of the authors and not of the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.
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