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Abstract
Island communities are the targets for a wide range of interventions designed to help them 
adapt to climate change. A growing body of research explores the equity and justice impli-
cations of adaptation policies and programmes, revealing they often exacerbate, rather 
than alleviate, inequality within at-risk communities. This paper pushes beyond existing 
understandings of climate justice, which prioritise its distributive and procedural aspects. 
Through household surveys, interviews and participant observation, the paper presents a 
case study of a major adaptation project in a small island community in the Philippines, 
paying particular attention to its equity implications at the local level. It describes how 
local politics and power relations distorted the well-intentioned aims of the project and 
resulted in the project exacerbating, rather than alleviating, pre-existing inequality. Climate 
change adaptation is a deeply political process that is easily subverted by the interests of 
the powerful. To mitigate the influence of power and politics in future climate adaptation 
projects, we present an expanded multidimensional framework for assessing adaptative jus-
tice that incorporates the neglected aspects of recognition and structure.

Keywords  Climate justice · Climate change adaptation · Island community · Fairness · In 
situ adaptation · Philippines

1  Introduction

Extreme weather events are likely to become more frequent in the coming decades with 
serious implications for many disadvantaged communities in coastal areas and small island 
nations (IPCC 2014). Recognising these growing risks, national governments, multilateral 
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institutions, and NGOs are investing heavily in a wide range of climate change adapta-
tion projects around the world. For instance, the World Bank (2019) has committed to 
boost adaptation financing to $50 billion from 2021 to 2025 as it plans to support, among 
other things, ‘at least 20 countries… adopt measures to increase their resilience to climate-
related shocks in coastal areas’. While these types of projects are essential to reduce the 
vulnerability of at-risk communities, there is increasing recognition of their unintended 
negative effects (Barnett and O’Neill 2010; Eriksen et al. 2011). In their review of 34 adap-
tation interventions in several developing countries, Eriksen et  al. (2021) illustrate how 
adaptation projects can reinforce, redistribute or introduce new sources of vulnerability. 
Others warn that adaptation projects are often framed in a top-down manner, leading to 
inequitable distribution of benefits and the creation of winners and losers (O’Brien and 
Leichenko 2003; Thomas and Twyman 2005). Some argue these unintended consequences 
might be avoided if more attention was paid to the concept of justice when designing and 
implementing adaptation projects (Graham et al. 2015; Paavola and Adger 2006).

In this paper, we expand upon this line of reasoning by arguing the existing literature 
on just adaptation is overly reliant on the concepts of distributive and procedural justice 
(see for example, Adger et al. 2016; See and Wilmsen 2020). We argue for greater atten-
tion to be paid to pre-existing inequalities in the distribution of wealth, political power and 
climate risks (Mikulewicz 2018) and the issues of cultural, social and political recognition 
(Fraser 2009; Schlosberg 2012). To this end, we propose a framework adapted from Pas-
cual et al. (2014) that accounts for the four main dimensions of adaptative justice − dis-
tributional, procedural, recognitional and structural (Pascual et al. use contextual)1 – and 
makes explicit the main causal connections between them. We use this adapted framework 
to analyse a large-scale climate adaptation project carried out by three international NGOs 
on Tambaliza island in the Philippines.

The paper is divided into five sections. First, we review the existing literature on just 
adaptation, tracing the intellectual evolution of the concept, before introducing our frame-
work of adaptative justice. Second, we present the case study, describing the study site, 
the NGOs and communities involved, and the suite of adaptative interventions. Third, we 
describe our research methods and the indicators used to evaluate our case study through 
the lens of adaptative justice. We then analyse and explain the successes and failures of 
these interventions using the adapted framework. In the final section we reflect on the les-
sons emerging from our case study and framework.

2 � Just adaptation to climate change: A multidimensional framework

The concept of adaptative justice has its origins in the environmental justice movement of 
the early 1980s, which began with protests in the United States against the dumping of toxic 
waste in poor African-American neighbourhoods. Reflecting this history, the early envi-
ronmental justice literature focused heavily on issues of race and social class (Schlosberg 
2004). Over time, the field broadened its horizons; ‘a topical expansion has coincided with 
geographical broadening of the application of the environmental justice frame’ (Schlosberg 
and Collins 2014; see also Edwards et al. 2016). For example, Togias et al. (2010) analyse 
how low income communities are more likely to be exposed to asthma-inducing pesticides, 
and Martin et  al. (2013) describe how the concept of environmental justice has shaped 

1  We prefer structural to contextual as it delineates the social structure that perpetuates inequity.
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biodiversity conservation. More recently, Mah and Wang (2019) deployed an environmen-
tal justice framework to analyse the impacts of oil pollution on workers in Nanjing, China.

The relationship between climate change and environmental justice was first explored in 
Weiss’ (1989) book on intergenerational justice and was expanded in the 1990s, spawning 
the now ubiquitous term ‘climate justice’. The early literature in this area deployed the lan-
guage of human rights and invoked a diverse set of principles – from historical responsibil-
ity to per capita equity to intergenerational equity (Shue 1999) – as it grappled to find an 
operational definition of climate justice. Researchers have also deployed an environmental 
justice framework to analyse the mechanisms through which the risks, costs and benefits of 
climate change are unequally distributed between and within communities (Graham et al. 
2015; Paavola and Adger 2006) and how justice can be advanced in the context of these 
systemic inequities (Barrett 2013; Graham et al. 2018). A subset of the climate justice lit-
erature – which we call, adaptative justice – explores the ethical and distributional impli-
cations of adaptation policies and projects (Bulkeley et al. 2013; See and Wilmsen 2020; 
Wilmsen and Rogers 2019).

The existing literature on just adaptation relies heavily on two specific conceptions of 
justice – distributive and procedural justice. The former is concerned with who enjoys the 
benefits and who bears the costs of adaptation policies and projects (Dawson et al. 2018). 
McDermott et al. (2013) argue that theories of distributive justice can be categorised either 
as consequence-based or rules-based. Proponents of the former (also known as utilitar-
ians) consider social actions to be just if the generated welfare gains outweigh the losses 
(Mill 1998). Advocates of the latter consider social actions to be just if they result from 
the application of fair rules. An example of a rules-based approach to distributive justice 
is prioritanism which gives importance to those who are relatively worse off in society 
(Adler 2012). Sikor et al. (2014) warn that it is difficult to justify the utilitarian principle 
of the aggregate good in a setting such as the Global South where there is pronounced 
economic inequality. Adams et  al. (2004) also cited instances where environmental gov-
ernance guided by utilitarianism displaced vulnerable people and excluded them from key 
sources of livelihood. Our understanding of distributive justice thus follows prioritanism, 
which means that those with the greatest needs should be given the greatest benefits from 
adaptation programmes.

Procedural justice refers to the fairness of institutional processes through which pol-
icy and project decisions are made (Young 1990). It is concerned with questions of due 
process – such as whose voices are heard and whose interests prevail in decision-making 
fora (Martin et al. 2014, 2015). According to Adger et al. (2006), ‘participation of most 
impacted and vulnerable groups is vital for adaptation planning in all developing coun-
tries’. Scholars have recently expanded the conceptualisation of procedural justice to 
include other norms such as accuracy, transparency, correctability and reciprocity (Brand-
stedt and Brülde 2019). Others also stress the importance of addressing procedural justice 
in climate adaptation. Holland (2017), for instance, states that theories of procedural jus-
tice help ‘conceptualise, deconstruct, and propose solutions to structural inequalities that 
make some people the subjects of institutionalised forms of domination’.

While distributive and procedural justice both possess a unique emphasis and objective, 
scholars argue that these should be addressed simultaneously in a broader and inclusive 
understanding of climate justice (Bulkeley et al. 2014; Schlosberg 2007). There is a clear 
link between the two: distributive justice is unlikely to be achieved without procedural jus-
tice. However, recent scholars highlight the need for a multidimensional conceptualisation 
of justice and contend that other factors, such as recognition and social structure, should 
also be taken seriously (Pascual et al. 2014). Recognitional justice refers to the extent in 
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which groups are granted status, legitimacy and respect so they can take part and ade-
quately represent their interests and positions (Popke et al. 2016). According to Honneth 
(1995), failure to recognise the existence and rights of particular social groups constrains 
opportunities and inflicts harm upon them through degradation and devaluation, and there-
fore constitutes a form of injustice in its own right. The remedy for such injustice is ‘rec-
ognition for the previously discriminated against, derided, or ignored to gain participatory 
parity’ ((Schlosberg 2012), p. 452). The principle of participatory parity demands all peo-
ple be able to engage in social life as peers (Fraser 2010) and requires significant invest-
ments of time, energy and resources into making sure all voices are recognised, included 
and incorporated into policy and project decisions.

The literature also identifies a fourth dimension of justice – structural context – that 
underpins the three dimensions mentioned above. We draw upon Young’s (2011) inter-
pretation of structural injustice as ‘structural processes (that) put large groups of persons 
under systematic threat of domination or deprivation… at the same time that these pro-
cesses enable others to dominate or to have a wide range of opportunities… available to 
them’. This type of injustice is not traceable to specific individual actions, but is the result 
of large scale processes comprising the confluence between social norms, institutional 
rules, as well as individual and collective actions (Beck 2020). In this paper, we not only 
look at the uneven playing field brought about by pre-existing asymmetries in wealth and 
power (McDermott et  al. 2013), we also explore social arrangements and structures that 
may be deeply implicated in the production and persistence of inequities in the first place.

The distinction between the four different forms of justice - distributive, procedural, 
recognitional and structural - is for analytical purposes. In practice, the four facets of jus-
tice are mutually reinforcing: without recognition or a strong understanding of pre-existing 
contexts, procedural justice is impossible to achieve, and distribution is likely to be inequi-
table. For example, if politicians, bureaucrats and project proponents fail to recognise the 
existence and needs of vulnerable groups – or these groups lack the resources to ensure 
their voices are heard − they have little hope of participating meaningfully in decision 
making processes and, thereby, achieving procedural justice and distributive justice (Franks 
and Schreckenberg 2015). These relationships are captured in Pascual et al.’s (2014) ‘Four 
Dimensions of Social Equity’ Framework which extends McDermott et al.’s (2013) three 
dimensional equity framework (distributional, procedural and contextual) to include recog-
nitional equity. Both scholars developed and applied their frameworks to the field of eco-
logical conservation to expand what they saw as a one-dimensional focus on equity in the 
delivery of ecosystem services. In this study we adapt this framework to expand what we 
observe as a two-dimensional view of adaptative justice in the climate change literature 
(see Fig. 1).

Our framework makes a few important amendments to Pascual et  al. (2014). We use 
a pyramid structure to recognise the hierarchical relationship between structural, recogni-
tional, procedural and distributive conceptions of justice. We draw attention to how these 
different conceptions of justice focus the analytical gaze on different parts of the process by 
which policymakers and project proponents define problems and identify targets (context), 
engage and negotiate with stakeholders (process), and implement and assess their adapta-
tive interventions (outcomes). We place structural and recognitional justice at the bottom 
of the pyramid to emphasise that procedural and distributive injustices often result from 
an earlier failure to recognise the rights – and indeed, existence – of particularly vulner-
able groups and pre-existing inequalities in the distribution of economic resources, politi-
cal power and climate risks. Recognitional injustice – defined by Fraser (1997) as domina-
tion, nonrecognition and disrespect – might be considered a sub-category of (pre-existing) 
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structural injustice. However, we give recognitional justice independent status in our 
framework because questions of culture, identity and respect are too often neglected by 
policymakers and project proponents. In the longer term, distributive (in)justice feeds back 
into recognitional and structural (in)justice, but for simplicity’s sake this is not marked in 
Fig. 1.

3 � Case study background

The focus of our case study was a series of adaptation projects carried out on Tambaliza 
island in the northeast of Iloilo province in the Philippines. The island has a land area of 
approximately 775 square hectares and a population of 3403, comprising 719 households 
(Philippine Statistics Authority 2017). Its primary source of income is fishing, followed by 
farming. Several households also raise poultry and livestock for local consumption. The 
barangay2 of Tambaliza is divided into seven sitios. Six of these sitios (Proper, Banban, 
Bat-os, Guinmisahan, Pasil and Punting) are coterminous, with the remaining sitio (Bot-
log) geographically isolated from the rest (Fig. 2).

Tambaliza is susceptible to four climate-related hazards: storm surges, sea level rise, 
typhoons and droughts (Bgy Tambaliza 2012). While all sitios are susceptible to sea 
level rise, typhoon and drought, Botlog, Bat-os and Punting are exposed to the Visayan 
Sea and are particularly vulnerable to storm surges. Abian (2016) estimates that 40% 
of households that reside within 40  m of the sea on Tambaliza will be completely 

Fig. 1   Adaptative justice analytic framework. Source: Authors

2  A barangay is the smallest administrative unit in the Philippines.

Page 5 of 21    16Climatic Change (2022) 170: 16



1 3

inundated by 2035. The Municipal Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Plan of 
Concepcion (2017, p. 20) states that the entire municipality (including Tambaliza) has 
‘typhoon and drought severity ratings of 100% based on the probability of occurrence 
and percentage of impact’. Typhoons usually result in metre high floods, which cause 
significant damage to rice fields. During the summer, sources of water on Tambaliza 
often dry up, ‘affecting vegetation, livestock and people… (who) fear the burdensome 
process of fetching water from other areas’ ((Municipality of Concepcion 2017), p. 25).

Tambaliza is located in the municipality of Concepcion, one of the most disadvan-
taged municipalities in Iloilo, with a poverty incidence of 57.1% (National Statistical 
Coordinating Board 2009). Living conditions on the island are severely impacted by 
extreme weather events. In November 2013, Typhoon Haiyan destroyed 2662 boats, 
amounting to 900,000 USD ((Municipality of Concepcion 2017), p. 17) and damaged 
2956.42 ha of agricultural land worth 1.7 million USD ((Municipality of Concepcion 
2017), p. 16). Infrastructure such as electricity, roads and government buildings were 
also damaged (Lum and Margesson 2014). While all the sitios on Tambaliza were dras-
tically affected, none was more severely devastated than Botlog, where all 51 houses 
were destroyed (Penaflor 2013).

Typhoon Haiyan was an important turning point, drawing attention to the high costs 
imposed on Tambaliza by climate change and instigating a range of interventions by 
domestic and international agencies. These interventions occurred in three stages. Between 
2013 and 2014 an emergency relief phase involved the provision of emergency food and 
shelter kits. In 2015, programmes focused on improving food security and livelihoods. 
Then, in 2016 development agencies rolled out a range of climate adaptation projects to 
lower the risks associated with extreme weather events (Hanley et al. 2016). This research 

Fig. 2   The island of Tambaliza in Concepcion, Iloilo. Source: Authors
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focuses on the procedures and outcomes of three adaptation projects carried out in this 
final phase of the post-Typhoon Haiyan recovery programme.

4 � Research methods

Data were collected from April to July of 2018 by a research team composed of gradu-
ate students from a public university in Iloilo City, Philippines. Household surveys, semi-
structured interviews and participant observation were used to collect data about the four 
dimensions of adaptative justice - distributive, procedural, recognitional and structural (see 
Online Resource 2). All data were collected in the local language, Hiligaynon, and later 
translated to English.

Questionnaires were distributed to 100 households using a stratified sampling technique 
to ensure that all sitios were represented. This required the population of respondents to 
be divided into sitios with a random sample drawn from each. Every fifth household in 
every sitio was approached by the team and invited to participate (see Online Resource 1). 
To further explore the respondents’ perceptions of fairness of the adaptation programmes, 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with community members, leaders and NGO 
staff. Sampling for the interviews was purposive: interviewees were selected based on their 
experience with the planning, implementation and participation in the adaptation projects. 
A total of 20 interviews were conducted.

Participant observation was employed to better understand the dynamics of the pub-
lic forums and community consultations. Two participatory workshops were organised to 
build familiarity between residents and the researcher and to understand their experiences 
with the climate adaptation projects. The meetings were facilitated by NGO staff mem-
bers and were attended by the local residents. At the meetings, the first author noted who 
attended, the frequency of issues raised, the number of times each attendee spoke and the 
flows of conversation. Each meeting lasted for approximately two hours and, with the par-
ticipants consent, were recorded using an audio recorder.

The survey data were encoded, cleaned and analysed using SPSS. The respondents’ 
socio-demographic characteristics and perceptions of adaptative justice were then extracted 
for analysis. We used Pearson chi-square test to compare perceptions of the different types 
of adaptative justice across the sitios. P values that are less than 0.05 are considered sta-
tistically significant. To identify which variables contributed to the statistically signifi-
cant effect, we employed standardised residual analysis (Sharpe 2015). Following Agresti 
(2007), standardised residuals greater than +2.0 and −2.0 reflect significantly ‘greater 
discrepancy than we would expect if the variables were truly independent’. Meanwhile, 
we used NVivo 11 to code the qualitative data and arrange themes from the interviews 
into nodes and those with the highest prevalence were illustrated with participant quotes 
and photographs. Finally, the observational data from the workshops were encoded in 
Excel and exported to SPSS to generate descriptive statistics of the issues faced by the 
community.

Just like any other survey that relies on self-assessments, the validity of our findings 
may suffer from the participants’ tendency to respond in ways that will be perceived 
favourably by the interviewers. We addressed this by ensuring anonymity, choosing neutral 
wording and avoiding questions that suggest a socially desirable response. While social 
desirability bias cannot be excluded, Krumpal (2013) argues that it is more often asso-
ciated with anti-social attitudes and illegal behaviours. Another limitation is the study’s 
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small sample size and its specificity to a coastal community which can limit the generalis-
ability of our findings to other contexts. However, this study is intentionally localised and 
we employed multiple methods to establish corroboration and data triangulation. Finally, 
the lack of available meteorological data and hazard maps on a sitio scale in Tambaliza is 
another limitation. Consequently, the intensity and spatial extent of typhoons were there-
fore not taken into consideration in our analysis.

This research analyses adaptation projects implemented by three international NGOs 
active in the study area. To ensure anonymity, we refer to these NGOs as Sacred Aid UK, 
British4Environment and First Response Ireland. Sacred Aid UK is a religious develop-
ment agency in the UK that provides disaster relief to developing countries, British4Envi-
ronment is a British charity organisation that promotes the conservation of the environment 
and finally, First Response Ireland is an Irish aid organisation that provides emergency 
relief and health services. They were chosen for three reasons. First, their project slogans 
and logos were ubiquitous in the barangay and they were frequently mentioned by the resi-
dents during exploratory fieldwork. Second, the first author has existing connections with 
the NGOs from previous projects and they expressed willingness to be observed and inter-
viewed. Finally, they carried out a range of climate adaptation projects across Tambaliza.

5 � Results

In this section, we describe and analyse the outcomes of the adaptation projects carried out 
by the NGOs using our framework of adaptative justice (Fig. 1). We begin by exploring 
how the NGOs engaged with local politicians and community members in the selection, 
design and rollout of their adaptation programmes (procedural justice). We then analyse 
how the benefits of these interventions were distributed across the sitios and within the 
communities (distributive justice). In the section that follows, we examine the pre-existing 
socio-cultural conditions (structural justice) and how these influence who is recognised in 
the implementation of adaptation programmes (recognitional justice).

5.1 � Procedural justice

Procedural justice requires that affected communities can meaningfully influence decision-
making processes (Paavola 2006, 2008). To explore procedural justice, our interviews and 
household survey asked whether residents were meaningfully involved in the planning 
and implementation of the adaptation projects and to what extent they were able to shape 
decisions.

Table  1A reveals large differences across the sitios in terms of perceptions of proce-
dural justice. For example, in Proper and Banban, 80% or more of respondents agreed that 
the NGOs asked for their opinion when planning adaptation projects, listened to them and 
considered their views, and involved them in the programmes. In contrast, in Botlog and 
Punting the level of agreement with these statements ranged between 30% and 40%. The 
responses of residents of Proper, Botlog and Punting drove the significant differences in 
perceptions of procedural justice.

To further explore procedural justice, the NGOs invited us to attend two participa-
tory workshops intended to seek community feedback about the adaptation projects. 
These meetings, held at the community hall in Proper, provided an opportunity to 
observe, firsthand, the NGOs’ community engagement strategies. Most of the workshop 
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participants came from Proper (n = 6), Banban (n = 4) and Guinmisahan (n = 3). No res-
idents from Botlog were able to attend, and only one person from Punting was able 
to attend. Workshop participants were asked to identify the most pressing issues fac-
ing their community. Figure 3 provides an example of the type of feedback this gener-
ated. Participants were asked to list the issues facing their communities and to select the 
three most important issues to produce a ranked list. The top five issues identified were: 
(1) financial (lack of income) (n = 12); (2) electricity (inadequate supply) (n = 11); (3) 
livelihood (dearth of employment aside from fishing) (n = 10); (4) degradation of coral 
and mangroves (n = 9), and (5) waste management (n = 6). While the three most impor-
tant issues identified through this process were consistent across all sitios, the major 
problems identified by the residents of Botlog and Punting during the interviews − lack 
of potable water (n = 1), concrete footpaths (n = 2) and substandard health services 
(n = 3) − were given little attention in the workshops because only a few representatives 
attended. Furthermore, no effort was made to conduct the workshops or meetings else-
where so people from these sitios could participate in greater numbers.

We raised concerns about the under-representation of residents from some sitios with 
an NGO official. She stated, ‘it is not uncommon to have few representatives from the 
two sitios because they are really far and our funding for meetings is limited’ (personal 
communication, Sacred Aid UK, June 16, 2018). This skewed attendance at the work-
shop helps explain the differences in perceptions of procedural justice and the need for 
adequate resources to address practical impediments to participation, such as travel time 
and costs.

Fig. 3   Issues identified by the residents during the community consultation. Source: Authors
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Our interviews also revealed the important role played by barangay officials in shaping 
local residents’ participation. One respondent shared ‘our barangay takes an active role 
in drafting beneficiary lists and distributing goods and resources on behalf of the NGOs’ 
(Female, Banban, June 10, 2018). All three NGOs proactively engaged with the barangay, 
mindful that trying to bypass local officials can seriously impede the roll-out and effective-
ness of their projects. This is similar to other studies that found that engaging with power-
ful local groups and individuals is a common strategy amongst NGOs to ensure the success 
of projects and, thereby, secure more funding in the future (Roche 2000; Vähämäki 2015).

The close relationship between the NGOs and the barangay was criticised by interview-
ees on two accounts. First, some barangay officials directed the NGOs to focus activities 
within their own constituencies. Because positions in the barangay are subject to change 
with each election, barangay officials are under pressure to showcase their ability to secure 
projects and funding for their constituents. One resident remarked: ‘When new livelihood 
programmes are implemented in our locale, we somehow feel indebted to our local leaders 
for making it happen. We don’t hesitate when it’s their turn to ask for help from us’ (Male, 
Proper, June 12, 2018).

In some instances, this resulted in outright nepotism. Interviewees stated that barangay 
officials tended to prioritise their own family and friends when negotiating with the NGOs 
about the location of projects. In fact, all three of the barangay officials we interviewed 
talked about the importance of helping one’s family first before anyone else. One official 
admitted: ‘It is probably human nature. When you see that your own relative is in need, you 
will really help him or her out. Blood is thicker than water… I think it is better to help your 
family first.’ (Female, Banban, June 10, 2018). Another official admitted that she owes a lot 
of things to her family: ‘I would not be where I am now without their help throughout the 
years. I don’t think I can say no to helping them’ (Male, Proper, June 12, 2018).

5.2 � Distributive justice

Distributive justice is concerned with how the benefits and costs of adaptative interventions 
are distributed (Franks and Schreckenberg 2015) and whether scarce resources are chan-
nelled to those subject to the greatest climate risks. The skewed participation of people 
from the different sitios in the community engagement processes presented in the previous 
section, combined with the power of local officials, impacted the distribution of resources. 

Table 2   Access to infrastructure services

Authors; Compiled from the survey based on the question ‘how would you rate the quality of the following 
infrastructure in your sitio?’

% of respondents reporting inadequate access

Sitio N Access to electricity Access to water Access to health 
services

Access to education

Proper
Banban
Bat-os
Botlog
Guinmisahan
Pasil
Punting

35
10
10
8
10
12
15

43
50
50
75
50
42
66

9
0
0
63
0
7
17

26
10
50
75
20
17
47

0
0
0
63
0
17
60
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Table 2 suggests that the respondents from Botlog and Punting do not have adequate access 
to electricity, potable water, health and education services. The principle of distributive 
justice, therefore, would suggest the NGOs should have prioritised these two sitios when 
deciding how to allocate their resources.

In reality, Botlog and Punting were not prioritised. Interviewees in the more prosperous 
sitios were more likely to report an NGO intervention in their area than interviewees in the 
less prosperous sitios. For example, across the 13 categories of adaptative interventions, 
ten were reported in Proper and Banban, whereas in Botlog and Punting, only four and 
three were reported, respectively. Moreover, Table 3 demonstrates that, apart from Bat-os, 
adaptation interventions were concentrated in sitios where barangay officials and their con-
stituencies reside – Proper, Banban and Guinmisahan.

The types of interventions also differed between the sitios. Table 3 illustrates that the 
more prosperous sitios of Proper, Banban and Guinmisahan received a range of reactive 
and proactive interventions,3 whereas the less prosperous sitios of Botlog and Punting 
received mainly reactive interventions, such as preparedness training and early warning 
devices, which did little to improve livelihood resilience. Furthermore, infrastructure such 
as water and concrete footpaths, were not constructed in Botlog or Punting despite being 

Table 3   Residence of the Barangay Officials and Implementation of Adaptation Programmers

✔ represents the presence of adaptation interventions while ✘ represents the absence
Authors’ calculations using data provided by the barangay

Proper Banban Guinmisahan Pasil Bat-os Botlog Punting

Population 1010 404 322 252 357 273 785
Total No. of Local Officials 4 3 2 0 1 0 0
Total Adaptation Interventions Reported 10 10 9 6 8 4 3
Training, workshops ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Early Warning ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Community savings scheme ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Infrastructure 1: Water ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘
Infrastructure 2: Footpaths ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✘
Housing ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘
Marine protection ✔ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘
Mangrove rehabilitation ✘ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✘
Aquaculture ✘ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
Livelihood 1: Cassava processing ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
Livelihood 2: Gardening ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
Livelihood 3: Animal raising ✔ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

3  Following the typology of adaptation actions proposed by Smit et al. (2000), the NGOs’ adaptation inter-
ventions can be broadly classified according to their temporal scope: (1) reactive referring to measures 
that alleviate the impacts of climate change in the short term or (2) proactive pertaining to actions taken 
even before the impacts are experienced. The reactive measures implemented by the NGOs in Tambaliza 
included disaster trainings and early warning systems, while the proactive measures consisted of infrastruc-
ture development, livelihood diversification, marine protection, mangrove restoration and community sav-
ings schemes.
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constructed in other sitios. In short, the distribution of adaptative interventions reproduced, 
if not exacerbated, pre-existing inequalities between the sitios.

Unsurprisingly, the unjust allocation of resources influences perceptions of distributive 
injustice. The survey asked respondents about whether they felt the adaptation projects 
were fairly distributed. Table 1B demonstrates that respondents from the less prosperous 
sitios were far less likely to agree that the interventions were fairly distributed within and 
between communities than respondents from the more prosperous sitios. For example, in 
Botlog and Punting only 22.5% and 20% of respondents, respectively, agreed that the adap-
tation projects helped those who are most in need, compared to 85.7% in Proper.

We now turn to issues of structural and recognitional justice to examine the social, cul-
tural and institutional conditions that underpinned the inequitable procedures and distribu-
tions described above.

5.3 � Structural justice

We understand structural injustice as the large-scale processes comprising social norms, 
institutional rules, as well as individual and collective actions that put groups of people 
under systematic threat of deprivation (Young 2011). Whilst a multitude of norms, rules 
and actions could have been observed, two factors stood out from our empirical data: 
(1) patron–client relationships and (2) cultural norms of saving face and reciprocity. The 
former reinforces the pre-existing inequitable social conditions in Tambaliza, while the 
latter helps explain the unequal recognition accorded to each of the sitios by the NGOs 
(section 5.4).

Following McDermott et  al. (2013), we explored ‘what kind of inequity is present at 
the starting point.’ A review of the socio-economic data provided by the barangay high-
lighted important differences in living standards across the sitios before the adaptation pro-
grammes were implemented. The residents of Proper were the most educated and the most 
diverse livelihoods (see Online Resource 3). In contrast, Botlog and Punting had the largest 
number of disabled and senior citizens − two groups that struggle to recover their liveli-
hoods in the wake of natural disasters (Peacock et al. 1997; Tapsell et al. 2002).

The disparities were acknowledged by the NGOs which claimed that their adaptation 
programmes were attuned to the needs of the most vulnerable. For instance, in its pro-
ject reports, First Response Ireland claimed that it coordinated with the ‘local government 
unit and barangay officials … (to) identify those who were more vulnerable such as the 
elderly and the disabled so they could be targeted for assistance first…’ ((First Response 
Ireland 2016), p. 8). Similarly, Sacred Aid UK stated that ‘their projects have needs assess-
ments and targeting criteria which are effective in targeting the most vulnerable and worse 
affected’ ((Sacred Aid 2016) p. 6). British4Environment also emphasised that its activities 
took ‘into account the needs of women, indigenous and local communities, and the poor 
and the vulnerable’ ((British4Environment 2017), p. 77). In short, all three NGOs claimed 
that they paid sufficient attention to pre-existing inequalities.

Despite the rhetoric, the NGOs failed to acknowledge the complex societal arrange-
ments and structures that saddled Tambaliza with a legacy of injustices such as poverty 
and lack of economic opportunities. These preceded the climate adaptation interventions 
introduced by the NGOs on Tambaliza and continued to undermine their interventions with 
implications for the multiple dimensions of justice. For instance, the Philippines embarked 
on a major decentralisation program in the 1990s which saw the majority of investments 
concentrated in urban centres (Hill 2008). As such, patron–client relationships became an 
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important means through which those outside of cities could access welfare. Patron–client 
relationships are defined as an ‘instrumental friendship between two individuals of differ-
ent status in which the patron… provides for the protection and material welfare of his 
lower status client… who reciprocates by offering general support and assistance’ ((Scott 
and Kerkvliet 1977), p. 440). In Tambaliza, patrons are commonly the local officials who 
provide goods and services while the clients are their constituents who receive financial 
capital in exchange for loyalty, voter support and other favours. Our interviews suggest 
that patron–client relations contributed to the inequalities in the socio-economic data in 
Tambaliza observed before the NGOs began their climate interventions. For instance, half 
of the interviewees complained that relief interventions immediately after Typhoon Haiyan 
were not distributed evenly. One respondent explained the nature of the problem: ‘There 
was a lot of hocus-pocus with the distribution of help. I was surprised to see that my neigh-
bour suddenly received two fishing boats while I got none!’ (Male, Botlog, June 14, 2018). 
Another respondent commented that those who were ‘lapit sa luwag’ (close to the ladle), 
i.e. residents who were well-connected to local government, received their boat donation 
faster than those without connections. Patron–client relationships thus helped the residents 
with political links to government get back on their feet faster than those who did not.

Accumulated actions and practices of people adhering to social and cultural norms can 
also bring about unintended structural consequences (Young 2011). While not exclusive 
to Filipinos, two virtues that were frequently brought up during the interviews were hiya 
(to save face) and utang na loob (reciprocity). According to Enriquez (1993), Filipinos 
place high value on self-image and are afraid to lose face. One of the three NGO officials 
we interviewed stressed the importance of reputation: ‘we feel pressured to demonstrate 
tangible results to our funders. It is not explicitly talked about, but we feel bad if we do not 
meet their expectations’ (Female, First Response Ireland, June 27, 2018). The need to save 
face and showcase ‘results’ has translated to selective project implementation where sitios 
with better socio-economic conditions are favoured over poorer sitios in greater need. This 
reflects the practice of ‘betting on the strong’ which has shown to amplify existing inequal-
ities (Rogers 2014). Utang na loob or the practice of returning favours was also mentioned 
in the interviews. The majority of respondents alluded to having returned the generosity of 
local politicians (10 of 20) and their own family members (18 of 20). Three NGO officials 
interviewed also talked about the importance of reciprocity. Interviewees value utang na 
loob as those without it are considered shameless --- an expression Filipinos resent (Mer-
cado 1976). The cultural norms of hiya and utang na loob, in turn, helped determine who 
was recognised as deserving of the NGOs’ adaptation programmes.

5.4 � Recognitional justice

The recognition of the rights and vulnerabilities of people is a pre-requisite for achieving 
procedural and distributive justice (Schlosberg 2007). Two themes pertaining to recogni-
tional justice emerged from our field interviews: (1) membership in People’s Organisations 
(POs) and (2) attendance in previous NGO projects. Both themes contribute to the struc-
tural injustice in Tambaliza as those recognised as deserving of involvement in the adapta-
tion programmes were mostly existing members of well-established POs or were active in 
the NGOs’ other projects.

Interviewees emphasised the importance of being part of a PO to engage with the 
NGOs. POs are grassroots, membership-based collectives defined in the Philippine Con-
stitution (Article XIII, Section 15) as having ‘capacity to promote public interests and with 
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identifiable leadership, membership and structure’ (Republic of the Philippines 1987). All 
interviewees who were members of a PO were provided with alternative livelihoods as part 
of the NGOs’ adaptation programmes. An official from a PO called the Tambaliza Fisher-
folks Association explained that most of the NGOs only engage with POs and not individu-
als. He stressed that ‘residents who do not belong to an organised group are not included in 
the adaptation projects’ (Male, Guinmisahan, June 20, 2018). Another resident explained 
why the NGOs were overly eager to work with POs: ‘we make things easier for them. They 
don’t have to organise from scratch. Plus, we have a very good track record of making sure 
that their projects work’ (Male, Banban, June 22, 2018). Although PO membership is free, 
members are required to attend monthly meetings. Many struggle to attend these meeting 
due to work and family responsibilities. One respondent shared: ‘given the chance I would 
have loved to join all those meetings. But I must tend to my family first and make sure 
that I can feed them’ (Male, Botlog, June 14, 2018). There were several coding references 
(f = 7) from our qualitative analysis attributed to difficulties in attending PO meetings, two 
of which cited that they were dismissed from their own POs because they were unable to 
regularly attend meetings.

Another precondition for achieving recognitional justice is participation in previ-
ous NGO projects. The majority of interviewees mentioned that residents who regularly 
attended NGO activities were prioritised in their adaptation programmes. A respondent 
from Banban shared that ‘there are dual citizens (those lucky to be selected for two or more 
projects) and celebrities (those who are always present in projects) in our community’ 
(Female, June 12, 2018). All NGO officials interviewed revealed that they tracked attend-
ance to see who frequently participated in disaster simulations, first aid training, clean-up 
drives and other activities. A respondent confided, ‘they have to demonstrate commitment 
to our activities and events. Why should we bother with those who are not interested to 
attend anyway?’ (Female, British4Environment, June 23, 2018). Residents from Botlog 
and Punting complained about this preference for ‘active’ residents. They have often been 
excluded from adaptation projects because they have to concentrate on securing food or 
earning a livelihood. An interviewee confided, ‘given the chance I would have loved to join 
all those meetings. But I must tend to my family first and make sure that I can feed them’ 
(Male, Botlog, June 14, 2018).

These findings reinforce the relationship between structural and recognitional justice. 
Social rules and cultural norms like hiya and utang na loob are deeply implicated in the 
production of recognitional injustice as they help determine who gets recognised in adap-
tation interventions of the NGOs. Only members of POs and active participants in NGO 
projects are deemed worthy of involvement in adaptation programmes to the detriment of 
the most vulnerable in the community.

6 � Discussion and conclusion

Adaptation policies and projects should avoid strategies that exacerbate pre-existing equali-
ties and climate vulnerability; however, research demonstrates adaptation interventions 
have the potential to displace, marginalise and reinforce existing inequalities within com-
munities (Nagoda and Nightingale 2017; Wilmsen and Webber 2015). ‘Climate justice’ is 
a useful framework for helping policymakers and project proponents avoid maladaptive 
outcomes. ‘Climate justice’ has also been posited as a potential explanation for maladap-
tation, with various researchers arguing early deployments were too narrowly focused on 
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instrumental definitions of distributive and procedural justice (Adger et al. 2016; Walker 
2012). We, like others, endorse an expanded conceptualisation of climate – and adaptative 
– justice (Bulkeley et al. 2013; Schlosberg 2007) that gives greater attention to issues of 
recognitional and structural justice (Martin et al. 2013; McDermott et al. 2013; Schlosberg 
2012). To this end, we presented an adapted framework, that expands the work of Pascual 
et al. (2014) to make explicit the dependent and reinforcing dimensions of justice - distrib-
utive justice depends upon procedural justice, which in turn requires a deep understanding 
of – and commitment to addressing − pre-existing structural and recognitional injustices.

We used this adapted framework to analyse a suite of adaptation interventions imple-
mented by three international NGOs on the small island of Tambaliza in the Philippines. 
Our analysis shows that the poorest communities, which were also the most susceptible to 
extreme weather events, received fewer interventions than the more prosperous commu-
nities. Furthermore, the poorer sitios mainly received reactive interventions, like training 
programmes and early warning systems, while the more prosperous sitios also received 
proactive interventions designed to raise living standards and build climate resilience. This 
also reflects the fact that the more affluent and politically powerful sitios were able to voice 
their preferences for pro-active interventions to the implementing NGOs. In short, while 
the projects succeeded in raising the living standards and climate resiliency of the commu-
nities that received them, the overall programme reproduced and exacerbated pre-existing 
inequalities within and between the target communities whilst doing little to build the resil-
ience of those most exposed to climate change risks. These results resonate with Eriksen 
et al.’s (2021) findings that adaptation efforts may increase pre-existing vulnerability and 
yield maladaptive outcomes.

Our analytical framework helped us identify both the strengths of the adaptation pro-
grammes as well as the proximate causes of the unjust outcomes. Our analysis shows that a 
lack of attention to structural and recognitional injustices skews participation in adaptation 
programmes and the distribution of impacts. The NGOs reportedly accounted for pre-exist-
ing baseline conditions; however, they did not question why the inequities endure or con-
fronted the structures that brought about these pre-existing injustices. To do this they need 
to look beyond initial social conditions and ask ‘how the present conditions are structural, 
how those structures have evolved, and where interventions to change them may be most 
effective’ ((Young 2011), p. 181). We emphasise the need to look at how social structures, 
the routine ways that certain actions and practices are organised and maintained through 
various norms and expectations, imply disadvantages for some groups compared to others.

Our findings suggest that the structural injustices present in Tambaliza relate to complex 
socio-economic processes across multiple spatial scales. Some causes occur at the macro 
level, such as the inequitable allocation and investments in infrastructure and resources. 
Others occur at the micro level, such as persistent ‘patron–client’ relationships, which may 
provide short-term finance to poor households, but leave them indebted to their patrons. 
In addition, a review of Filipino social norms helps us understand the context in which 
adaptation interventions are experienced by local residents. Cultural norms such as sav-
ing face or reciprocal obligations underpin Filipino social relations and have implications 
for recognition. These deeply ingrained social arrangements and expectations help explain 
why NGOs choose members of established POs and reward residents who have engaged in 
past projects.

In terms of our analytical framework, the root cause of procedural and distributive 
injustice lies at the confluence of structural and recognitional injustice. It emphasises 
the need for deep engagement with the broader long-term structural inequities and that 
structural reforms must be central, rather than ancillary, to any attempt to build people’s 
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adaptive capacities to climate change. Structural change in government policies (such 
as a re-calibration of funding and increased investments in remote areas of the Philip-
pines) and in NGO operations (such as independent engagements between the agencies 
and local officials to ensure transparency and minimise biases) are needed to redress 
the complex structural and recognitional injustices that persist within communities. 
This sits in stark contrast to current climate adaptation interventions in the Philippines 
that tend to be welfare-driven, ad hoc, and on a per-project basis (De Leon and Pittock 
2017).

Our case study and analytical framework illuminate and reinforce issues raised in the 
recent literature on climate and adaptative justice. It reiterates that climate and adapta-
tive justice is a multidimensional process (Bulkeley et al. 2013; Schlosberg 2012; Walker 
2012). Our framework, however, emphasises the nested nature of these various dimensions 
of justice – distributive justice depends on procedural justice, which in turn depends on a 
deep understanding of pre-existing structural and recognitional injustices. It also embodies 
− and our case study exemplifies − Franks and Schreckenberg’s (2015) observation that a 
just distribution of costs and benefits involves a ‘recognition of power dynamics and strong 
procedures to avoid the elite capture of the benefits’. Finally, our framework emphasises 
that taking account of pre-existing systemic and recognitional injustices is a necessary con-
dition for achieving distributive justice.

In conclusion, this paper presents a systematic framework for the analysis of adapta-
tive justice which enable us to identify and evaluate multiple dimensions of justice. The 
approach used enabled us to uncover some of the deeply rooted causes of inequities that are 
beyond the scope of a distributive and procedural lens alone. In addition, the participatory 
workshops provided valuable insights into the justice-related problems facing the commu-
nity of Tambaliza that were not captured in the household surveys. What, then, are some 
possible remedies to these forms of injustice? For adaptation to be just, future research and 
adaptation efforts should not overlook any of the dimensions of justice identified above. 
Those tasked with planning and implementing climate adaptation interventions must also 
continue to broaden their conceptions of adaptative justice. Multi-dimensional frameworks, 
such as the one presented in this paper, help attune policymakers and project proponents to 
the risks generated by pre-existing socio-economic and political conditions and help them 
design countervailing measures before community engagement begins. At a deeper level, 
this requires climate change adaptation to be understood as more than a technical activity 
that passes through well-defined stages (planning, community engagement, implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation), but as a deeply political process that can be easily sub-
verted by the interests of the powerful, resulting not only in the sub-optimal allocation of 
scarce adaptative resources but also exacerbation of pre-existing inequalities and injustices. 
Here, the notion of participatory parity is particularly useful for thinking about how to mit-
igate the effects of politics on adaptation interventions. Although it may seem intuitive, 
adaptation programmes should be distributed in terms of needs rather than merit, networks 
or politics. Rather than quick wins, the success of an adaptation intervention should be 
judged by the lived experience and outcomes of the most exposed and least able to respond 
to the impacts of climate change. To realise justice in climate change adaptation, the voices 
of all people impacted by climate change – not just the powerful – should be recognised 
and valued. Finally, adaptation projects should provide everyone the opportunity to shape 
adaptation decisions and self-determine their climate futures.
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