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 Abstract 

Climate policy increasingly recognises that unequal social relations shape climate 
risk, yet this recognition has not consistently changed budgets, eligibility rules, or 
outcomes. This article examines where near-universal gender commitments 
weaken and what determines the scale of that loss. Using theory-building thematic 
synthesis, it integrates feminist political ecology, intersectionality, social vulnera-
bility theory, the capabilities approach, and transformative resilience with re-
search on policy evaporation and gradual institutional change. It develops attenu-
ation cascade theory, which proposes that gender commitments carry integration 
depth through six institutional conversions: framing, mandate, budget, eligibility, 
distribution, and outcome. Transmission is multiplicative, making realised depth 
dependent on the weakest conversion rather than the initial strength of commit-
ment. Five propositions address the ordering of integration across analytical do-
mains, concentration of loss at two critical conversions, distributive selectivity of 
formally neutral rules, differential survivability of policy instruments, and the role 
of independent verification in detecting attenuation. Evidence shows that gender 
is referenced in 95.0 per cent of national adaptation plans and by 81.5 per cent of 
Parties in their latest nationally determined contributions, yet fewer than one 
third of assessed contributions provide comprehensive treatment. Only 0.04 to 
about 3 per cent of climate-related development finance identifies gender equality 
as a principal objective. Application of a five-domain rubric to five policy systems 
produces the predicted ordering, although cross-case concordance is weak. The 
article identifies stage-specific instruments and conditions under which the theory 
would fail. 
 

Keywords 

Gender-Transformative Adaptation, Climate Resilience Policy, Policy Evaporation, 
Intersectionality, Climate Finance, Accountability. 

1. Introduction  

1.1. Saturated Commitment, Empty Conversion 

Gender inequality is not a social theme appended to climate risk. It belongs to the causal process through which that risk 
is produced, because the institutions governing land, water, energy, labour, credit, and public services distribute expo-
sure, sensitivity, and adaptive capacity along gendered lines (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Cutter et al., 2003; Sultana, 2014; 
IPCC, 2022). Formal acceptance of this claim is now near universal. As of July 2024, 85.2 per cent of Parties referenced 
gender across their reports and communications under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 
including 81.5 per cent of Parties in their latest nationally determined contributions (NDCs), with gender referenced in 
95.0 per cent of national adaptation plans and 93.8 per cent of national communications (UNFCCC, 2024). The Belém 
Gender Action Plan, adopted at COP30 in November 2025 under Decision 7/CP.30, establishes a nine-year framework
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for 2026 to 2034 comprising 27 activities and 98 deliverables, and for the first time treats unpaid care work, women’s 
health, violence against women and girls, and women environmental defenders as climate policy concerns rather than 
adjacent social issues (UNFCCC, 2025). By standard measures of policy spread, gender mainstreaming in climate govern-
ance has succeeded. 
 
The financial evidence differs, although the size of the gap depends on how the denominator is drawn. The most widely 
cited figure holds that 0.04 per cent of climate-focused official development assistance (ODA) had gender equality as a 
principal objective in 2019 (Byrd & Bagnera, 2022), while analyses applying the Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC) gender marker to climate-related development finance report shares nearer 2 to 3 per cent (OECD, 2022, 2024; 
UN Women, 2024). These figures are not interchangeable, and Section 5.2 treats the divergence rather than adopting the 
most striking number; even the upper estimate sits more than an order of magnitude below the declaratory rates. Pro-
gramme evidence points the same way: 17 per cent of NDCs supported through the UNDP Climate Promise highlighted 
women’s access to finance and 18 per cent referenced gender within a climate finance strategy (UNDP, 2022). Applying 
a 50-indicator instrument across six dimensions to third-iteration NDCs, UN Women found that most countries 
acknowledge gendered climate risk while fewer than one third address it comprehensively (Tabbush & Howell, 2025; UN 
Women, 2025, 2026). The distance between near-universal reference and low single-digit fiscal shares is too large to be 
a definitional artefact alone. It is the phenomenon this article sets out to explain. 

 
1.2. What the Literature has and has Not Established 

Reviews across regions and instruments describe a consistent commitment-implementation gap: gender appears in pre-
ambles rather than sector targets, in consultation rather than authority, and in beneficiary counts rather than asset trans-
fers (Lau et al., 2021; Prakash et al., 2024, 2025). Gender mainstreaming scholarship names the phenomenon more pre-
cisely, describing gender policy as evaporating inside development bureaucracies and showing how mainstreaming in-
struments are emptied and narrowed as they move from organisational statement to operational practice (Longwe, 1997; 
Verloo, 2005; van Eerdewijk, 2014; Milward et al., 2015). 
 
Three limitations remain. Evaporation is a metaphor about organisational culture rather than a model with located con-
version points, so it cannot identify which link in a chain is binding. Judgements of depth are expressed through broad 
labels (tokenistic, shallow, transformative) without stated criteria, so they can be neither compared nor contested. And 
the literature has not adequately theorised how formally gender-neutral administrative rules generate gendered alloca-
tion. Without that mechanism, the standard recommendation to strengthen political will is neither testable nor opera-
tional. 

 
1.3. Contribution 

This article makes three contributions. Theoretically, it develops attenuation cascade theory, converting evaporation 
from a metaphor into a six-stage transmission model with defined constructs, stated scope conditions, an explicit trans-
mission logic, and five propositions that can fail. Analytically, it specifies a five-domain depth rubric with observable 
anchors, so assessments of integration depth become repeatable and contestable. Empirically, it assembles evidence from 
UNFCCC reporting, UNDP, the Climate Policy Initiative, the OECD, and the UN Women Gender Equality and Climate Policy 
Scorecard alongside a structured assessment of five policy systems, and finds that two evidence bases are consistent with 
the same ordering: integration is deepest where it is least costly and shallowest where it would require reallocation. 
 

2. Theoretical Foundations 

2.1. Five Traditions, and What Each Supplies 

Gender enters climate policy as a demographic variable, vulnerability category, participation target, co-benefit, or ques-
tion of rights and power. Policies also constitute the problems they claim to solve. A policy that counts female beneficiar-
ies has already represented the problem as one of reach rather than control (Bacchi, 2009). Five theoretical traditions 
provide distinct analytical roles and supply the five depth domains in Table 3. Table 1 presents these traditions alongside 
the transmission literature discussed in Section 2.2, which supplies the dynamics of attenuation rather than a separate 
domain. 

 
Feminist political ecology begins with the governance of resources. Climate impacts reach everyday life through access 
to land, water, forests, energy, labour, and public services. Property rules, household bargaining, markets, and customary 
institutions govern this access and rarely distribute it neutrally (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Agarwal, 2009). Women hold 
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fewer than 15 per cent of agricultural landholdings globally (Tabbush & Howell, 2025). Yet adaptation options depend 
more on the security of tenure rights than on gender alone (Han et al., 2019; Murken & Gornott, 2022). This tradition 
avoids treating women as natural conservation agents or vulnerability as an individual deficit (Arora-Jonsson, 2011; Lau 
et al., 2021). Intersectionality further rejects the treatment of women as a uniform group (Crenshaw, 1991; Djoudi et al., 
2016). Universal programmes may therefore favour applicants who already possess identification, collateral, time, and 
the ability to meet administrative requirements. 

 
Social vulnerability theory explains why the same hazard produces different outcomes and why coping differs from ad-
aptation (Cutter et al., 2003). Households may survive shocks by reducing meals, withdrawing girls from school, selling 
assets, or increasing unpaid labour. Income recovery may record these responses as resilience even when they shift costs 
to women and girls and weaken future adaptive capacity (Schipper, 2020; Eriksen et al., 2021). Disaster mortality re-
search found that disasters reduce female life expectancy more than male life expectancy, but the effect depends on 
women’s everyday socioeconomic status (Neumayer & Plümper, 2007). Gendered impacts therefore arise from social 
position rather than from gender as a fixed attribute. Panel evidence also indicates that the relationship between gender 
inequality and climate vulnerability operates in both directions (Andrijevic et al., 2020; Eastin, 2018). 
 
The capabilities approach moves assessment from resources delivered to freedoms gained (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2011). 
Kabeer’s (1999) distinction among resources, agency, and achievements explains why delivery alone provides a weak 
measure of empowerment. Evidence from 25 case studies in climate hotspots also shows that environmental stress can 
weaken women’s agency even where household arrangements and legal entitlements appear supportive (Rao et al., 2019; 
Bryan et al., 2024). Climate-related health effects can further restrict women’s substantive choices and adaptive capacity 
(Limaye, 2023). 

 
Transformative resilience distinguishes recovery to an unequal starting point from changes in the structures producing 
risk (Pelling, 2011). The recognition, redistribution, and representation framework derives from Fraser (1995), while 
critical climate justice extends it towards accountability across institutional scales (Sultana, 2022). Representation still 
requires caution. Women’s presence in political institutions is associated with stronger environmental policy in some 
settings, but its effect depends on institutional authority, electoral systems, and economic conditions (Hathaway, 2025). 

Table 1. Theoretical Foundations of Attenuation Cascade Theory 

Tradition Analytical contribu-
tion 

Proposition for policy analy-
sis 

Observable test 

Feminist political ecol-
ogy 

Resource control and 
unpaid labour are gov-
erned by gendered 
power 

Vulnerability is produced by 
institutions governing access 
to land, water, energy and la-
bour, not by proximity to na-
ture 

Does the policy alter owner-
ship or use rights, and re-
distribute rather than add 
to unpaid environmental la-
bour? 

Intersectionality Gendered effects differ 
across class, caste, eth-
nicity, age, disability 
and place 

Uniform targeting advantages 
women who already meet ad-
ministrative requirements 

Are targeting rules audited 
for administrative exclu-
sion, and are data disaggre-
gated beyond sex? 

Social vulnerability the-
ory 

Links social relations to 
exposure, sensitivity 
and adaptive capacity 

Gender inequality belongs to 
the causal structure of climate 
risk, not to themes appended 
to it 

Does assessment distin-
guish coping from adapta-
tion and identify who ab-
sorbed the cost of recovery? 

Capabilities approach Shifts assessment from 
resources delivered to 
freedoms achieved 

Equal delivery produces une-
qual benefit where mobility, 
time, literacy or income con-
trol differ 

Does monitoring measure 
control over assets, time 
use, safety and decision in-
fluence rather than receipt? 

Transformative resili-
ence and climate justice 

Separates recovery to 
an unequal baseline 
from change in risk-
producing structures 

Resilience is transformative 
only where rules and resource 
relations change 

Does the policy move on all 
five depth domains to-
gether? 

Policy evaporation and 
gradual institutional 
change (transmission 

Explains how commit-
ments persist formally 
while their operative 
effect is redirected 

Force is lost at conversion 
points where ambiguous in-
struction meets a specific allo-
cation rule 

Does each commitment 
carry a fiscal or legal code 
that survives a change of 
personnel or priority? 
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logic, not a depth do-
main) 

Note. The first five traditions supply the depth domains specified in Table 3; the sixth supplies the transmission logic for-
malised in Section 4 and is deliberately of a different kind. Sources: Rocheleau et al. (1996); Crenshaw (1991); Cutter et 
al. (2003); Sen (1999); Pelling (2011); Longwe (1997); Mahoney and Thelen (2010). 

2.2. From Evaporation to Attenuation 

The gender mainstreaming literature already has a vocabulary for this loss. Longwe (1997) described the development 
agency as a patriarchal cooking pot in which gender policies evaporate; van Eerdewijk (2014) showed that mainstream-
ing instruments become disconnected between organisational and operational levels; Verloo (2005) distinguished dis-
placement from empowerment; and Milward et al. (2015) asked whether mainstreaming critiques had become dead 
ends. Applied to climate policy, the tradition anticipates what the NDC evidence shows (Terry, 2009; Holvoet & Inberg, 
2014; Huyer et al., 2020; Dankelman & Naidu, 2020). 
 
Three features restrict the metaphor’s usefulness. It is diffuse, identifying no leverage point; attitudinal, locating cause in 
bureaucratic patriarchy rather than in allocation rules that would produce the same distribution under different atti-
tudes; and binary, treating gender content as present or absent rather than progressively filtered. 

 
Two further literatures supply what is missing. Theories of gradual institutional change show that formal rules persist 
while their practical effect is transformed through drift, conversion, and layering, as actors use ambiguity to redirect 
rules without amending them (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). A gender commitment therefore does not need to be repealed 
to lose its effect; it needs only to reach a conversion point where an ambiguous instruction meets a specific allocation 
rule. Field research shows the same dynamic, with participatory processes reproducing rather than changing the rela-
tions driving vulnerability wherever decision authority is not devolved along with the process (Nagoda & Nightingale, 
2017), while policy process theory has been slow to incorporate distributional questions (Heikkilä & Jones, 2022). Atten-
uation cascade theory retains the insight that gender content is lost inside institutions, rejects the assumption that loss 
is diffuse and attitudinal, and specifies where loss occurs, why, and how much occurs at each point. 
 

3. Analytical Approach 

3.1. Design and Evidence Rules 

This is a theory-building article rather than a systematic review. The objective is not to estimate an effect size or establish 
the state of a literature, but to construct and expose to testing an explanatory account of a documented problem. The 
evidence base is selected purposively, following the logic of thematic synthesis: recurring patterns are identified across 
source types, organised into analytical themes that exceed any single source, and used to specify mechanisms the sources 
imply but do not state. Three evidence rules govern the synthesis. 
 
First, sources are used according to the type of evidence they provide. Peer-reviewed empirical studies support claims 
about mechanisms. Institutional reporting supports claims about the existence and content of commitments and is 
treated as evidence of reported activity rather than achieved outcomes unless independently confirmed. Where inde-
pendent assessment contradicts self-reporting, as in the Cichocka et al.’s (2024) analysis of donor gender screening, both 
are reported and the divergence is treated as a finding. 
 
Second, quantitative indicators drawn from different reporting populations display the broad shape of attenuation across 
the policy chain, not the trajectory of a single cohort. The indicators in Figure 1. cover partly overlapping periods and 
different units of analysis, including shares of Parties, assessed NDCs, and expenditure volume. They are not strictly com-
mensurable. The figure is therefore an ordinal profile rather than a measurement of a transmission ratio. 
 
Third, depth is assessed against observable anchors rather than broad labels. Five policy systems (Bangladesh, Rwanda, 
Nepal, the Pacific small island developing states of Fiji and Vanuatu, and the European Union) are scored using the do-
mains and four-level scale in Table 3. The cases were selected purposively to provide contrast across development status, 
region, governance scale, administrative structure, and policy instrument. Bangladesh and Nepal represent climate-vul-
nerable South Asian systems with different approaches to local adaptation; Rwanda provides a centralised system with 
gender representation and budgeting mechanisms; Fiji and Vanuatu combine customary governance with dependence 
on external climate finance; and the European Union represents a supranational regulatory system. Each is cited as a 
comparatively promising case, making the selection useful for examining whether attenuation remains visible where gen-
der commitments would be expected to survive. 
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3.2. What the Case Coding Can and Cannot Establish 

Coding was conducted by a single analyst, so no inter-rater statistic can be reported, and the boundary between levels 2 
and 3 is the most uncertain judgement. Anchors were specified before scoring, ambiguity was resolved to the lower score, 
and the evidence behind each score is presented in Section 5.3 so that scores can be contested. 
 
One limitation bears directly on how Section 5.3 should be read. The rubric’s domains and the ordering asserted in Prop-
osition 1 derive from the same theoretical argument and were applied by the same analyst. The case coding cannot there-
fore constitute an independent test of that proposition, and it is not presented as one. Its function is to demonstrate that 
the rubric discriminates between systems rather than assigning uniform scores, to establish whether the predicted or-
dering is descriptively present, and to expose individual scores to challenge. A genuinely independent test requires cod-
ing by analysts blind to the propositions, specified in Section 7. Where a statistic is reported below, it is reported with its 
limitations, including where it fails to reach conventional significance. 
 

4. Attenuation Cascade Theory 

4.1. Constructs and Scope Conditions 

The theory rests on four defined constructs. A gender commitment is a stated policy intention to alter the gendered dis-
tribution of climate risk, adaptive capacity, or the benefits of climate action. Integration depth is the extent to which a 
commitment, at a given institutional stage, changes rules, resources, or authority rather than language alone; it is ordinal, 
and the anchors in Table 3. make it observable. An institutional conversion is a transition at which a commitment must be 
re-expressed in a different institutional medium: from analytical text into assigned obligation, from obligation into a 
budget code, from budget code into an eligibility rule, from eligibility rule into a realised allocation, and from allocation 
into a measured change in capacity. Attenuation is the loss of integration depth across a conversion; for conversion k, the 

transmission ratio 𝜏ₖ =  𝐷ₖ / 𝐷ₖ₋₁ is the proportion of depth surviving that conversion. 
 
Four scope conditions bound the theory. It applies where (i) the policy chain has institutionally differentiated stages, so 
that framing, mandate, budget, and implementation are distinct moments held by distinct actors; (ii) the commitment 
originates in a discursive instrument rather than in statute or a fixed budget line; (iii) the prior distribution of land, time, 
documentation, and organisational form is unequal by gender; and (iv) allocation rules are formally general rather than 
explicitly gendered. Where these conditions do not hold, the theory makes no claim. 

 
4.2. The theory stated 

Core Statement. Gender commitment loses integration depth multiplicatively across a sequence of six institutional con-
versions. Loss concentrates at conversions where a discursive instrument must be re-expressed as a fiscal or adminis-
trative rule. The magnitude of loss at each conversion is governed by the medium carrying the commitment, not by the 
strength or sincerity of the commitment itself. 
 
Formally, realised depth at the outcome stage is given by Equation 1: 

𝑫₆ =  𝑫₀ ×  𝝉₁ ×  𝝉₂ ×  𝝉₃ ×  𝝉₄ ×  𝝉₅ ×  𝝉₆                          (𝟏) 
and total attenuation is 𝐴 =  1 − ∏𝜏ₖ. Absent a countervailing instrument the theory predicts 𝜏ₖ ≤  1 at 
every conversion. Values above 1 are possible in principle, where a conversion adds depth the previous stage did not 
carry, but they require an actor with authority at that stage and are the exception the stage-specific instruments in Table 
2. are designed to produce. 
 
Two properties follow from multiplicativity, and they carry the theory’s practical content. 

 
The Bottleneck Property. Because depth is transmitted as a product rather than a sum, a conversion with τ close to zero 
renders realised depth insensitive to depth at every upstream stage. Doubling D₀ leaves D₆ effectively unchanged if τ₃ is 
near zero. This explains formally why three decades of increasingly sophisticated framing language have not moved dis-
tributive outcomes, and why the recommendation to strengthen gender integration is not merely vague but potentially 
misdirected, since it usually operates on D₀. 
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The Diagnostic Corollary. If realised depth is governed by min(τₖ), diagnosis means locating the minimum transmission 
ratio in a specific policy system rather than measuring aggregate ambition. This reframes the object of measurement and 
grounds the stage-specific instruments in Table 2. 

 
The formalism is offered as a structure for reasoning rather than an estimable equation. Integration depth is ordinal, so 
τ is not a ratio-scale quantity, and the propositions below are stated in terms of ordering and relative magnitude, which 
ordinal data can support. 

 
4.3. The Six Conversions 

Policy framing recognises gender as a relevant issue; institutional mandate assigns responsibility to a named agency with 
specified authority; budget allocation attaches resources to that mandate; eligibility and implementation determine who 
can access those resources and on what administrative conditions; distribution determines how benefits and burdens 
are shared among those reached; and resilience outcome determines whether exposure, sensitivity, or adaptive capacity 
changed over time. 
 
Each stage fails characteristically. A plan may contain strong language and name no responsible agency; an agency may 
hold a mandate and command no budget; a funded programme may apply eligibility rules that exclude women without 
documented title; and monitoring may count participants without recording control over benefits. Each is a distinct fail-
ure requiring a distinct remedy, and treating them as a single deficit of political will conceals these differences. Table 2. 
gives, for each stage, the conversion required, the mechanism of loss, the evidence signature, and the countervailing in-
strument with the actor able to deploy it. 

 
4.4. Five Propositions 

P1. Depth Gradient. Within a policy system, integration depth is ordered recognition, then representation, then account-
ability, then redistribution, then capabilities. The ordering follows the cost imposed on incumbent allocations: recogni-
tion requires analytical change only; representation requires seats but not necessarily authority; accountability requires 
disclosure and therefore exposure to challenge; redistribution requires reallocation of resources; and capability expan-
sion requires reallocation sustained beyond a project cycle. 
 

P2. Step Attenuation. The sequence of ratios τ₁ to τ₆ is non-uniform, with minima at τ₃ (mandate into budget) and τ₄ 
(budget into eligibility). The observable implication is a step-shaped profile: approximately flat across declaratory indi-
cators, a steep fall into operational content, a further plateau, and a second steep fall at the fiscal boundary. 

 
P3. Neutral-Rule Selectivity. Formally gender-neutral allocation and eligibility criteria produce unequal gendered out-
comes without gendered intent, by interacting with existing inequalities in tenure, documentation, time, and organisa-
tional form. The mechanism requires no discriminatory language and generates outcome data reportable as neutral ad-
ministration. P3 specifies the mechanism operating at τ₄. 

 
P4. Instrument Survivability. τₖ is a function of the medium carrying the commitment rather than of its content. Instru-
ments carried by a specific fiscal or legal code, including budget lines, eligibility criteria, and statutory duties, exhibit 
higher τₖ than discursive instruments, including framing language, strategies, and stated priorities. 

 
P5. Verification Asymmetry. Attenuation is detectable only where verification is held by an actor other than the imple-
menting institution. Where verification is internal, measured τₖ exceeds true τₖ, so measured attenuation in self-reported 
systems is a lower bound on actual attenuation. 

 
4.5. Mechanisms at the Two Critical Conversions 

At the mandate-to-budget conversion, institutional fragmentation combines with rules governing what can be financed. 
Responsibility for gender equality typically rests with a gender ministry, while better-resourced environment, energy, or 
planning ministries control climate portfolios. Gender focal points in climate units often lack technical authority, budgets, 
or influence over programme design. This fragmentation is embedded in the political settlement rather than being a de-
sign oversight, so changes to organisational charts rarely resolve it. The clearest evidence is budgetary. A review of 155 
policy documents and plans in Uganda and Tanzania found gender integrated into policy text but unsupported by budget 
provision in district and lower-level implementation plans (Ampaire et al., 2020). Climate finance criteria deepen this 
problem. Fiduciary standards, minimum project scales, and definitions of investable return favour large infrastructure, 
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formal organisations, and measurable returns. Grassroots adaptation, care infrastructure, and locally led ecosystem man-
agement often appear too small or difficult to aggregate. The resulting allocation is gendered despite neutral rules, while 
the elite capture found in low-carbon transitions operates in similar ways (Sovacool & Brisbois, 2019; Zhao et al., 2025). 

 
At the budget-to-eligibility conversion, neutral access rules interact with prior inequality. Access commonly requires 
documented title or collateral, formal identification, organisational registration, auditable financial records, proposal ca-
pacity, co-financing, and attendance at scheduled meetings. These requirements serve legitimate control purposes but 
encounter existing disadvantages. Title requirements meet tenure systems in which women hold fewer than 15 per cent 
of agricultural landholdings (Tabbush & Howell, 2025). Registration requirements disadvantage informal women’s col-
lectives, while scheduled meetings conflict with unpaid care responsibilities. The conversion is therefore procedurally 
fair but distributively selective. It escapes accountability systems that assess whether gender was considered rather than 
whether access was equal. Upstream policy language cannot alter an eligibility rule. As established in Section 4.2, up-
stream depth cannot compensate for a low τ₄. 

Table 2. The Attenuation Cascade: Conversions, Mechanisms, Evidence and Countervailing Instruments 

Stage Conversion 
required 

Mechanism of loss Evidence signature Countervailing instrument 
(actor) 

1 Fram-
ing 

Recognition 
into obliga-
tion 

Gender enters as preamble 
and cross-cutting theme, 
creating no downstream 
duty 

81.5% of Parties reference 
gender in latest NDCs; 
54.9% in LT-LEDS 

Analysis tied to at least one 
sector target with baseline 
and endline (governments) 

2 Man-
date 

Obligation 
into as-
signed au-
thority 

Responsibility split be-
tween gender and environ-
ment ministries with asym-
metric authority and 
budget 

45% embed national gen-
der machinery in climate 
coordination 

Named post with signature 
authority over programme 
design and a recurrent 
budget code (environment 
and finance ministries) 

3 Budget Authority 
into re-
sources 

Criteria favouring scale, for-
mal intermediaries, collat-
eral and measurable return 
allocate along gendered 
lines without gendered 
rules 

0.04% to about 3% of cli-
mate-related development 
finance gender-principal; 
18% of UNDP-supported 
NDCs cite gender in a fi-
nance strategy 

Minimum allocation with 
transparent marker criteria 
and externally verified 
marker assignment (finance 
ministries, GCF, GEF, donors) 

4 Eligi-
bility 

Resources 
into access 

Formally neutral require-
ments on title, registration, 
proposal capacity and at-
tendance interact with 
prior inequality 

Women hold under 15% 
of agricultural landhold-
ings; women’s organisa-
tions excluded from appli-
cation processes 

Simplified applications, 
recognition of collective and 
informal tenure, funded pro-
posal support, direct-access 
windows (funds, implement-
ing entities) 

5 Distri-
bution 

Access into 
benefit 

Interventions reach women 
while transferring unpaid 
labour or exposing them to 
backlash over changed re-
source control 

Adaptation redistributes 
rather than reduces vul-
nerability where bargain-
ing is unaddressed 

Time-use and maladaptation 
warning indicators against a 
matched baseline (imple-
menting agencies, statistical 
offices) 

6 Out-
come 

Benefit into 
durable ca-
pacity 

Monitoring records partici-
pation and delivery rather 
than control, agency and 
durability 

Self-reported donor com-
mitment diverges from in-
dependent screening 

Independent verification 
with remedies, and remeas-
urement two years after 
close (audit institutions, 
UNFCCC, civil society) 

Note. ODA = official development assistance; GCF = Green Climate Fund; GEF = Global Environment Facility; LT-LEDS = 
long-term low-emission development strategies. Evidence drawn from UNFCCC (2024), UN Women (2024, 2025, 2026), 
UNDP (2022) and Murray and Mandujano (2025), Byrd and Bagnera (2022), OECD (2022, 2024), Ampaire et al. (2020), 
Tabbush and Howell (2025), Cichocka et al. (2024), Schipper (2020) and Eriksen et al. (2021). Indicators in column four 
come from different reporting populations and are signatures of the predicted pattern rather than estimates of τ. 
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5. Thematic Synthesis 

5.1. Theme One: Declaratory Saturation and its Ceiling 

Gender references increased from a small minority of first-generation intended NDCs in 2015 to 81.5 per cent of Parties 
by July 2024 (UNFCCC, 2024). Yet frequency remains a poor proxy for depth. Gender language commonly appears in 
preambles and cross-cutting themes rather than in sector targets, implementation measures, or financing commitments. 
A review of adaptation programmes across 31 countries identified this pattern before the Paris cycle (Holvoet & Inberg, 
2014), and the following decade has not corrected it. 

 
Variation within the declaratory tier supports P4. Gender references are highest in national adaptation plans at 95.0 per 
cent and national communications at 93.8 per cent, both reporting instruments. They fall to 54.9 per cent in long-term 
low-emission development strategies, which are closer to long-term investment planning (UNFCCC, 2024). Thus, the in-
strument nearest to resource commitment carries the least gender content. 

 
The UN Women Gender Equality and Climate Policy Scorecard provides the most structured evidence, using 50 indicators 
across unpaid care, economic security, health, gender-based violence, participation and leadership, and cross-cutting 
mainstreaming (Tabbush & Howell, 2025; UN Women, 2025). Among the first 32 third-iteration NDCs assessed, 26 con-
tained at least one gender-responsive commitment, but only ten addressed gender comprehensively across five or six 
dimensions. Assessment of 67 NDCs sustained this pattern (UN Women, 2026). Economic security and participation re-
ceive greater attention than unpaid care, health, and gender-based violence, while loss and damage accounts for only a 
small share. This provides independent evidence of the depth gradient proposed in P1. 

 
Institutional evidence places mandate between framing and finance. By 2025, 45 per cent of countries had included na-
tional gender equality machinery in climate coordination mechanisms, while at least 34 had adopted a gender and climate 
strategy (UN Women, 2025). These values lie between near-universal framing and low single-digit fiscal shares, support-
ing graded rather than binary loss. 

 
The Belém Gender Action Plan is more operationally detailed and intersectionally specific than its predecessors (UNFCCC, 
2025), but its accountability remains limited. Implementation depends on Party action and monitoring through existing 
reporting channels. The first structured assessment will begin in June 2029 and conclude in November 2029. Until then, 
implementation evidence will remain largely self-reported, without independent verification or financial consequences 
for non-compliance. Consistent with P5, this design is likely to understate actual attenuation. 

 
5.2. Theme Two: The Fiscal and Eligibility Bottleneck 

Figure 1. Presents The Available Quantitative Indicators as a Cascade Profile On a Logarithmic Axis, Which Makes the 
Lower Stages Visible. Three Features Are Important. 
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Figure 1. The attenuation cascade in gender-sensitive climate resilience policy. Indicators are drawn from UNFCCC 
(2024), UN Women (2025, 2026), UNDP (2022), Byrd and Bagnera (2022) and OECD (2022, 2024). The vertical bar at 
the fiscal indicator shows the range between the 0.04 per cent estimate for climate-focused ODA in 2019 and DAC-
marker-based estimates of about 3 per cent. Indicators originate in different reporting populations and do not form a 
longitudinal series, so the figure shows the ordinal shape of attenuation across the policy chain rather than the passage 
of a single cohort through it. 

First, the magnitude requires careful interpretation. The widely cited estimate of 0.04 per cent comes from an analysis of 
climate-focused ODA in 2019 (Byrd & Bagnera, 2022). Analyses using the DAC gender marker report that 2 to 3 per cent 
of climate-related development finance identifies gender equality as a principal objective (OECD, 2022, 2024; UN Women, 
2024). Differences in denominators, reporting years, and treatment of overlapping climate and gender markers explain 
part of this divergence. Figure 1 therefore presents both bounds. Despite this uncertainty, the gap between declaratory 
rates of 81.5 to 95.0 per cent and fiscal shares of 0.04 to 3 per cent spans approximately one and a half to three and a half 
orders of magnitude. The indicators cannot be interpreted as a transmission ratio because their numerators and denom-
inators differ. They establish an ordering rather than a coefficient. 

 
Second, the shape provides a qualitative test of P2. The profile remains nearly flat across declaratory indicators, falls at 
operational content, plateaus, and falls sharply again at the fiscal boundary. This step pattern locates the main constraints 
where mandate becomes budget and budgeted intention becomes eligibility rules. It supports P2 rather than an alterna-
tive expectation of proportional decline across all stages. 

 
Third, even leading performers experience these losses. In 2022, less than one third of France’s climate-marked assis-
tance identified gender as a principal objective, against a target of 75 per cent. Gender screening of United Kingdom 
international climate finance also declined between 2022 and 2024 (Cichocka et al., 2024). Green Climate Fund policy 
requires gender analysis and monitoring, but longer-term review finds limited achievement of transformative outcomes 
beyond procedural compliance (Murray & Mandujano, 2025). Application requirements are therefore more likely to be 
satisfied than outcome requirements at disbursement, reproducing the cascade within a single institution. 
 

5.3 Theme Three: The Depth Signature Across Policy Systems 

Table 3. specifies the five-domain rubric and reports domain means; Table 4. gives the full case by domain matrix, also 
shown in Figure 2. Mean depth is highest for recognition (2.2), followed by representation (1.8), accountability (1.6), 
redistribution (1.4), and capabilities (1.2). No case reaches the transformative level on redistribution or capabilities, and 
the only transformative scores are on recognition, in Nepal and the Pacific states. The aggregate ordering is monotonic 
in the direction P1 predicts. 
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That ordering should not be overstated. Treating the five cases as independent raters of the five domains gives a Kendall 

coefficient of concordance of 𝑊 =  0.32 (𝜒²(4)  =  6.44, 𝑝 =  0.17), which does not reach conventional sig-
nificance. The aggregate gradient therefore reflects consistent direction rather than strong agreement, and the European 
Union case runs against it on two domains. Combined with the design limitation in Section 3.2, the correct conclusion is 
that the case evidence is consistent with P1 and does not confirm it. Stronger support comes from the Scorecard’s inde-
pendent finding that measures concentrate in economic security and participation while unpaid care, health, and gender-
based violence lag, since that ordering was produced by other analysts using other criteria. 

 

Table 3. Five-Domain Depth Rubric with Scoring Anchors and Observed Means 

Domain Core question Scoring anchors Mean 
(n = 5) 

Recogni-
tion 

Whose risks, knowledge 
and identities are made 
visible? 

0 differentiated effects not acknowledged; 1 women named as vul-
nerable without differentiation; 2 risk assessment differentiated 
within the category of women; 3 marginalised groups shape how 
problems are defined 

2.2 

Repre-
senta-
tion 

Who participates, sets 
priorities and holds deci-
sion authority? 

0 no provision; 1 consultation without defined influence; 2 formal 
seats, quotas or committee membership; 3 documented evidence 
that participation changed a decision or allocation 

1.8 

Account-
ability 

Can commitments be 
monitored, challenged 
and corrected? 

0 no monitoring; 1 reporting without indicator; 2 indicators defined 
and reported by the implementing institution; 3 independent veri-
fication with consequences and remedies 

1.6 

Redistri-
bution 

Who controls finance, as-
sets, technology, time 
and benefits? 

0 allocation not examined by gender; 1 inequality acknowledged in 
text only; 2 budget lines, quotas or services adapted; 3 resources 
and unpaid burdens measurably shift 

1.4 

Capabili-
ties 

Do people gain real free-
dom to anticipate, adapt 
and recover? 

0 outcomes measured as delivery only; 1 barriers to use acknowl-
edged; 2 effective access demonstrated, not only provision; 3 adap-
tation expands substantive choice without harmful coping 

1.2 

 

Note. Anchors are observable conditions, so scores can be defended or contested against evidence. The rubric is non-com-
pensatory: strength in one domain does not offset weakness in another. Means are the author’s coding of five policy sys-
tems, assigned conservatively with ambiguity resolved to the lower score, and should be read as a structured argument 
about relative depth rather than as measurement. 

Table 4. Depth Scores by Policy System and Domain 

Policy system Recognition Representation Accountability Redistribution Capabilities Case mean 
Bangladesh 2 2 1 1 1 1.4 
Rwanda 2 2 2 2 1 1.8 
Nepal 3 2 2 1 2 2.0 
Pacific SIDS 3 2 1 1 1 1.6 
European Union 1 1 2 2 1 1.4 
Domain mean 2.2 1.8 1.6 1.4 1.2 1.64 

 

Note. Pacific SIDS = Fiji and Vanuatu. Scale: 0 gender-blind, 1 gender-aware, 2 gender-responsive, 3 gender-transforma-
tive. Kendall’s W across the five cases = 0.32, χ²(4) = 6.44, p = 0.17. 

The South Asian cases combine strong analysis with weak distributive effect. Bangladesh’s adaptation processes include 
gender-disaggregated vulnerability assessment and support for women’s participation in local adaptation committees 
(Azad & Pritchard, 2023), yet barriers to secure tenure persist and climate finance flows predominantly to infrastructure 
in which women are not direct beneficiaries. Project-scale analysis reinforces the point, with participation outcomes var-
ying by marital status, land access, and household position, so that programmes reaching women as a category often miss 
those whose adaptive capacity is most constrained (Jannat & Kusakabe, 2024).  
 
Nepal’s Gender Equality and Social Inclusion strategy operationalises intersectionality rather than only invoking it, and 
early warning access has been extended to rural women in hill and mountain communities (Prakash et al., 2024), pro-
ducing the only capabilities score of 2 in the set. The constraint is that such practices remain project-dependent rather 
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than embedded in systems with reliable budget lines, a mandate-to-budget failure in the sense of P4 (Nagoda & Nightin-
gale, 2017). 

 
Rwanda shows the broadest representation. The constitutional 30 per cent parliamentary quota, extended into environ-
ment and local adaptation committees, has increased women’s presence in decision spaces, and the NDC incorporates 
gender-responsive budgeting (Prakash et al., 2024). It scores 2 rather than 3 on representation because the transforma-
tive anchor requires evidence that participation changed decisions rather than attendance. This is the most consequential 
scoring decision here: a reviewer treating quota-driven presence as sufficient would score 3 and raise the representation 
mean to 2.0, leaving the gradient’s direction unchanged. 

 
The Pacific and European cases show opposite profiles, and together they suggest that depth does not track income. 
Pacific island states have formally recognised women’s custodianship of coastal and marine ecosystems in national ad-
aptation frameworks (Lau et al., 2021), scoring 3 on recognition, while women’s organisations report chronic underfund-
ing and exclusion from application processes requiring unsupported technical capacity, scoring 1 on redistribution, ca-
pabilities, and accountability. This is the clearest available demonstration that recognition is separable from redistribu-
tion and does not automatically generate it.  
 
The European Union inverts the profile: gender impact assessment is required across EU-funded climate programmes, 
scoring 2 on both redistribution and accountability, while recognition scores 1 because the regulatory approach treats 
gender as procedural compliance rather than as an analytical question about who bears differentiated risk, with blind 
spots persisting most visibly in the renewable energy transition. Rwanda reaches the same pair of scores through budg-
eting rules rather than programme-level assessment, which is consistent with P4: what the two share is a fiscal or regu-
latory carrier, not a political tradition. 

 
Figure 2. Depth scores by policy system and analytical domain. Scores follow the anchors in Table 3: 0 gender-blind, 1 
gender-aware, 2 gender-responsive, 3 gender-transformative. Domain means appear below each column. Scores are the 
author’s coding and should be read as a structured argument about relative depth rather than as measurement. 

A plausible alternative reading deserves statement. Recognition might simply be easier to evidence in policy documents, 
so the gradient could reflect documentary visibility rather than substantive depth. Two considerations argue against this 
without eliminating it. Redistribution and capabilities are not undocumented in these cases; they are documented as 
gaps, with sources identifying tenure exclusion in Bangladesh, finance constraints in Rwanda, and underfunding of 
women’s organisations in the Pacific. And the fiscal evidence in Figure 1. produces the same ordering from a different 
evidence base, and agreement between a document-coded signature and an expenditure-based one is more consistent 
with a substantive pattern than with a documentary artefact. 

 

6. Boundary Conditions and Falsification 

A useful theory must be capable of failure. The cascade therefore has four boundary conditions and four falsification 
criteria.  
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First, the theory assumes the institutional differentiation specified in scope condition (i). It loses diagnostic power where 
stages collapse, as in highly centralised or small administrations where one ministry performs several functions, or where 
donor projects bypass state budgets. The Pacific cases lie closest to this boundary. 
 
Second, the theory treats recognition as separable from redistribution, not as unimportant. Nepal suggests that intersec-
tional recognition may precede and enable expanded early warning access. If recognition is necessary but insufficient for 
redistribution, the theory’s emphasis would change without invalidating the cascade. 

 
Third, both bounds of the fiscal indicator exclude finance where gender is a significant rather than principal objective, 
domestic public expenditure, and unmarked interventions benefiting women. Fuller accounting would increase the fiscal 
share and reduce the slope, but not necessarily change its direction. Reporting bias works in the opposite direction be-
cause institutional sources may overstate success, yet the observed depth scores remain low. 

 
Fourth, the formalism assumes that depth at stage k depends only on depth at stage k−1. It excludes feedback for tracta-
bility, although later failures may alter earlier stages. Repeated disbursement failure, for example, may weaken framing 
ambition in a subsequent planning cycle. 

 
Four findings would falsify the propositions. P4 would fail if systems with specific mandates and attached budgets 
showed the same attenuation as systems without them. P3 would fail if eligibility audits found no differences in applica-
tion, approval, or disbursement under formally neutral rules. P2 would fail if longitudinal tracing found losses distributed 
evenly rather than concentrated at two conversions. P1 would fail if independent blind coding produced no consistent 
ordering of domain depth. 
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7. Implications 
 
Stage-specific attenuation requires stage-specific remedies. General calls to strengthen gender integration are operation-
ally weak because they do not identify where loss occurs. Three design principles follow from Section 4.2. Instruments 
must address the stage of loss because stronger framing cannot correct eligibility failure. Each commitment requires a 
verifiable indicator held by an actor other than the implementing institution, as proposed in P5. Instruments must also 
be selected for their ability to survive institutional conversion, as proposed in P4. Table 2. identifies suitable instruments 
and the actors able to deploy them. 

 
Minimum allocation targets for gender-responsive climate finance require caution. These targets operate at the budget 
stage and are verified through marker assignment. They may therefore be met by relabelling existing expenditure rather 
than reallocating resources. Increasing the marked share without changing eligibility rules raises the stage-three indica-
tor while leaving the stage-four mechanism unchanged. In formal terms, it raises D₃ without changing τ₄ and therefore 
cannot materially increase D₆. Allocation targets should be combined with transparent marker criteria, independent ver-
ification, direct-access windows, simplified procedures, and public reporting on final beneficiaries. Without these 
measures, a target may move the point of loss rather than reduce it. 

 
Measurement should connect indicators across the results chain. Kabeer’s (1999) distinction among resources, agency, 
and achievements provides an organising logic because resource delivery alone does not show whether agency or 
achievement followed. Measurement should also detect unintended harm, including increased unpaid work, debt stress, 
elite capture, digital exclusion, violence linked to changing resource control, and displacement of informal users by ad-
aptation infrastructure (Schipper, 2020; Eriksen et al., 2021). Disaggregation should address a defined analytical purpose 
without exposing marginalised groups to stigma or retaliation. Since norms and perceived agency influence participation 
alongside information, assessment should combine quantitative and qualitative methods (Goli et al., 2020). 

 
Five research designs could test the theory. Single-jurisdiction cascade tracing could follow defined commitments 
through mandate, budget, disbursement, and beneficiary distribution over one planning cycle, turning Figure 1 into a 
longitudinal estimate of τ. Matched comparisons of systems with similar framing but different budget attachment could 
test P4. Administrative audits of application, approval, and disbursement could test P3. Post-project capability measure-
ment could assess whether gains persist. Independent coders blind to the propositions could apply the Table 3 rubric 
and provide the test of P1 that Section 5.3 cannot. Future comparisons should also include under-represented regions, 
particularly Latin America and Francophone Africa. 
 

8. Conclusion 
 
Gender inequality and climate vulnerability arise through related social structures. Many of the conditions shaping adap-
tive capacity also reproduce gender inequality (Andrijevic et al., 2020; Eastin, 2018). International climate policy has 
recognised this relationship with increasing precision, with the Belém Gender Action Plan providing its most detailed 
operational expression. 

 
This article argues that the failure to convert recognition into outcomes is better understood as an attenuation cascade 
than as a general implementation gap. Gender commitment passes through six institutional conversions and loses inte-
gration depth multiplicatively. Realised depth is therefore governed by the weakest conversion rather than the ambition 
of the initial commitment. Loss concentrates where mandate becomes budget and where budget becomes eligibility. At 
these points, apparently neutral financial and administrative rules interact with prior inequalities in land, time, docu-
mentation, and organisational form to create selective access without explicit discriminatory intent. 

 
The practical implication is a change in priority. The central constraint is neither a shortage of commitment language nor 
simply a lack of sincerity, but the absence of instruments that survive conversion. Budget lines endure where stated pri-
orities do not. Eligibility rules govern access regardless of the framing that authorised them. Independent verification 
reveals attenuation that self-reporting may conceal. Further effort at the framing stage offers limited benefit, while action 
at the budget and eligibility stages addresses the losses identified by the evidence. Women in climate-exposed commu-
nities already build resilience through knowledge sharing, collective resource management, and solidarity. The task of 
climate governance is not to create this resilience, but to stop attenuating the commitments intended to support it. 
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