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Abstract 
Scientists warn that the current rate of climate change will raise average global temperature by 4°C compared to 
1990, although warming of +2°C will already have dire effects throughout the world. Therefore, the UN 
acknowledges SDG 13 (Climate Action) as one of the most important goals for the coming decade in order to fight 
climate change. Another focus of the UN is SDG 5 (Gender Equality), which is also an overarching goal but still 
lagging behind. Working on one of the goals can have a positive effect on other goals. Therefore a synergy can be 
created when investigating how climate change affects gender equality and how gender equality affects climate 
action.  

The link between gender equality and climate action was already established by the UN at the Beijing Platform of 
Action in 1995. However, there has been little research into how government representatives understand how the 
goals are interconnected. These representatives are important in the drafting of new policy and keeping the UN 
accountable for incorporating gender into its policies. Hence, this thesis investigates how the relationship between 
gender equality and climate action is viewed by government representatives, as well as in national climate 
documents. A content analysis was performed on National Determined Contributions (NDCs) and climate change 
Gender Action Plans (ccGAPs). The results illustrate that the location and expertise of the interviewees impacted 
their opinions greatly. The interviewees based at permanent missions at the UN headquarter in New York were of 
the opinion that their government thought the link existed but acknowledged more should be done to convince 
other countries as the link was not taken for a fact. The interviewees working with the UNFCCC negotiations, 
however, said all member states agreed on the importance of including gender equality in climate action. Another 
finding is that only one-third of the Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) contained gender perspectives. 
Of these, one-third mentioned women as victims of climate change and two-thirds saw women as actors of change 
in climate action.  

Establishing a firm agreement on the link between gender equality and climate action within UN bodies is 
important to expanding the impact of climate policies on both gender quality and climate action. 
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Popular Summary 
Climate change and gender equality are two of the most critical problems of the 21st century The Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) estimates that humanity only has one decade left to keep global warming to a 
minimum before there is no way back. To tackle this problem, everyone, including women, should collaborate and 
have a say in the conversation on climate action.  

The relation between gender equality and climate action is important and has already been established at the 
Beijing Platform of Action in 1995. The United Nations (UN) and its member states have to acknowledge and act 
upon the effect gender and gender equality have on climate action, which in turn should lead to less climate change. 
However, there has been little research into how government representatives currently view this link. These 
delegates are important in the drafting of new policy and keeping the UN accountable. Therefore, this thesis aims 
to investigate how the relationship between gender equality and climate action is viewed by government 
representatives, as well as in national climate documents. A content analysis was performed on National 
Determined Contributions (NDCs) and climate change Gender Action Plans (ccGAPs). The results were intriguing 
as government officials working on climate negotiations at the Conference of Parties (COP), differed in opinion 
from their colleagues who work with the UN headquarters. The officials working on climate negotiations are 
convinced that the link between gender equality and climate is widely accepted. However, the government officials 
working at the UN headquarter in New York find other member states did not acknowledge the link, and therefore 
gender as a topic in climate debates is often avoided and neglected. The analysis of the NDCs showed only one-
third of the countries included gender perspectives in their national climate documents. All representatives 
acknowledge women are being disproportionately affected by climate change compared to men due to the longer 
time spent on household chores, such as fetching water and firewood, which would increase the risk of gender-
based violence. In addition, women lack the resources to adapt and mitigate climate change effects. However, 
women are also important actors in climate action. Including them in climate negotiations is therefore seen as a 
good strategy.  Similar opinions were found in the climate documents which did include a gender perspective. 
Gender perspectives will lead to more insight into how women experience climate change.  

Significantly, not all government representatives knew of the existence of the relationship between gender equality 
and climate action. They are the ones who hold the UN accountable on behalf of their governments. If they are not 
aware of the importance, gender will not be incorporated in climate action. This limits the impact of climate 
policies on both gender equality and climate action. 

 
 
Keywords: Sustainable Development, gender equality, climate action, SDGs, United Nations, National 
Determined Contributions 
 
 
Diandra van Duijn, Department of Earth Sciences, Uppsala University, Villavägen 16, SE- 752 36 Uppsala, 
Sweden 
  



 

 

List of acronyms 
ccGAP  climate change Gender Action Plan 

CEDAW Conference on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 

COP  Conference of Parties 

CSW  Commission on the Status of Women 

ECOSOC Economic and Social Council 

EGI  Environmental and Gender Information platform 

EIGE  European Institution for Gender Equality  

FAO  Food and Agricultural Organisation 

FGM  Female Genital Mutilation 

GAP  Gender Action Plan 

HDR  Human Development Report 

ICPD  International Conference on Population and Development 

INDC  Intended Nationally Determined Contributions 

IUCN  International Union of the Conservation of Nature 

LWPG  Lima Work Programme on Gender 

MDG  Millennium Development Goals 

NDC  Nationally Determined Contributions 

OHCHR Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights 

SDG  Sustainable Development Goals 

SG  Secretary-General to the United Nations 

SIDSs  Small Island Developing States 

SRHR  Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights 

UDHR  Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

UN  United Nations 

UNFCCC United Nations Framework on Climate Change Conference 

UNFPA United Nations Population Fund 

USA  United States of America 

WED  Women, Environment and Development 

  



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

1 
 

1. Introduction 
Compared to decades ago, the world has improved immensely for the humans living in it (Rosling, 
Rosling Rönnlund and Rosling, 2019). Over the past twenty years, the number of people living in 
extreme poverty has halved (ibid.), and over the past 40 years, literacy rate worldwide has gone up from 
67% to 86% of the world population (World Bank, 2018). Still, there are immense problems to tackle, 
such as climate change, loss of biodiversity, and a lack of gender equality.  

To combat several of the problems, such as climate change, the United Nations (UN) adopted the 
successors of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs; 
also known as Agenda 2030) in 2015. The SDGs consist of seventeen goals, which are a universal call 
to not only improve the lives of all people by increasing equality and ending poverty but also work 
towards a better environment.  

According to the UN (2019b), five years after the introduction of the SDGs, most SDGs have lost their 
momentum. Their progress is slowing down, and for some SDGs the outcomes are even worse than in 
previous years, including the goals of Climate Action and Gender Equality (United Nations, 2019b). All 
goals are interlinked, and therefore, not reaching one can have a negative effect on other SDGs (United 
Nations, 2019b). An example of this can be found in the negative impact that growing economies (SDG 
7) could have on climate action (SDG 13), due to the increased need of resources to support growing 
economies. 

According to Ceballos, Ehrlich and Dirzo (2017), an immense loss of biodiversity is currently underway, 
which has been coined as “biological inhalation” and the “sixth mass extinction”. They profess the 
environmental damage is caused by habitat destruction due to human overpopulation and the way 
society functions in a capitalist consumerist way. Climate change has a massive impact on the 
environment, being the cause of a vast array of problems caused by emissions and the overuse of natural 
resources (Raworth, 2017). The emission of greenhouse gasses causes the earth to warm up over the 
years. According to the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), humanity only has a decade left 
to alter their lifestyles, limit the consequences of climate change and stay below 2°C warming since 
1990 (IPCC, 2018).  

With the world not on track to accomplish the SDGs (United Nations, 2019b), world leaders have called 
for a decade of action. UN member states will have to make bolder commitments to achieve the SDGs 
within the coming ten years. Before the COVID-19 outbreak, the Secretary-General of the UN Antonio 
Guterres especially called for increased efforts “to tackle growing poverty, empower women and girls, 
and address the climate emergency.” (United Nations, 2019). Climate Action (SDG 13) has been named 
the most urgent item on the Agenda 2030 (United Nations, n.d.). Not surprising, considering the 
increased attention the topic receives from all levels in society.  

This thesis focusses on climate action and gender equality. Two terms surrounding climate and the 
environment are used numerous times in this thesis: climate change and climate action. Both have to do 
with the worsening of the environment and global warming. Climate change is the phenomenon of 
global warming and increasing extreme weather events, whereas climate action concerns the efforts to 
respond to and reduce climate change (IPCC, 2018). This action can range from political efforts and 
ratifying climate agreements, to the planting of trees to mitigate climate effects, or adapting to climate 
change effects (UN, 2019). When speaking of SDG 13 the term Climate action will also be used, but 
this will be written as SDG 13 climate action, for clarity reasons. The term will be discussed in more 
detail in chapter 2.2.2.2.. The debates, nationally and multilaterally, on how to take climate action are 
in this thesis referred to as the climate debate. In this thesis, I assume more climate action will lead to a 
decrease in climate change (relation 3 in figure 1 below) (UN, 2019b). Although not all climate action 
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will be effective, an overall increased number of climate actions will increase the possibility of a 
decrease in climate change.  

Apart from climate action, gender equality, SDG 5 (gender equality; also see 2.2.2.1.), is seen by the 
UN as an important goal: “Women’s equality and empowerment is one of the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals, but also integral to all dimensions of inclusive and sustainable development. In 
short, all the SDGs depend on the achievement of Goal 5” (UN Women, no date c). UN Women defines 
gender as the social construction of what society expects of men and women in specific contexts (UN 
Women, no date b). The UN recognises these roles are learned and embedded in culture and therefore 
differ from the term sex, which has a biological basis (ibid.). The UN refers to gender equality as “the 
equal rights, responsibilities, and opportunities of women and men and girls and boys.” (UN Women, 
no date b)1. Gender equality, as defined by the UN, is still not the norm in large parts of the world (World 
Economic Forum, 2020). On average, women still spend three times as many hours on unpaid household 
chores, and only 25 per cent of all parliamentarians are women (ibid.). An increasing threat to gender 
equality is the threat climate change poses (UN Women, no date b). It is essential to notice gender cannot 
be used interchangeably with women because men can also experience disadvantages from the current 
patriarchal society. One example of this is through toxic masculinity, where the norm is that men do not 
show their emotions and always have to express their masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). 
It is, however, vital to examine how women are framed in discussions, as this can be an important 
indicator of gender equality (UN Women, no date b).  

As will be shown in the literature review of this thesis, the effects of climate change on gender equality 
are well documented (Eastin, 2018). According to the UN, there also is a clear relationship between 
climate action and climate change. The UN believes an increase in climate action would lead to a 
decrease of climate change, which in turn should lead to less gender inequality among others, as women 
are disproportionately affected by climate change (United Nations, 2014). To clarify this three-way 
relation I have drawn Figure 1, below. The effect of gender equality on climate action (relationship 2 in 
Figure 1) is investigated to a lesser extent in academic literature (Bell, 2016). Nonetheless, the effect 
was already mentioned in 1994 at the International Conference for Population Development, where the 
UN proclaimed “that there is no sustainable social and economic growth without gender equality, and 
gender equality can positively impact environmental action” (UNFPA, 2014). However, 25 years later, 
there has only been limited investigation into this effect. UN Women expresses concern that there is a 
lack of data on how gender equality influences climate action (UN Women, 2019). According to them, 
it is expected that if this effect had been better-investigated women would be represented more equally 
at climate negotiations (ibid.). A lack of female negotiators could be problematic because, according to 
the EU parliament, a lack of diverse perspectives might lead to less comprehensive and productive 
policies (European Parliament, 2018). The current climate change problems are severe, and can only be 
solved when all facets and aspects are incorporated in climate action (IPCC, 2019). It is crucial to 
understand that gender equality in itself cannot have a direct effect on climate change. Gender equality 
could influence climate action (Bell, 2016), which in turn affects climate change (Shaw et al., 2018). 
This will be elaborated on in the literature review.  

 
1 For a literature background on the terms ‘gender’ and ‘gender equality’ I refer you to the background 2.1. 
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Fig 1. A visual representation of the three-way relationship between climate change, gender equality, and climate 
action. The plus and minuses stand for an expected decreasing or increasing effect, respectively. E.g. More climate 
action will lead to less climate change. Relation 1 (the effect of climate change on gender equality) is discussed in 
the literature, and relation 3 (the effect of climate action on climate) is assumed. This thesis researches the 
importance and reasons given to relation 2 (effect of gender equality on climate action) by government 
representatives. The effect of gender equality on climate change must be moderated by climate action as gender 
equality cannot in itself have a direct impact on climate change. 

My own interest in the topic was sparked during my internship at the Permanent Mission of the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands to the UN in New York in 2019. At the Development and Human Rights department, 
I was responsible for informing the Dutch government on what happened at the UN concerning the 
topics gender issues, women’s rights and health. Whenever one of these topics came up, my supervisor 
and I had to be consulted. Here I noticed there was only little interest in gender perspectives when it 
comes to climate resolutions. This made me wonder if the link between gender equality and climate 
change is seen as important or not and how the dissemination of this relation could be beneficial for 
both SDGs.  

Until now, little research has been done on the member states’ governments and how they incorporate 
gender equality in debates on climate issues at the UN. This thesis tries to fill this gap in the literature. 
Individual governments are important actors in trying to include gender perspectives in the climate 
debate. Governments hold the UN accountable for the integration of gender equality in climate debates, 
are responsible for sending diverse teams of negotiators to climate meetings, write their national 
policies, and make sure these policies are well implemented. The UN is an important player when it 
comes to both gender equality and climate action, as they are the umbrella for several funds and 
programmes such as UNFPA, UNICEF and UNFCCC, which work closely with and provide funds to 
NGO’s who work on the ground. These funds and programmes have to answer to the UN member states 
and its representatives. For this thesis, I have interviewed government representatives to acquire an 
impression of how governments perceive the link between gender equality and climate action. After all, 
these representatives are the link between the UN and its member states and they are the ones who are 
responsible for keeping the UN accountable for including gender perspectives in climate policies.  

This thesis aims to investigate how the relationship between gender equality and climate action (relation 
2 in figure 1) is viewed by government representatives. It is supplemented with information from 
national climate documents to capture the actual national strategies from all participating countries. 
When this relation is seen as important, it is relevant to investigate how the link is framed, as women 
can be seen as active or passive contributors to climate action (Simon‐Kumar et al., 2018). To a lesser 
extent, relation 1 (the effect of climate change on gender equality) will be investigated and corroborated. 
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Moreover, the framing of women is of importance in the debate. Women in the climate debate are often 
seen as victims or agents of change (Simon‐Kumar et al., 2018). To investigate how representatives 
from UN member states view the effect, I have formulated the following research question and sub-
questions: 

- How do UN member states perceive the relationship between gender equality and climate 
action?  

o According to the representatives of Western UN member states, why are gender 
perspectives and gender equality of importance for achieving SDG 13 (climate action)? 

o How are women and gender equality framed in national climate documents? 

This thesis is divided into 6 chapters. After this introductory chapter 1, chapter 2 will introduce the topic 
by providing background on gender equality, climate change, and climate action, as well as the relation 
between the three in already published literature. To investigate the opinions of the representatives of 
UN member states, two types of methods were used: semi-structured interviews with government 
representatives and a content analysis of Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and climate 
change Gender Action Plans (ccGAPs). Chapter 3 explains and discusses this choice of methods. 
Subsequently, the results of both the interviews and the content analysis of the documents will be 
discussed in chapter 4, after which, in chapter 5, I will analyse the findings. The thesis will finish with 
a conclusion and recommendations for further research in chapter 6. 

2. Background 
In this chapter, I will provide a background of previous literature on gender equality, climate action and 
the organisations involved. First, I will present literature about the terms of gender and gender equality, 
after which I will elaborate on women’s rights and the UN and the Sustainable Development Goals. 
Third, the effect of climate change on gender equality, as well as the effect of gender equality on climate 
action, will be investigated.  

 
2.1. Gender and Gender equality 
Defining Gender is not always easy. Harewood, (2014) found that in her sample of articles which 
contained the term gender in its titles, only 19 per cent defined gender in the text. She explains this 
phenomenon using Salzinger’s (2003) argument, namely that gender itself is an intuitive term which is 
integrated into society. Even laypeople make assumptions about the meaning of gender which seems to 
be self-evident to them (ibid.). This, according to Salzinger, flows over into academia.  

By 1977, gender experts West and Zimmerman (1987) had already introduced three different terms 
which would form the basis for decades of gender theory; sex, sex category and gender. Sex can be 
described as the biological traits someone possesses (West and Zimmerman, 2016). Sex category, 
however, “…is established and sustained by socially required identificatory displays” (West & 
Zimmerman, 1987: 127). However, sex and sex category do not necessarily overlap. One could claim 
membership of a sex category even in the absence of the agreed biological criteria. Gender points more 
toward a social construct. As they describe it: “Gender is the activity of managing situated conduct in 
the light of normative conceptions of attitudes and activities appropriate for one's sex category” (ibid.). 
Nonetheless, gender is still often seen as a binary of male (masculine) and female (feminine) (Richards 
et al., 2016). This might originate from using the term interchangeably with the sex of a person for such 
a long time. Richards and colleagues (2016) do acknowledge the increased interest in non-binary or 
queer gender identification, as well as the increased acceptance of the terms, both socially and legally 
(Kenedy, 2013). Although there are more than two genders, Richards and colleagues discuss multiple 
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studies which have only found a small percentage of the population identifies outside of the binary of 
male-female. This thesis will also predominantly focus on the social differences between males and 
females, and therefore I will use the following definition for gender: “Gender is the socially constructed 
processes and differences, often aligned with being feminine, masculine, blended elements of both, or 
neither” (Richards et al., 2016). Subrahmanian (2005) underpins the need to understand the social 
construction of gender identity and what it means to be a woman or a man in different contexts. This 
resides in ideas of 1) what society sees as appropriate roles for men and women, and 2) how these roles 
are valued, both socially and economically. Ferree (2010) goes beyond this definition and says that one 
has to look at the power relations and institutionalisation which arises from these ideas of Subrahmanian.  

When these power dynamics between men and women are not equal, gender inequality rises. Kabeer 
(1999) acknowledges two types of equality, formal and substantive equality. Formal equality can be 
found when one compares absolute numbers, whereas substantive equality depends on the amount of 
power one group has over the other. To achieve substantive equality one should recognise “the ways in 
which women are different from men, in terms of their biological capacities and in terms of the socially 
constructed disadvantages women face relative to men.” (Kabeer, 1999, p. 37). An example could be 
that women have to stay home more often because of their reproductive responsibilities, which makes 
them less able to access opportunities, such as going to school (Subrahmanian, 2005). To decrease the 
power inequality Subrahmanian also argues women should be able to decide over their own fate to be 
able to have gender equality, as only then men would not have power over women.  

According to Magnusson (2000), there are three main arguments used in politics why gender equality 
is of importance; the rights argument, the resource argument and the interest argument. First, with the 
rights argument, Magnusson explains how all citizens, male, female or other, have the same rights and 
duties to the state. Therefore everyone should have the ability to exercise those rights by voting or being 
elected. Second, Magnusson elaborates on the resource argument; women can contribute different views 
and attributes to the discussion which were previously absent, and therefore it is valuable to include 
women in discussions. Last, the interest argument portrays the different interests women and men might 
have. As both genders have different experiences, their interests might differ, but should not be assumed 
to be less valuable.  

 
2.2.1. Women’s Rights and the UN  
To understand the importance of women’s rights and the UN, I will provide a short overview of the 
history of women’s rights and the UN. In the 1940s, gender equality was low in almost every part of the 
world. Nevertheless, from the onset of the UN in 1945, the organisation advocated against 
discrimination based on race, sex, age, or religion (United Nations, 1945). Two years later, when the 
UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) was signed, there was a call for gender equality, 
since women’s rights were recognized as human rights. To monitor the practical implementation 
continuously, the UN founded the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW). 

Since then, the CSW reports on gender equality once a year, and lobbies for equal rights for women 
(UN Women, n.d.). It has also successfully argued for gender-neutral language in the UDHR and started 
several conventions to promote gender equality. Eight decades later, however, these global conventions 
have not yet been ratified by all member states  (e.g. the USA). This is problematic because countries 
cannot be held accountable when they do not ratify the agreement, and it will be harder to use the 
convention as a basis for other agreements. Furthermore, the CSW has organised multiple conventions 
to promote gender equality. Three of the most important ones are the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), the International Convention of Population 
and Development (ICPD) and the Fourth World Conference on Women, which is also known as the 
Beijing Platform of Action. All of these elaborate on women’s rights, including the importance of 
climate. The ICPD, signed in 1994, is considered a milestone for women’s rights at the UN as it 
empowered young people to decide on their sexual rights. To make this decision, one needs to receive 
information about sexuality and possess bodily integrity. Twenty years before the start of the SDGs, the 
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ICPD already identified gender equality as being at the heart of all sustainable development (UNFPA, 
2014). A year later, another milestone was reached. In 1995 the Beijing Program of Action was signed. 
This program recognised the importance of women in different fields, one of which is the environment. 
It did not only acknowledge how women are more affected by climate change, but how they could 
contribute to more effective climate action. The action plan says that only the environmental projects 
which include women are successful (United Nations, 1995). This emphasis on gender equality shows 
the importance the UN places on the link between the topics of gender and the environment.  

UN Women is the UN programme responsible for monitoring the mainstreaming of gender throughout 
the UN. It assists Funds and Programmes2 with gender mainstreaming but also holds them accountable 
for including gender dimensions in projects. Moreover, countries execute a significant role in gender 
mainstreaming, as they work closely together with the UN. An example can be found in both Sweden 
and the Netherlands, which regard gender equality as a cross-cutting issue which should be 
mainstreamed. Therefore they acknowledge SDG 5 as the basis for sustainable development (Dutch 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2018; Sweden’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2019).  

2.2.2. Sustainable Development Goals 
The core mission of the UN is translated into 17 goals, the Sustainable Development Goals. These goals 
are a framework for member states to battle world problems such as poverty, inadequate healthcare, 
inequalities, and climate change. All SDGs are divided into smaller targets with a set of indicators to 
measure progress. The goals have been deemed ambitious from their inception, as globally reaching no 
poverty and zero hunger by 2030 is a challenging assignment. Within the agenda, different goals are 
interlinked. They can have a positive, but in some cases, also a negative impact on each other. SDG 8 
Sustainable Economic Growth can have a positive effect on SDG 1 (No poverty). However, it might 
negatively influence SDG 13 (Climate Action), as economic growth often increases the use of resources 
and pollution (Coondoo and Dinda, 2008; York, 2008; Ergas and York, 2012). In Agenda 2030, gender 
equality can be seen as a prerequisite for other SDGs, because it has a positive impact across the board 
(UN Women, 2019). After a critique on the SDGs in the following paragraph, SDG 5 on gender equality 
and SDG 13 on Climate Action will be introduced, after which I provide a literature overview on how 
both SDGs influence each other.  

There are also scholars critiquing the SDGs. According to Sultana (2018), the SDGs can be seen as 
fuzzy, too ambitious, unattainable and open for interpretation. The SDGs are an improvement compared 
to the MDGs, as they have targets and preferred outcomes. However, they are still very broad, and 
maybe unattainable in 15 years. One of the biggest critiques is that the SDGs do not talk about changing 
power relations (Sultana, 2018). The SDGs do not only focus on the Global South anymore but still, the 
Global North influences the direction of development aid and what policy is to be made (ibid.). 
Nonetheless, the SDGs are useful for international governance to set up a framework, although local 
needs could be taken into consideration more (Sridhar, 2016). For example, health needs might differ 
per community (presence or absence of HIV, Malaria or dental care), which is not necessarily currently 
recognised.  

2.2.2.1. Sustainable Development Goal 5: Gender Equality 
The SDG on gender equality focusses on the empowerment of women. Although the UN definition goes 
beyond women, this goal does not mention men or non-binary people. The targets and indicators centre 
around the elimination of gender-based discrimination, violence and exploitation, child marriage and 
Female genital mutilation (FGM), as well as the promotion of equal opportunities, sexual reproductive 
health and rights3 (SRHR) and the recognition of unpaid work (United Nations, n.d.). Although there is 

 
2 Fund and Programmes are part of the “UN family”, but have their own leadership and budgets. The Funds and 
Programmes are voluntarily financed by UN member states. The following agencies fall under the Funds and 
Programmes: UNEP, UNFPA, UNICEF, UN-Habitat and the WFP (https://www.un.org/en/sections/about-
un/funds-programmes-specialized-agencies-and-others/index.html). 
3 “Good sexual and reproductive health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being in all 
matters relating to the reproductive system. It implies that people are able to have a satisfying and safe sex life, 



 

7 
 

a promising decline in the number of FGMs carried out around the world, other targets are still lagging 
(UN Women, 2019). Especially deeply rooted issues such as legal discrimination of women, lack of 
political participation of women, and decision-making over one’s own body are causing concern. 
Globally, the gender gap is still substantial, and in some places, even increasing (World Economic 
Forum, 2020). If the gap is shrinking at the current speed, the World Economic Forum (2020) has 
estimated it will take another 99.5 years to close the gap. This staggering number shows how important 
it is to accelerate efforts to increase gender equality. Also in the economic sphere, women are 
underrepresented. Although women make up 39 per cent of the working population, only 27 per cent 
make it to managerial positions (United Nations, 2019). 

Within debates at the UN, there is a common agreement that gender equality should be mainstreamed 
throughout policy frameworks (UN Women, no date c). Mainstreaming of gender implies that all policy 
frameworks and projects should consider a gender perspective (UN Women, n.d. b). More precisely, 
when a plan proposes a climate fund, where women would be able to receive a cheap loan to buy a plot 
of land, this policy will only be effective when women are legally allowed to own land. It is important 
to note gender mainstreaming does not necessarily mean only women should benefit, as projects which 
do not benefit women, in particular, might still be valuable. Gender mainstreaming entails that projects 
should know how men and women are affected. 

Nonetheless, there are scholars critiquing gender mainstreaming. They argue gender mainstreaming 
loses vital parts of what is fought for by feminists in order to make gender equality more palatable for 
all (Furgerson, 2015) and often gender mainstreaming is “tacky and flaky at best” (Milward, 
Mukhopadhyay and Wong, 2015). Furthermore, the component of change implications is lost 
(Furgerson, 2015), which leads to a disconnect between policy and implementation (Moser and Moser, 
2010). These are all valid critiques to the act of gender mainstreaming. However, gender mainstreaming 
stays an important tool to become aware of how men and women are affected by projects or 
circumstances.  

When trying to mainstream gender, one should be cautious not to forget men are a part of gender 
mainstreaming, as they are a group which is often forgotten (Hankivsky and Salnykova, 2010). 
Similarly, one should not only look at someone’s gender identity, as often race or economic background 
play a bigger role in someone’s life (Hankivsky, 2013). Furthermore, when gender mainstreaming is 
done wrong, it can turn into gender assimilation, where women have to assimilate to the societal 
practices instead of providing a new perspective (Arora-Jonsson and Sijapati, 2018). As will be 
explained later, it is important to examine gender implications in climate policies, as including a gender 
perspective will make policies more encompassing (Bradshaw, 2010).  

When analysing gender mainstreaming one also has to understand the intent of the language that is used. 
When gender equality is mentioned in UN documents one can make a distinction between gender-
sensitive and gender-responsive language. When a text is merely sensitive to gender, there will be 
mentions of gender differences. However, there is no necessary action involved. Gender-responsive 
language does contain that element of action and asks for evaluation.  

2.2.2.2. Sustainable Development Goal 13: Climate Action 
Similar to SDG 5, the SDG on climate action is not meeting the desired outcomes (United Nations, 
2019). Climate-related disasters have taken the lives of 1.3 million people between 1998 and 2017, and 
it is expected these disasters will only increase in frequency and strength (United Nations, 2019). SDG 
13 aims to increase resilience, mitigation, and adaptation to natural hazards. Also, it focuses on 
integrating climate into national policy and education (United Nations, n.d.). However, CO2 

concentrations have risen by 46% since 1990. This rise shows current efforts are not enough, because 
this has led to climate change progressing at an alarming rate (IPCC, 2018). The increase in climate 
finance flows and nationally determined contributions4 (NDCs) are not sufficient to reach the Paris 
agreement to stay below 1.5°C. Especially, as in 2016, the investments into fossil fuels were $100 

 
the capability to reproduce, and the freedom to decide if, when, and how often to do so.” (Starrs et al., 2018). 
This includes the access to sexual education, pre- and post-natal care, and the access to save abortion.  
4 NDC’s are commitments made by countries to reduce their CO2-emissions, as a part of the Paris Agreement. 
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million higher than the investments for global climate finance (United Nations, 2019b), which shows 
conflicting interests, and not full commitments to bringing down CO2-emissions.  

There is a lack of data on the relation between climate action and gender equality, as there is just one 
target in the four environmental SDGs (12 to 15), which mentions women (UN Women, 2019). Target 
13B calls for an integration of the most vulnerable groups. This lack of integrating gender into the four 
climate SDGs suggests an insufficient gender approach. 

 
2.3. UN agencies and climate documents 
The UN agency supporting the global response to climate change is the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) secretariat. It monitors the implementation of international climate 
agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement. This agency is the appropriate body to 
ensure that gender is included in the climate change debate because they lead the climate negotiations. 
In 2014, the Conference of Parties (COP) established the Lima Work Programme on Gender (LWPG), 
where gender became one of the pillars of the UNFCCC.  

Another important actor in the climate change debate is the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC). The role of the IPCC is to inform policymakers with scientific assessments on climate change. 
By thoroughly reviewing all climate research, the organisation provides an overview of which subjects 
are agreed upon in the scientific climate debate and gives suggestions about what has to be investigated 
further. However, the IPCC does not undertake its own research. In 2018, the IPCC established a Gender 
Task Group. Although this task group does not consider the role of women in climate action overall, it 
acknowledges the importance of having a gender balance in research and decision making. The task 
group presented its report on gender equality within the IPCC in 2019. They concluded that work still 
has to be done on gender balance and empowering women (IPCC, 2019).  

2.3.1. Nationally Determined Contributions 
In 2015 at the COP21 in Paris, world leaders agreed to keep the global temperature rise to a maximum 
of 1.5°C compared to pre-industrial levels. To reach this goal 190 countries handed in their Intended 
Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs), which describe their proposed efforts and plans on how 
to reduce national emissions and increase funding for climate action (UNFCCC, n.d.). The 190 countries 
who ratified the agreement turned these intended plans automatically into NDCs. All NDCs are publicly 
available on the UNFCCC NDC website5. Every five years, countries submit new NDCs to the 
UNFCCC, with the next ones due in 2020. Three years after each NDC portfolio is presented, countries 
will take stock on how they progressed and in what areas they need to increase their efforts. During 
COP24, the UNFCCC provided an extensive document on the content which should be included in the 
new NDCs (UNFCCC, 2019b).  

2.3.2. Gender Action Plan 
The second set of documents important to the climate change debate within the UN are the Gender 
Action Plans (GAPs). Since the LWPG, the UNFCCC has written two GAPs. The plan consists of five 
areas with their objectives and targets, which should be considered when integrating gender-responsive 
climate action into the climate debate. These areas are capacity-building, gender balance in participation, 
coherence, gender-responsive implementation, and monitoring (UNFCCC, 2019a). The current 
abbreviation of GAPs, however, is used by several countries and organisations to show they have a 
gender strategy, not necessarily focused on climate change. Therefore, for clarity purposes, I will use 
the ccGAPs abbreviation, later introduced by the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN), which solely focuses on gender within climate action. Their Environmental and Gender 
Information (EGI) platform assists governments to set up a national gender strategy concerning climate 
action. An important part of the process is the consultation of a variety of stakeholders, such as women’s 
organisations. These ccGAPs underscores the importance of integrating gender equality in the climate 
debate with a focus on the individual targets of those countries.  

 
5 https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/NDCStaging/Pages/Home.aspx 



 

9 
 

In December 2019, a new GAP was agreed upon by all member states at the UNFCCC conference. In 
it, all countries acknowledged the importance of introducing the gender aspects of climate change. The 
newly accepted GAP is more thorough and precise with increased monitoring possibilities.  Since the 
last GAP four years ago, the UNFCCC has encouraged countries to submit their national GAPs, but so 
far, only thirteen states have done so. 

Over the years, the UNFCCC has noticed an increase in women in the different constituted bodies of 
the UNFCCC. However, change has been slow (UNFCCC, 2019b). In 2018 eleven out of eighteen 
constituted bodies mentioned the importance of gender mainstreaming compared to six in 2017. 
However, in 2018 the quality of reporting was only sufficient in seven (ibid.). The UNFCCC 
acknowledges the increased interest in the topic by its subsidiary bodies (ibid.). This is the first step 
towards more gender equality within these organisations, which hopefully trickles down through their 
policy.   

 
2.4. Women as Victims of Climate Change 
Disasters and extreme weather conditions are becoming the “new normal” (IPCC, 2018). Nevertheless, 
their burden is not distributed equally (UN Women, 2019). For instance, the Global South6 is hit hardest 
even though they emit the least carbon dioxide (Terry, 2009). Within these countries, the poorest people 
are most vulnerable to the consequences of climate change. Often, this includes women and 
marginalised groups (UN Women, 2016). Women in the Global South are more affected by climate 
change than men because of their lack of rights and resources. They are therefore heavily dependent on 
men and are often underrepresented in decision-making processes. Women are less agents of their own 
lives which makes them, for instance, less resilient in cases of drought (Eastin, 2018). During a drought 
men often migrate to find higher-paying jobs in more fertile regions, whereas women have to stay home 
to take care of the family (ibid.). The migration of men not only increases the burden of childcare on 
women, but women also have to take care of providing food or income for the family. This sum of new 
and unpaid responsibilities overwhelms women and makes them even more vulnerable.   

Society could make better use of women if women’s input would be fully acknowledged, and they would 
encounter less social and legal hurdles. Terry (2009) estimates men own 80% of the land in Africa, but 
that women produce 60 to 80% of the food consumed in countries in the Global South. In half of the 
nations around the world, women do not have legal rights to own or inherit land (World Bank, 2020). 
This lack of rights gives women a disadvantage and a limited influence over the land they work on 
(Terry, 2009). Adzawla and colleagues (2019) show that in Ghana women do not only not own the 
property they work on, but also do not have resources to obtain labour needed to work on the land, which 
makes them unable to cultivate large plots of land. Women also have less access to irrigation possibilities 
and diversification due to small plots of land and lack of resources (Adzawla et al., 2019). This 
combination results in women being less able to adapt and mitigate climate change compared to men, 
or than what would be desirable for them, the community, and the planet.  

Another manner in which women are more affected by climate change is their increased vulnerability 
when it comes to natural disasters. Women run a higher risk of losing their lives during natural disasters 
(Hemmati and Röhr, 2007). This can be due to taking care of children and the elderly, but also other 
social norms, for instance not having the freedom to leave their house. During the 2004 tsunami, 70% 
of the victims were women (UNDP, 2015). Nonetheless, gender inequality can also hurt men in cases 
of natural disasters. Bradshaw (2010) finds that in more masculine societies in central America, men 
might have a higher chance of losing their lives during a natural disaster than women because “they 
want to be a hero”. It becomes clear that gender inequality has negative effects, not only for women but 
also for men.  

 
6 Countries which score a medium to low Human Development Index (HDI; 0.8 or lower). The Global South is 
made up of some 133 countries out of a total of 197. The majority of the Global South is situated in South and 
Central America, Africa, and Asia (IGI Global, 2020). 
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Climate change does not only affect women more negatively, but it also increases gender inequalities 
even more (Eastin, 2018; Adzawla et al., 2019). In societies where women are responsible for the 
household and taking care of children and the elderly, there is a direct effect of climate change on gender 
roles. Women, e.g., have to walk further to get water, which increases their unpaid burden of the 
household and increases their risk to get raped (UN Women, 2019). For this reason, Leach (2007) warns 
against adding to the additional load of the already long list of unpaid responsibilities of women by also 
having to protect the environment. This is even more problematic since women reap less corresponding 
rewards (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). The increase in unpaid labour makes women less able to participate in 
civil society and decision-making processes (Eastin, 2018). Climate change is also problematic for the 
education of older girls. Björkman-Nyqvist (2013) found that in times of drought, significantly fewer 
older girls went to school. Everywhere, but especially in the Global South, this, in turn, can influence 
gender equality in the long run.  

 
2.5. Women as actors in climate action 
The coming paragraphs aim to illustrate why women should not only be seen as victims of climate 
change, but also as actors of change in climate action. To begin with, women make up half of the world’s 
population, and they are seen as “effective agents of change in developing mitigation and adaptation 
strategies” (European Parliament, 2018). This can be compared to Magnusson's (2000) rights argument 
mentioned earlier.  

Regularly, climate change and its solutions in climate action are framed as either technical or economical 
(Terry, 2009). This framing makes it harder to include social-gender equality arguments (ibid.). 
Nonetheless, projects increasingly try to include women in the process (IUCN, 2019). For example, 
projects in Ghana provide extra training and equal opportunities for women, supported by the African 
Development Bank (ibid.) The African Development Bank aims to be the leading financial institution 
with a gender strategy (African Development Bank, 2014).  

The majority of research identifying women as actors in climate action is done in the Global North. 
Surveys conducted in London show that women are seen as more environmentally conscious as they 
use public transport on a more regular basis and are more likely to act upon environmental knowledge 
gained throughout their lifetime (Hamilton and Jenkins, 2000). Another example can be found in a 
Swedish study, which concluded that women tend to worry more about the environment even though 
Swedish men and women have the same risk perception when it comes to the dangers of climate change 
(Sundblad, Biel and Gärling, 2007). Other authors have also found women to be more worried about the 
impacts of climate change, which makes them more likely to act upon it and participate in climate action 
(Milfont, Duckitt and Cameron, 2006; van der Linden, 2015).  

Interestingly, McKinney and Fulkerson (2015) found that countries with female leaders have a lower 
carbon footprint, even when controlling for urbanisation and world-system integration. Furthermore, 
countries with a higher percentage of women in parliament are more likely to ratify multilateral 
environmental agreements (UNDP, 2011) and have lower CO2-emissions compared to countries with 
fewer women in politics (Ergas and York, 2012; Mavisakalyan &Tarverdi, 2019). Mavisakalyan and 
Tarverdi (2019) found when comparing 91 countries, the countries with more women in parliament 
adopted more stringent environmental policies. When it comes to the European Parliament, Ramstetter 
and Habersack (2019) found male and female parliamentarians express the same interest in 
environmental issues. However, when looking at voting behaviour they found women were voting more 
in favour of environmental policy than their male counterparts, also when controlling for party affiliation 
(ibid.). It must be noted older literature contradicts this. Jones (1997) found no significant difference 
between the voting behaviour of male and female parliamentarians in Argentina, nor did Papavero 
(2010) in Italy or Reingold (2000) in California and Arizona, USA. When looking at the US congress 
however, Fraune (2016) did find congresswomen consistently favoured more stringent environmental 
policies compared to their male colleagues. In sum, although the literature is inconclusive, the more 
recent literature suggests a significant effect of more stringent environmental policies when more 
women are in parliament. Moreover, after natural disasters, women are often the frontrunners in 
rebuilding the community, although they reap fewer benefits from this leading role (Leach, 2007). For 
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instance, looking at education, women often take the first steps in the process of rebuilding a community, 
but eventually, fewer girls will end up going to the newly built schools (ibid.).  

Another climate-related area which can be helped by gender equality is food security (UNFCCC, 2019). 
The Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) estimated that if women could be provided with the 
same resources as men, 100 to 150 million people could be alleviated from hunger. This decrease in 
people suffering from hunger is due to increased farming efficiency if women would have better access 
to funds to make their land more climate change-resistant (Altieri and Koohafkan, 2008). If women were 
able to do so, farmer efficiency would go up, which would limit the need for new arable land. A 
decreased demand for agricultural land would also have a positive effect on reducing deforestation of 
(tropical) rainforests, which in turn results in ‘the lungs of the world’ being kept intact (ibid.). Another 
reason to include women in climate mitigation is that according to Adzawla and colleagues (2019), 
many women in the Global South possess indigenous knowledge, which is left unused at the moment. 
This shows in, e.g., indigenous women knowing where to find and how to use water sources sustainably 
(Mcleod et al., 2018; Tanyag and True, 2019; Terry, 2009; Actionaid, 2007).  

Lastly, reducing birth rates is an often-mentioned argument for climate action. Currently, only 54% of 
married women worldwide can actively influence the number of- and spacing between children (UN 
Women, 2019). Nevertheless, gender equality can play a role in climate action as educating women is 
not only the key to gender equality; it is one of the most effective ways to decrease birth rates (UN 
Women, 2016). Providing women with basic sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) will 
allow women to decide whether they wish to utilise contraception to prevent pregnancy. Such 
programmes would increase the percentage of women who can decide on the number of- and time 
between having children. During the last decades, the world’s population has grown exponentially and 
is expected to reach almost ten billion by 2050 (UN DESA, 2019). The UNDP Human development 
report (HDR; 2011, p.72), does, however, estimates that lower birth rates can, at least to a certain degree, 
neutralise the higher emission associated with economic growth. The report compares and reviews 
several studies that demonstrate the positive impact contraception has on climate change (UNDP, 2011). 
Wire (2009) estimated 34 gigatons of CO2 emissions would be saved yearly if all women who wish to 
use contraception, have access to birth control. These emissions add up to 17% of the total world CO2 
emission estimated in 2050 (UNDP, 2011). It is important to stipulate that governments, under no 
circumstance, should coerce women to use contraception, as this opposes the goal of empowering 
women to make decisions over their bodies (Starrs et al., 2018).  

Another reason for an increase in CO2-emissions is the consumption patterns, especially from people in 
the Global North (IPCC, 2018). It is undesirable if people from the Global South adopt the consumption 
patterns of the Global North, as this practice is putting a strain on natural resources (Raworth, 2017). 
Meat consumption, the use of fossil fuels, and consumerism put a strain on the planet (ibid.), 
independent from gender. This opinion is supported by Murtaugh and Schlax (2008), who conclude that 
women in the Global North emit more CO2 than men in the Global South. They argue that the issue 
might not be the number of people in the Global South or North, or their gender, but how they consume.  

In sum, literature shows that there is indeed a relationship between gender equality, climate change and 
climate action. The effect climate change has on gender equality has been proven in multiple studies, as 
climate change increases the time women have to spend on household chores, especially in the Global 
South. Furthermore, women have fewer possibilities than men to make their land more climate change 
resilient due to limited finances and ownership rights. The effect of gender equality on climate action 
can be found in the literature; however, this effect is not as nested in academia as the effect of climate 
change on gender equality. There is, however, some evidence to be found for this link. Recent literature 
suggests a country will have better environmental policies with more women in politics. However, this 
is contradicted by older articles. Furthermore, women could contribute to reducing hunger if they were 
provided with the same opportunities as male farmers, as well as evidence showing climate policy being 
more comprehensive when women are invited to the table.  
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3. Methods  
In this chapter, I will elaborate on the methods used to investigate how the relations between climate 
change, gender equality and climate action are acknowledged by government representatives who work 
with the United Nations, as well as how these relations are acknowledged by national climate 
documents. More precisely, this thesis captures the different views on the importance of the relationship 
between how women and gender equality are framed within the current climate debate. To investigate 
my two research questions, I first conducted a qualitative study consisting of interviews with 
government representatives at several permanent missions to the UN in New York. Through referrals, I 
also interviewed government representatives who are responsible for the UNFCCC negotiations. At the 
recommendation of several interviewees, I decided to additionally analyse both the Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs) and climate change Gender Action Plans (ccGAPs) concerning the 
inclusion of gender and gender equality. As part of this analysis, I investigated the framing of women 
in these national climate documents. By analysing the conducted interviews and selected documents, 
this thesis aims to investigate how government representatives and the national climate documents 
reflect on the importance of including gender perspectives in climate debates. 

 
3.1. Interviews 
3.1.1. Data  
To collect data, I chose a qualitative research method. I decided to use semi-structured interviews as a 
method to understand in what ways gender equality and climate action, and the link between them, is 
understood by government representatives. Interviews offer a possibility for the interviewee to elaborate 
on answers, which will provide me with more in-depth answers, as well as the possibility to ask follow-
up questions (Qu and Dumay, 2011). All interviews were held over the phone due to geographical 
distance and COVID-19 measures.  

The interview guide followed Qu and Dumay’s (2011) interview perspective and consisted of three 
parts; First, the background of the interviewees. Second, what the representatives thought the 
government’s position is on either climate or gender, depending on the interviewee’s speciality. Third, 
their opinion, as well as their government’s opinion on whether there might be a link between gender 
equality and climate action.  

In sections two and three of the interviews, there was a focus on what the interviewees thought their 
government’s stance was on the topic, and how they thought the UN was approaching the subject. To 
investigate government stances on the link between gender equality and climate action through 
government representatives, questions such as the following were asked: ‘What is the degree of 
importance your government is putting on climate action?’ and ‘Do you feel your government believes 
there is a relationship between gender equality and climate action? If so, in what way?’. Appendix 1 
provides an interview guide.    

3.1.2. Interview Population  
Due to the limited scope of the Master’s thesis, I decided to focus on people who work with the SDGs 
daily. The interviewees initially included three gender and four climate experts at permanent missions 
to the UN in New York. Through referrals, two climate experts at the capital level were also interviewed. 
The latter were actively involved with the UNFCCC negotiations on climate (not based in New York). 
This makes a total of nine interviewees representing six governments. Five were governments from the 
European Union (EU), and one came from another western nation. It would have been valuable also to 
have perspectives from either Latin-America, Asia, or Africa. Unfortunately, their representatives were 
not available.  

The reason I chose to interview climate and gender experts is that they are the ones who keep the UN 
accountable on behalf of their governments on these topics, as well as them being experts on their 
government’s opinion on the matter. All the interviewees work closely with one of the topics, and 
although they do not write the policy, according to van Oosterom (2020) they are able to influence it. I 
deem their opinion on the subject of great importance because the expressed concern by the 
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representatives on the relation between gender equality and climate action might impact the priority it 
is given, as well as to what extent they keep the UN accountable.  

I closely worked with some of the interviewees during my internship at the permanent mission of the 
Kingdom of the Netherlands to the UN in New York during the fall of 2019. Although one should be 
cautious with using a convenience sample, it can also have its advantages (Bryman, 2012). People were 
more open with their answers because they knew me personally. One of the downsides of this sample 
selection is that not all climate-related matters of the UN are decided in New York. Although the UN 
HQ in New York does have agenda-setting power and the Secretary-General has climate as its top 
priority in New York, the most far-reaching climate decisions are taken at the Conference of Parties 
(COP) organised by the UNFCCC in a different city each year. Seven of my interviewees were actively 
participating in the agenda-setting, two had participated in the COP. Both processes, that of agenda-
setting and the COP, are of importance to climate action taken worldwide.  

Unlike climate discussions, gender debates mostly take place in New York, as UN Women, is seated 
here. This leads to a vast amount of knowledge about gender being concentrated in New York. 
Therefore, the UN headquarters in New York is a good location to analyse gender issues.   

3.1.3. Research design interviews 
I used Galletta’s (2013) framework for analysing the semi-structured interviews (for a visual 
representation see figure 2 below). This framework outlines the steps of analysis that have to be taken 
into account when using semi-structured interviews as a method. First, the notes taken during the 
interviews are of importance, as they give a first insight into possible labels for coding (ibid.). The 
second step is the transcription and labelling of interesting quotes in the interviews. Third, these labels 
can be grouped thematically to see codes emerging. Last, it is a process of going back and forth between 
the transcripts and the codes. From the nine interviews, all but one interview were transcribed, as during 
the latter interview I experienced technical difficulties and the recording was lost. This interview was 
drafted using notes. I highlighted the transcripts and labelled interesting sections. Labels were collected 
in an excel sheet to be able to count the instances and be able to elaborate on different codes with quotes. 
The analysis focuses on how the interviewees believe their governments view gender and climate 
separately, as well as if and how they see an effect of gender on climate action. Furthermore, to 
determine if the UN is the right place to take climate action, I asked the interviewees how they perceived 
the role of the UN in the gender-climate debate.  

 
Fig 2. My interpretation of Galleta’s (2013) framework for analysing semi-interviews.  

  
 
3.2. NDCs and GAPs  
In the second part of the analysis, two types of documents were assessed: Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) and Gender Action Plans (GAPs), which have been introduced previously under 
2.3.1 and 2.3.2 respectively.  
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3.2.1. Data  
The NDCs were analysed by searching for terms such as ‘gender’, ‘gender equality’ and ‘women’7. 
Slowly governments around the world are recognising gender is not necessarily a binary. However, in 
UN documents gender is often still seen as male or female (James and Wipfler, 2016). Due to not all 
countries accepting there are more than two genders, all three terms were investigated. In total, out of 
the 196 NDCs, 62 documents contained at least one of these items. These documents were analysed by 
using a content analysis, which will be explained later. This thesis only considered NDCs from 2015 to 
avoid using first and second-generation NDCs and having to change the database used, as countries 
slowly start presenting their new NDCs to the UNFCCC. So far, only six new NDCs have been 
submitted. 

The second set of documents that were analysed are the Gender Action Plans, specifically the climate 
change Gender Action Plans (ccGAPs). Thirteen national ccGAPs were available for analysis. All these 
ccGAPs came from developing countries such as Panama, Zambia and Bangladesh.  

3.2.2. Research Design Climate Documents 
The NDCs and ccGAPs were analysed using an inductive qualitative content analysis. According to 
Neuendorf (2017) and Bryman (2012) when performing a content analysis, the researcher investigates 
language used in official documents and attempts to make inferences by trying to identify the 
characteristics of the messages. Objectivity is difficult as one always carries one’s background and it is 
appropriate to be aware of one’s subjectivity. This can lead to different interpretations given to words 
in a content analysis (Graneheim et al., 2017). To be transparent I have included examples of my analysis 
categorisation in the appendix. The aim of a content analysis, according to Bryman (2012), is to quantify 
accounts of raw material by using a set of predetermined rules. The research method is inductive, as I 
am describing new content (Kuckarts, 2012), which is based on observations (Bryman, 2012). These 
observations were grouped into themes which will result in an overarching category (Graneheim et al., 
2017). In this thesis, the research questions guided the analysis which resulted in nine different themes. 
Efforts to reduce a country’s carbon emission which concern women, gender and gender equality were 
grouped into the following themes:  

- Victimisation 

- Climate action affecting gender equality 

- Gender mainstreaming  

- Increasing equal rights 

- Importance of gender equality 

- Increased gender balance in decision making 

- Education of women 

- Women as agents of change 

- Other  

Examples of these themes from the analysed NDCs can be found in the result section 4.2.1. Table 1. 
The category “other” contains mentioning of women, but not relating to climate action. I divided the 
themes into four categories; viewing women as victims, women as agents of change, laws, and other. I 
did this because the themes can clearly be categorised as either framing women in a passive or an active 
role, as gender equality as a role of the government concerning law, or not concerning the link between 
climate and gender in the category other. By analysing the language in both types of documents, I aim 

 
7 It must be noted that gender equality is often still used interchangeably with women’s equality to men within 
these documents, as women’s equality to men is an integral part of gender equality. 
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to identify how women are framed by different governments and how the terms ‘gender’ and ‘gender 
equality’ are constructed within the climate policies which were analysed.  

 

3.3. Research ethics 
Before starting the interviews all nine participants were promised anonymity, so they were able to speak 
more freely as quotes cannot be traced back to specific persons or permanent missions. Anonymity also 
increases the possibility for the interviewees to speak their mind about the subject, which decreases the 
risk of ending up with socially desirable answers (Bryman, 2012). I also asked the interviewees if I was 
allowed to transcribe all interviews, which they all consented to.  

Around half of the people I interviewed knew me personally, as we have worked together during my 
time spent in New York for my internship at the Permanent Mission of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 
to the UN. This does create a quandary, as I am currently not their colleague anymore, but participants 
are still more open in what they say. Especially people working in diplomacy are known to give socially 
desirable answers, which is less the case now as they trust me. Since their confidentiality agreement 
with their employers is known to me, I have actively watched to not include opinions which could 
discredit one of the interviewees. Also when they misspoke content was immediately removed from the 
transcriptions.   

 
4. Results 
The empirical material is presented in the same order as I carried out the research, first the interviews, 
then the climate documents. These documents concern the role of gender in the country’s commitments 
to reduce their impact on climate. This is done to supplement the interviews with perspectives from the 
Global South. The implications of this investigation are analysed in the next chapter. 
 
4.1. Interview results 
The nine interviews added up to eight hours of recorded material, resulting in several interesting 
findings. First, the interviewees’ opinions of their government’s view on both topics of gender equality 
and climate are discussed separately. Knowing the opinions on the separate topic provides an important 
background for making the connection between gender equality and climate action. Second, the 
connection between the two issues was investigated. I focus on observing if the relation between gender 
equality and climate action is perceived as important, and if so, in what way it is seen as significant.   

4.1.1. On gender equality 
All interviewees see gender equality as one of or their government’s top priorities, which underlines the 
importance of the topic in these western countries. According to the interviewees from six countries, 
four governments saw gender equality as an absolute goal which has to be mainstreamed into all levels 
of politics; on the local, state and multilateral level (interviewee A, 2020; interviewee B, 2020; 
interviewee D, 2020; interviewee F, 2020; interviewee G, 2020; interviewee H, 2020). This finding is 
not surprising, as all but one of the interviewees came from EU-countries, and the EU as an organisation 
is known as a strong supporter of gender equality (Council of the European Union, 2015). All 
interviewees named the EU as the most prominent advocate for gender equality, together with other 
like-minded countries such as Australia, New Zealand, Norway, and Canada. Likeminded governments 
can also be found in other regional groups, although these are often not as outspoken (interviewee D, 
2020; interviewee E, 2020).  

Opinions of the interviewees on the progress of gender equality were mixed. Most interviewees 
acknowledged improvements over the last decade, especially since the creation of UN Women in 2010. 
However, most interviewees also saw a long way ahead, as is also shown by the UN Secretary General’s 
report on gender equality (United Nations, 2019b). The following quote illustrates this finding: “I think 
we are taking steps to make that progress, but I think there needs to be more of a cohesive international 
effort towards making progress on those parts. I think there needs to be more of a realization around 
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the world of how gender equality is integral for the development of nations at large." (interviewee A, 
2020). Globally there is a significant unfulfilled potential of women who are not included in the 
workforce, although, according to one interviewee, including women in the formal economy would 
boost a country’s economy (interviewee C, 2020).  

All the interviewees agreed that gender equality is a cross-cutting issue. Still, two persons also 
mentioned that the whole of the Sustainable Development Agenda is an integrated framework that needs 
to incorporate gender to have an efficient and comprehensive plan (interviewee B, 2020; interviewee C, 
2020). This puts gender at the heart of the SDGs.  

4.1.2. On climate change and action 
Similarly to gender equality, the interviewees saw climate as one of the top priorities of their 
governments, except for one interviewee who labelled climate change as “just a high priority” to its 
political leadership, to the extent of adhering to the Paris agreement and not further (interviewee G, 
2020). This government acknowledges their constituency is dependent on high carbon-emitting 
industries. For another country, two interviewees expressed their government considers climate change 
as their absolute number one priority. This climate focussed government is trying to mainstream climate 
into all their policies, domestic and international. Every government project should have positive climate 
outcomes (interviewee D, 2020; interviewee I, 2020). One of the interviewees from this climate focussed 
government expressed dissatisfaction with this initiative, as they believe some SDGs to be relevant 
without them relating to climate change (interviewee D, 2020).  

For all the other interviewees climate change is seen by their government as the same, or of lower 
importance than gender equality. Even though the climate is not their top priority, the representatives 
from four of the six governments viewed their international efforts on climate as leading in the world 
(interviewee C, 2020; interviewee F, 2020; interviewee H, 2020; interviewee I, 2020). They believe this 
especially because the EU voted in favour of a Green New Deal (Interviewee I, 2020), which implies 
the EU values the importance of climate action. 

According to the interviewees, in three out of the six governments, the ministry of environment has a 
big say in policy and budget creation, which underlines the level of importance given to climate change 
in these governments (interviewee F, 2020; interviewee H, 2020; interviewee I, 2020). Four out of the 
nine interviewees mentioned the monitoring of agreed language as one of the most critical tasks in the 
climate debate (interviewee C, 2020; interviewee F, 2020; interviewee H, 2020; interviewee I, 2020). 
Agreed language refers to language from previous decisions, resolutions, or agreements. When this 
language is agreed upon during earlier decisions, it will serve as the standard language, which will be 
reverted to when member states of the UN cannot agree on phrasing in new decisions, resolutions, or 
agreements. By guarding agreed language, governments make sure climate documents have at least a 
minimum basis everyone used to agree upon, even if other governments have decided on a different 
course when it comes to fighting climate change. This is the minimum language reverted to. 
Furthermore, an important task is advocacy for more transparency and better implementation of climate 
agreements (interviewee F, 2020).  

Climate change, similar to gender equality, is also seen as a cross-cutting issue throughout the SDG 
agenda and is therefore featured heavily in the work of the interviewees’ governments at the UN 
(interviewee A, 2020; interviewee B, 2020; interviewee F, 2020; interviewee H, 2020; interviewee I, 
2020). However, opinions are divided on how the UN itself is handling the climate debate. One 
interviewee said the UN is doing a lot, as the Secretary-General designated climate as his main priority 
(interviewee I, 2020). Still, there is critique because, at recent summits, decisions made were not bold 
enough. “No, [the UN and their secretariat] do not do enough by far. Negotiations are not fruitful. Look 
at the last meetings; no decision was made." (interviewee F, 2020). Fruitful negotiations, however, 
remain the responsibility of the UN member states as they have to translate the outcome of the talks into 
comprehensive policy. Interviewee F, however, mentioned how the UN should have facilitated more 
between the member states. There was also a broader systemic critique on the way the UN provides 
development aid, especially around climate change. “If you look at the number of resources that we've 
poured into development, it's enough to lift the entire world population living in poverty, out of poverty, 
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like five times over. But it hasn't happened because, again, you have these micro-level issues that are 
being addressed, but you also have the macro-level issues. If you would have a real discussion about 
climate change adaptation in a country, you, for instance, do have to look complicated issues in the 
face.” (interviewee H, 2020). According to this interviewee, the UN should start acting instead of 
continually discussing. There is a lot of talk and discussion at the UN, but in the end, help often does 
not reach the intended group (ibid.).   

The interviewees mentioned the following solutions to the supposed inefficiency of the UN and the 
UNFCCC process when it comes to climate action:  

1) better communication between countries over a more extended period (interviewee F, 2020),  
2) accommodate a bigger platform for non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and civil society 

(interviewee A, 2020; interviewee F, 2020), and  
3) increased importance for the “how” question to solving climate change (interviewee I, 2020).  

This has to be done while continuing to be critical towards current climate financing (especially in the 
Global South) and what people on the ground identify, as at the moment, “there is definitely a gap 
between the language, the rhetoric, and the action.” (interviewee H, 2020). Not enough of the 
bottlenecks on the ground are identified, and therefore the action the UN takes is not as efficient as they 
possibly could be (ibid.).  

All interviewed climate experts said there is broad support around the world for fighting climate change, 
apart from several big countries (interviewee A, 2020; interviewee B, 2020; interviewee F, 2020; 
interviewee G, 2020; interviewee H, 2020; interviewee I, 2020). The interviewed climate experts in New 
York said that the COP process, organised by the UNFCCC, is the most important when it comes to 
deciding what climate action to take (interviewee B, 2020; interviewee G, 2020; interviewee H, 2020).  
Nonetheless, at the UN in New York, there is an apparent attempt to increase the political agenda on 
climate action. Worldwide interest for climate change has grown in the past decade, as evidenced by the 
Paris agreement and the proposed EU Green Deal (interviewee H, 2020). Also, the top of the UN shows 
interest in climate: "The secretariat and Secretary-General himself and the operational agencies like 
UNDP and UNICEF, who have their headquarters here in New York, have all been increasingly active 
on climate change. That means that the discussions in New York on climate change have increased.” 
(interviewee H, 2020). Furthermore, in September 2019, the climate summit was held in New York. The 
interviewees unanimously agreed that the majority of UN member states acknowledge the importance 
of acting now. Alongside the EU, the small island developing states (SIDSs, a group consisting of 57 
islands in the Caribbean, Pacific, and around Africa and India) are also well known for their advocacy 
of climate action. Their urgency arises from the existential threats that rising sea levels pose (Halstead, 
2016).  

4.1.3. The perceived link between gender equality and climate action 
The following section connects gender equality and climate action and the importance thereof, as seen 
by the interviewees. First I will elaborate if the link is perceived as important, and if so, how the 
interviewees envision this relation. Important factors playing a role in how the interviewees perceived 
the link are the place where climate debates (may it be negotiations on agreements or resolutions) were 
held, and the expertise of the interviewees. There were several differences between gender and climate 
experts when it comes to the views of the certainty of the existence of the relationship between gender 
equality and climate action. There were also differences to be found between the interviewees working 
at their respective national permanent representations to the UN in New York and the interviewees 
working on the UNFCCC negotiations.  

All interviewees could envision a link between gender equality and climate change, but the gender 
experts were more convinced of this link than the climate experts from New York. However, the climate 
experts working on the UNFCCC process (i.e., not seated in New York) agreed with the gender experts 
on the existence of a link between gender equality and climate action (interviewee A, 2020; interviewee 
F, 2020). According to the interviewees (interviewee A, 2020; interviewee B, 2020; interviewee C, 
2020; interviewee E, 2020; interviewee G, 2020; interviewee H, 2020), five out of the six governments 
see gender equality as a pre-requisite to effective climate action, which the following quote shows: “So 
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for us, we see those [gender equality and climate action] as important targets in their own right, but 
also the interlinkages we see that gender equality for us is a prerequisite for climate resilience and for 
the ability of governments and societies, communities, individuals to adapt to climate change. So, this 
is not possible if gender equality is not realized.” (interviewee H, 2020). 

Although all interviewees agreed on the existence of a linkage, not all were able to mention examples 
of the effects gender equality could have on climate action. At the same time, one interviewee with 
placement at a permanent mission in New York later confided they did not know if the link was a fact. 
“[the effect of gender equality on climate action] is not something that we have clearly established 
within our diplomacy yet. I would say, right now, we are just trying to focus on mainstreaming climate 
into all of the discussions that we can. And gender equality is another priority for us, but I think that 
this is something happening in parallel.” (interviewee I, 2020). This is a contrasting view to the people 
interviewed who worked on the UNFCCC negotiations, as they were convinced the effect of gender 
equality on climate action existed (interviewee F, 2020), and saw this as globally accepted. “The 
importance of gender-responsive climate policy is something which is more broadly shared over the 
years.” (interviewee A, 2020). Interviewee A (2020) did, however, mention, how this is still mostly 
advocated by western countries. Still, the interviewee sees the future as hopeful. At the 2019 COP, a 
new gender action plan was accepted, which does point to a general acceptance of the link between 
gender equality and climate action. Although the European Union has had a GAP since 2011, the 
interviewees from the EU who work in New York have only seen the establishment of this link recently, 
as both topics have gotten increased attention over the last five to ten years. Interviewee C (2020) said: 
"The link has always been there, but now there is more interest in both topics".  

Although the governments of the interviewees may recognize the link between gender equality and 
climate action, the relationship still stays contested in New York: “for many countries, the combination 
[of gender and climate] is very contested, but for many countries, it's also extremely obvious. So, I would 
say for the entirety of the EU, for most WEOG [Western and Other Group] countries, really for a lot of 
G778 countries individually they agree.” (interviewee G, 2020). Differences between the COP 
negotiations and the climate debate at the UN headquarters in New York might be explained by the 
difference in political dynamics at the two places, explained in the following paragraph. 

According to the interviewees, the extensive political agenda at the UN headquarters in New York 
makes it so that difficult topics from the Security Council are intertwined throughout different agendas. 
These dynamics spill over into other areas outside of the Security Council, such as the Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC). One example of this was during the 2019 climate summit in New York, 
where there were small break-out sessions with different topics, of which one was gender. However, 
one of the interviewees expressed dissatisfaction with the attention the issue got: “I think gender was 
really very much an afterthought in planning and preparation for the climate summit.” (interviewee G, 
2020) and “It just felt like it was sort of at the same level of importance as the Greek initiative on 
protecting heritage buildings from climate change. I feel like gender was kind of seen as about the same 
level of importance.” (ibid.). According to this person, this shows a lack of UN headquarters’ 
commitment to this link, as the UN is responsible for the agenda of the summit. 

When asked why gender is not more prominently addressed in the climate debate in New York there 
were two main reasons mentioned by several interviewees: 1) there is a fear gender is taking attention 
away from other (more important) issues concerning climate change (interviewee B, 2020; interviewee 
F, 2020; interviewee I, 2020) and 2) gender is a contested issue, mostly due to debates around Sexual 
and Reproductive Rights (SRHR) (interviewee B, 2020; interviewee C, 2020; interviewee D, 2020; 
interviewee E, 2020; interviewee G, 2020; interviewee H, 2020).  

The following quote summarises the first point: “There are so many elements on the climate agenda 
which are seen as more urgent, so it is a little bit "fighting for prominence".” (interviewee B, 2020). 

 
8 The Group of 77 is the largest intergovernmental organization of developing countries in the United Nations, 
which provides the means for the countries of the South to articulate and promote their collective economic 
interests and enhance their joint negotiating capacity on all major international economic issues within the 
United Nations system, and promote South-South cooperation for development (http://www.g77.org/). 
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One of the interviewees was adamant about other more important topics: “So far I think we have quite 
a clear link between climate and energy, as well as a clear link between climate and youth. As far as I 
know, the effect gender equality would have on climate is not yet proven at the UN.” (interviewee I, 
2020). This is also an opinion shared by SIDSs, as they, according to one interviewee, are afraid gender 
will steal the spotlight from mitigation efforts, as in the view of the SIDSs there should be a greater 
focus on mitigating climate change (interviewee B, 2020). Important to note is the existing differences 
between SIDSs. SIDSs in the pacific have a more progressive gender agenda compared to their 
Caribbean colleagues, according to interviewee G (2020). Not all interviewees agree with the opinion 
that gender equality could divert attention from other areas of climate action. Interviewee B (2020) says 
the following about this: “It is inevitable to accept a gender dimension to climate change. If you want 
to fight climate change comprehensively, you have to include gender”. 

The second reason, according to the interviewees, for not including gender equality in the climate 
debate, is the highly contested nature of gender equality at the UN in New York, especially since the 
Trump presidency. This debate is shown in the earlier mentioned problems of politics surrounding 
gender equality. The G77 is negotiating as a block at the UN in New York. This is done for several 
reasons. First, negotiating in smaller groups is often more effective than with 193 member states at once. 
Second, as a block, the developing countries have a stronger voice. Lastly, it will save countries a lot of 
time when they can divide the work within the group. Often the developing countries do not have the 
resources to follow and negotiate every single resolution (interviewee H, 2020). Notwithstanding, 
negotiating as a block did lead to the following problem during the second committee9 (2C) season, 
where resolutions on climate change were discussed: “[the G77] does not want to include gender issues 
because they're not able to form a group position on it. So, we very often hear arguments like: “Let's 
not mix up the agenda.” and “We have other solutions for gender and not bring those issues here.” or 
“We have to focus now on climate.” So, while from my government’s perspective, it sounds evident that 
these two things need to be looked at together, to do that, in practice, it is challenging.” (interviewee H, 
2020). So, group diplomacy cannot be overlooked, as country groups, such as in this case, the G77, do 
not vote individually.  

The fear of gender causing issues in the climate debate causes member states to avoid the topic 
(interviewee G, 2020). Because the EU and like-minded states/groups are convinced a link exists and 
solutions should be included in resolutions, the discussions on language when gender is included in the 
climate debate often take up a lot of time. An example can be seen in the second committee: "In 2C the 
term ‘gender-responsive’ turned out to be a no-go. However, ‘Gender-sensitive’ was already agreed-
upon language. Although these terms look similar, gender-responsive has an element of action and 
follow-up, which turned out to be a bridge too far." (interviewee B, 2020). This problem is mostly seen 
at the UN in NY, as according to the interviewee's gender equality has become a very politicized topic, 
which is not noticed as much at other UN quarters (interviewee A, 2020). Likewise, the process at the 
COP is different as countries send a team from their capitals to do the negotiations. This will limit 
‘contamination’ by other discussions around gender, which are more controversial, such as SRHR, as 
well as less negotiating in regional groups such as the G77. Therefore, member states can voice their 
own opinions on the relation between gender equality and climate action (interviewee F, 2020).  

The government representatives state there are more difficulties to face in the gender climate debate, 
such as tokenism and COVID-19 (Interviewee A, 2020). Tokenism refers to the inclusion of minority 
or repressed groups in discussions without them having a say (Oxford Dictionary, no date). An example 
can be women who are only signing an agreement without contributing to the content. Tokenism means 
that just looking at the numbers might not be enough, as women can just be used as a token (interviewee 
G, 2020). According to one of the interviewees, it might be that tokenism is part of the UNFCCC 
negotiations. Still, they also noticed lots of diverse delegations, which included civil society and 

 
9 The second committee will deal with issues relating to economic growth and development such as 
macroeconomic policy questions; financing for development; sustainable development; human settlements; 
globalization and interdependence; eradication of poverty; operational activities for development; agriculture 
development, food security and nutrition; information and communications technologies for development; and 
towards global partnerships (https://www.un.org/en/ga/second/).  
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members of grassroots movements (interviewee A, 2020). All of the interviewees mention the 
importance of women being represented in the debate, as this is the primary way women are seen as 
agents of change. Diversity, not only in gender but also in socio-economic background, should be 
pursued, as it can lead to more comprehensive and effective outcomes (interviewee F, 2020). Another 
very current problem with the UNFCCC is negotiations on the implementations of decisions have come 
to a halt due to the COVID-19 pandemic. One of the interviewees expressed concern about this, as 
especially now they felt they have to make progress because the UNFCCC just approved a new GAP 
(interviewee F, 2020). 

Interviewees also described how gender equality is vital to climate action. All interviewees first 
mentioned how women could be seen as victims. Women are often part of vulnerable groups 
(interviewee B, 2020; interviewee C, 2020; interviewee E, 2020; interviewee I, 2020), have to spend 
more time on household chores such as collecting water and firewood (interviewee C, 2020; interviewee 
D, 2020; interviewee I, 2020), and are often the ones suffering most from famine as they are the last to 
eat in the household (interviewee C, 2020; interviewee D, 2020). They also receive the worst plots of 
land (interviewee D, 2020) and often do not have access to or benefit from large infrastructural projects 
(interviewee I, 2020). An indirect problem that the interviewees also mentioned is the increase of 
gender-based violence because men lose their jobs due to climate change or large natural disasters 
(interviewee C, 2020; interviewee H, 2020).  

Without being asked, four interviewees mentioned how women could be seen as change agents. When 
the other interviewees did not bring up the role of women in climate action, I asked if this would be 
possible. All five answered yes, and gave the example of equal representation in decision making.  

"Making sure that all voices are heard is important, because all perspectives matter. The more 
perspectives you have from the start, the better the policies will be formulated, ambitious, and 
efficient in the end. Multiple studies say women are more aware of climate change, worry more 
about it, and act more on it. Therefore, you could say, when including women into decision 
making the chances are that the plans are probably more ambitious." (interviewee F, 2020).  

Other examples were harder to think of, but using clean cooking stoves, cultivating food more 
efficiently, and participating in the formal economy were ways of women contributing more to climate 
action. It was argued, for example, by one interviewee that to increase women participation in climate 
action, women need better access to climate financing10 (interviewee A, 2020). Over the years, it has 
become more common that women are taking part in the climate discussions:  

“I have the feeling we have come a long way since 20 years ago. You see that both climate 
negotiations and the climate discussion were a fully male-dominated field, no women to be seen. 
Now, there are women in the negotiations, and there is relatively more research into the gender 
aspect of climate action. There is still a long way to go, but it is a good first step.” (interviewee 
A, 2020).  

The UN and the member states have to work together to include gender in climate debates. The 
interviewees were divided when it came to the different roles people envisioned for the UN or member 
states. "It is up to the leadership [of the UN] to drive it at some level, but it also has to be kind of bottom-
up as well." (interviewee F, 2020). Mostly the UN was seen as a facilitator, where the UN secretariat 
should provide information and could do limited apolitical advocacy for the integration of gender in the 
climate debate (interviewee B, 2020; interviewee C, 2020; interviewee D, 2020). They should also be 
the ones setting the agenda (ibid.). Interviewee D (2020) said all UN funds and programmes should 
increase the mainstreaming of gender, as at the moment, "it is only UN Women who is working on it, I 
think other UN agencies are not working on this link.". Others did not agree that the UN lacked the 
willpower to include gender into the climate debate as they were convinced that “the secretariat is very 

 
10 Climate financing is a development aid tool to help people loan money to make their business more 
sustainable. 
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strong and supportive of gender equality.” (interviewee C, 2020). One person argued that UN Women 
should take the lead role as a facilitator in the gender climate debate (interviewee B, 2020).  

However, when it comes to decision making, it is still up to the member states to agree upon terms and 
plans (interviewee G, 2020). This is inherent to the structure of the UN (interviewee B, 2020), therefore 
it should be the member states who should put gender equality on the climate action agenda. Another 
critical role of member states is the financing of climate funds and the supporting of local organisations 
(interviewee A, 2020). Those organisations know what is needed on the ground and have access to the 
women who need it the most (ibid.). Several interviewees also mentioned that they were always 
checking their climate programs on the mainstreaming of gender, and if the money also reached the 
intended focus groups (interviewee A, 2020; interviewee C, 2020; interviewee E, 2020; interviewee H, 
2020). Two gender experts voiced how they would like to be consulted more often about climate issues, 
as this was currently not happening regularly.  

When it comes to further research, all interviewees wished there was more information readily available. 
Interviewee G (2020) elaborates on this: “There isn't a great deal of easily accessible, excellent examples 
and crunchy data. And when I was negotiating something last year, I felt like I was actually teaching 
some of my second committee colleagues gender studies 101”. The question of who needs to do this 
research gave a diversity of replies. First, the UN and academia would be preferred, but also NGOs and 
the popular media should write more about this. “Neither academia nor U.N. publications are 
necessarily fully accessible to policymakers. So, maybe it also has to be mainstream media or popular 
media and youth media.” (interviewee G, 2020).  

At the end of the interview, interviewee G (2020) made a noteworthy comment. Earlier, this person 
mentioned climate change not being the top priority to its government. Now, the interviewee said gender 
equality is making it easier to work on climate projects as the foreign minister sees gender equality as 
extremely important. When gender equality is incorporated into the aims of the project, the approval of 
climate projects increases significantly. This shows how including gender equality into climate projects 
can be beneficial for both subjects.  

 
4.2. Document results 
In the following paragraphs, the nationally determined contributions (NDCs) and the gender action plans 
(GAPs) are analysed to investigate how the relation between gender equality and climate actions is 
incorporated in these documents. In total, 75 documents were examined, of which 62 were NDCs and 
thirteen ccGAPs. 

4.2.1. Results NDCs  
To get a deeper understanding of how countries view the link between gender equality and climate 
change through climate action, I have analysed how the role of women is featured in all the NDCs. In 
the 197 NDCs, 62 countries mentioned women and/or gender equality. These results are summarised in 
table 1, figure 3, as well as in figure 4 on page 21. Both figures are explained in the following paragraphs.  

Of the 62 documents mentioned in the previous paragraph, three countries did not endorse their intended 
NDCs, because they did not ratify the Paris agreement (until August 2020 Angola also had not ratified 
the Paris agreement, which would have made it the fourth country mentioning women or gender equality 
but not ratifying its INDC). The reason for this is probably either unstable political situations in the 
states or their dependence on the oil industry. However, these countries (Eritrea, South Sudan and 
Yemen) have signalled they are enhancing their INDCs to become even more ambitious in 2020, which 
does imply a commitment to the Paris agreement. An example of this is the South Sudan National 
Environmental Policy was endorsed by Parliament in April 2016 (UNFCCC, 2019b). 
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The list of countries mentioning women or gender did not include the European Union and its member 
states. Nor any other country from the Global North11. The EU member states all refer to the communal 
NDC by the EU. Although the EU acknowledges the importance of gender equality, also in the climate 
debate, there is no mention of women or gender equality in its NDC.  

Table 1. Overview of how many times gender or women are mentioned in National Determined Contributions, 
sorted by topic and including one example from several NDCs.  

DESCRIPTION COUNT EXAMPLE 

VICTIMS 29 

“The effects of climate change are felt first and most 
acutely by vulnerable and marginalised populations, 
including women, children, youth, etc.” (Republic of 
Kiribati, 2015) 

CLIMATE ACTION 
AFFECTS GENDER 

EQUALITY 
4 

“Climate change adaptation must be linked to sustainable 
development and the transition towards a low-carbon 
economy, and to ensure a systematic, joint, 
interdisciplinary, inter-regional approach, and incorporate 
gender equality, hunger eradication, and poverty 
reduction.” (Viet Nam, 2015) 

GENDER 
SENSITIVITY/MAINSTREA

MING 
11 

“Pillar eight (8) of Sierra Leone’s five-year development 
plan considers Gender and Women’s Empowerment. 
Therefore, in addressing climate change issues, public 
entities are required to undertake public awareness and 
consultations and ensure gender mainstreaming.” (Sierra 
Leone, 2015) 

RIGHTS 6 

“It is fundamental to incorporate a gender- and human 
rights-sensitive approach in adaptation planning capacity 
building, prioritizing the most vulnerable sectors and 
regions in order to reduce social inequality and the gap 
between women and men's rights.” (Georgia, 2015) 

GENDER EQUALITY 26 
“Promote substantive equality between genders, people, 
cultures, and communities.” (Republica Bolivariana de 
Venezuela, 2015) 

DECISION MAKING 17 

“Mitigation and adaptation national policies and 
instruments incorporate a gender perspective to promote 
and ensure active, continuous, full and equal participation 
of women and men in the consultation and decision-
making processes for the control and access to natural 
resources, management of GHG emissions and generation 
of mitigation and adaptation strategies.” (Republica del 
Peru, 2015) 

EDUCATION 10 

“The BRIDGE in Sustainable Energy and information and 
Communication Technologies project is focused on 
developing human capital, while encouraging gender 
equality, to meet the expected future demand for 
technicians, professionals, and entrepreneurs in the 
sustainable energy and information and communication 
technology sectors.” (Barbados, 2015) 

 
11 Norway did mention gender equality in their NDC. However, it was unclear how they tied this to the climate 
action they are taking.  
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AGENTS OF CHANGE 8 

“It also believes that the gender perspective is an essential 
aspect to be included in a sustainable national 
development model. Therefore, it recognizes the role of 
women as an agent of fundamental change, which must be 
taken into account in decision-making that allows the 
development of a society low in carbon and resistant to 
the effects of climate change.” (Honduras, 2015) 

UNCLEAR USE OF 
GENDER/WOMEN IN THE 

CLIMATE DEBATE 
4 

“India is committed to conserving nature as well as, 
imperatives of meeting the competing demand of 
resources for addressing the challenges of […] gender 
equality and women empowerment, […] the means of 
implementation for enhanced action for achieving among 
others, the sustainable development goals for its 1.2 
billion people.” (India, 2015) 

TOTAL 115  

 

Of the 62 countries that mentioned women or gender, 24 countries said 28 times how women could 
become victims of climate change (see table 1 and figure 3). Eighteen of these countries only mentioned 
women as a vulnerable group; the other six also attributed different roles to women (see figure 3). 
Although it is important to see women as change agents, it is also important to acknowledge how women 
are affected by climate change differently than men (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). In four instances, it was 
recognised how climate change could have a negative impact on gender equality (see figure 3). In eleven 
cases, this resulted in expressing the will to have more gender-sensitive language and mainstreaming of 
gender in future policy (see figure 3).  

 

Fig 3. The percentage of different categorisations of the use of women, gender, and gender equality in Nationally 
determined contributions (NDCs). In total, these terms were mentioned 115 times, in 62 out of the 190 NDCs.  
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Apart from new policies, including gender, seven countries want to change their laws to create more 
equality when it comes to climate change. Women should, e.g., have the right to own land, which would 
make them able to invest in land and agriculture. This would not only help the national economy but 
also reduce hunger and deforestation, the latter having an impact on climate change. The mainstreaming 
of gender and the providing of equal rights also feeds into SDG 5, gender equality. The NDCs mentioned 
gender equality as the ultimate goal 26 times. The ramifications of this will be discussed in the analysis. 

Ten countries say another compelling way to reach both gender equality and climate action is done by 
increasing the efforts to educate women and help them build their competencies. Several countries want 
to invest in women who can work in technical jobs to assist in the energy transition. Having a higher 
educated group of women will help, but will not necessarily lead to more women having a say if this is 
not actively pursued (Profeta, 2017). Diversity, especially when it comes to gender diversity, but also 
in other ways, was mentioned 17 times as an important way to reach climate goals. In eight instances, 
women were named explicitly as “agents of change”. Which is also alluded to in other descriptions 
mentioned above, but is even more powerful when the term is mentioned explicitly.  

Lastly, four times gender was mentioned in ways not relating to climate change at all, or even as a 
competing goal to climate change.  

 

 

Fig 4. The results from the content analysis grouped by how women are perceived. Arranged in four groups; if 
women were seen as actors in Climate Action; victims of climate change; if the text was talking about laws; or 
‘other’.  

In figure 4 above, I have grouped several codes into broader categories to be able to distinguish how 
women are framed in the NDCs if mentioned at all. Under “victims”, I have grouped the code of victims 
and when the documents mentioned how climate change is affecting women more than men. “Women 
as actors” consists of the following codes: increasing education for women, increased need for gender 
mainstreaming and gender-sensitive language, improving the gender balance in decision making, and 
when women were mentioned as actors of change. The majority of 63% framed women as actors in 
climate action. Still, 29% of the times women, gender, or gender equality were mentioned, women were 
seen as victims rather than change agents. Important to note is that some documents highlighted both 
sides in the same policy paper, and the terms are not mutually exclusive. A country can acknowledge 
women are hit harder by climate change, but also see them as agents of change. This result has been 
analysed in more depth in the next chapter.  
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4.2.2. Climate Change Gender Action Plans 
Countries that want to work on the connection between gender equality and climate action can receive 
help to perform a thorough analysis of the opportunities to include gender into their climate policies 
(IUCN, 2019). The result is a ccGAP, which does not only show the willingness of countries to look at 
the link between gender and climate, but also provides a useful toolbox to facilitate and monitor climate 
progress. When reading these documents, it is clear how women are seen as more than just victims, as 
agents of change. Women, it is argued, can contribute to climate action not only by mitigating climate 
change effects but also by joining the workforce in the less traditional job market, in jobs such as 
renewable energy technicians (IUCN, 2019). These arguments are given from an equality perspective, 
where gender equality will not only help with a better climate but will also lead to economic growth and 
help the most vulnerable populations in a country (IUCN, 2012). Every country can choose its main 
priorities when it comes to climate action. This makes every ccGAP unique as nations struggle with 
different challenges, but it was noticeable that the framing of women was the same, as documents used 
the same phrasing, such as: “Women are not just helpless victims – they are powerful agents of change, 
and their leadership is critical. Women can help strategies related to water, energy use, agriculture and 
food security, economic growth, waste reduction and management, and policymaking, amongst other 
things.” (ccGAP Jordan, 2010; ccGAP Tanzania, 2013). One possible explanation for this similar 
rhetoric is due to the IUCN playing a significant role in the creation of all the ccGAPs.  

During the 2014 COP20 in Lima, the UNFCCC called upon all nations to write their ccGAP, of which 
thirteen have answered the call. This number has not changed since 2015, even though both topics have 
seen significant developments in the last five years, both individually and jointly. Several of these 
thirteen countries have published updates to their ccGAPs. Various of the world’s most gender-equal 
countries and institutions, such as Norway and the EU, have general GAPs but lack a focus on climate. 
When it comes to the GAP written by the EU, the focus is exclusively on countries the EU helps with 
developing aid, not on its own inclusion of women in climate action. Climate change is mentioned just 
four times in this document. In two instances, the EU GAP portrays women as victims of climate change. 
Namely, climate change is leading to an increase in gender-based violence and the increased risk for 
women of dying during natural disasters. The EU council does call for more research into the different 
ways women and men are affected by climate change because currently, they feel there is insufficient 
data to make policy in this regard. The latter sees women as change agents, as the EU advocates a better 
gender distribution in decision making, as women are “agents of environmental protection” (Council of 
the European Union, 2015, p.28). 

When comparing the NDCs and the thirteen ccGAPs, it turns out that five of the countries which have 
a ccGAP did not mention any “women” or gender equality in their NDCs. This is interesting as the 
ccGAPs were published before the NDCs were submitted, some as far as three years prior. One would 
expect countries that have produced a document specifically focussed on the inclusion of gender equality 
in climate action, would also include these intentions into their NDC. It is unclear why these countries 
did not include gender in their NDCs.  

 

5. Discussion 
This thesis aims to answer two questions: According to the representatives of UN member states, why 
are gender perspectives and gender equality of importance to achieving SDG 13 (climate action)? And 
how are women and gender equality framed in official climate documents? This chapter discusses the 
findings from the interviews and national climate documents. By answering these questions, it presents 
several insights into how government representatives think gender equality is discussed in relation to 
climate action at the UN. Furthermore, it shows how the 63 NDCs which contained the words “women”, 
“gender” or “gender equality”, and the 13 ccGAPs, frame women and gender equality as part of their 
climate action intentions. After the discussion and implications, I will provide limitations and 
suggestions for further research.  
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5.1. Perceived Effect according to the Interviewees 
Looking back at the interview data, it becomes clear that for my sample of interviewees, both gender 
equality and climate change, as well as the link between them, is recognised. There was only one 
interviewee who was less convinced. Others also mentioned they were unsure if the link was indeed 
established at the UN, even though they believed the link exists. This shows that even 25 years after the 
establishment of the relationship between gender equality and climate at the Beijing Program of Action 
(United Nation, 1995), the policy has not yet been turned into action. Furthermore, the relation and its 
importance have been acknowledged more recently by the European Parliament (European Parliament, 
2018). It is not surprising that the interviewed gender experts valued gender mainstreaming in climate 
to a greater extent than the interviewed climate experts at the UN in New York, as it is their work to 
mainstream gender into policies and resolutions. Half of the interviewed climate experts in New York 
acknowledged the effect of gender equality on climate action. Still, they were concerned that the 
women’s rights debate (which is very connected to gender equality) would distract from other vital 
issues on the climate agenda. These experts are not alone in this view. Arora-Jonsson and Sijapati (2018) 
showed how scientists in their research initially also felt reluctant about including gender in climate 
research. The scientists had to be told, by the head of the organisation, to include gender in climate 
research. They have since acknowledged the importance of this and reached interesting conclusions 
because of integrating gender perspectives into their research. This indicates it can also be beneficial for 
the government representatives to mainstream gender equality in climate action.  

The representatives (both climate and gender experts) working with the UN in New York also mentioned 
that their colleagues from other countries were hesitant to include gender into the climate debate as 
gender is a contested issue at the UN in New York. It is interesting to see how most interviewees at the 
UN in New York had the feeling other governments tried to separate the two agendas, instead of seeing 
the importance between the two. These experts are not alone in the view the gender debate might muddle 
the climate debate. The different debates surrounding more difficult gender issues at the UN 
headquarters in New York, such as the debate surrounding SRHR, spill over into the climate debates 
taking place in New York. Especially since the Trump administration took office, SRHR is one of the 
gender issues which has been fought against vigorously by that same administration (Lynch, 2019) as it 
refers to sexual education and the right to safe abortion in case of rape. This hugely gendered debate on 
SRHR politicises gender debates in other areas, which do not necessarily include SRHR. This argument 
is supported by Fröhlich and Williams (2018) who demonstrate how issues dealt with in the security 
council at the UN in New York, have a spill-over effect into other areas of the UN. As mentioned by the 
interviewees, countries rather avoid the topic or do not want to go beyond the agreed language. This is 
problematic, according to Ihalainen and colleagues (2017), who found that institutions such as the Green 
Climate Fund (GCF) have to move from gender-sensitive to gender-responsive language. It was 
precisely the gender-responsive language that was not accepted during the second committee season, 
according to interviewee B (2020), because gender-responsive has an element of follow-up. Another 
critical factor coming into play at the UN in New York is the manner in which negotiations take place, 
as opinions of pro-gender inclusion in climate debates are lost in negotiating groups. According to the 
interviewees, the G77, the biggest group of developing countries, cannot seem to agree between 
themselves on including gender in the climate debate. This results in the group not wanting to include 
gender in their group position at all, which is problematic as this view continues into later negotiations 
between the regional groups.  

As mentioned earlier, according to the government representatives based at the UN in New York, other 
climate experts believe there are more important topics in the climate change debate than gender 
equality. This opinion indicates that there is an essential difference between them and the climate experts 
who partook at the UNFCCC negotiations. The latter were convinced that the link between gender 
equality and climate action is globally accepted, mainly because of the new UNFCCC GAP, which was 
approved in December 2019. Accepting the new GAP means accepting the importance of a gender 
perspective in climate debates.  

Although it is unsure to what extent including gender equality in climate action is globally accepted, the 
interviewees accepted this relation. First, all interviewees saw the link as necessary; all were able to 
name instances where women were hit harder by climate change in comparison to men. Several 
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interviewees mentioned an increased time spent on household chores, which included having to walk 
further to fetch water. This did not only increase the unpaid burden on women but also increased their 
risks of being raped. Furthermore, according to the interviewees, women suffer to a greater extent during 
famines as they are often the last to eat, receive the worst plots of land, and do not have the resources to 
invest in their land. When it comes to famines, the World Health Organisation (WHO) recognises the 
increased risk of malnutrition for pregnant and breastfeeding women (WHO, 2016). Receiving the worst 
plots of land and the lack of possibility to invest is corroborated in several articles (Terry, 2009; Adzawla 
et al., 2019). Lastly, interviewee I (2020) believed women to be benefitting less from large 
infrastructural projects. This is, however, not corroborated by Ray-Bennet (2009), who found that 
women from the lowest caste in India suffered less during a flood because of previous housing projects 
helping women to improve their housing. In this part of India, it was the middle-class families who were 
hit hardest by natural disaster because they were not included in infrastructure projects. 

Four of the nine interviewees found it of great importance to point out that even though women can fall 
victim to climate change, more often than not, women are also actors of change. The additional five 
interviewees answered positively when I asked about the role women can play as actors of change, 
although they did not mention this by themselves. This illustrates how women are first and foremost 
seen as victims, after which they are regarded as important actors (Simon-Kumar et al., 2018). 
According to the interviewees, the most useful manner of incorporating gender in the equality debate is 
by actively inviting women to participate in climate debates to increase the gender balance. This can 
both be seen as a rights argument, as well as an ‘interest argument’ according to Magnusson (2005). 
Women have different experiences concerning climate change, but they also have the right to be 
included in decisions. This is corroborated by Mcleod and colleagues (2018), who researched the 
inclusion of women in climate policymaking in the Pacific. They found that projects were more effective 
if women were consulted. However, in their research, local women’s organisations expressed how 
including women in parliament and negotiations is a western way of thinking, as well as how scientific 
knowledge might not always be better than indigenous knowledge (ibid.). This is corroborated by Herr 
(2014) who advocates “third-world feminism”, in which women’s agency and opinions are valued. Even 
traditions which might go against western standards, such as veiling, cannot be dismissed if the women 
consciously chose to adhere to these cultural rules. According to the interviewees, the EU currently is 
the biggest bloc advocating more gender equality in the climate debate. This begs the question if it would 
perhaps be better if countries from the Global South take on this role more actively, as until now it has 
been the western feminist perspective which been the basis for feminist foreign policy (Mcleod et al., 
2018, Herr 2014). According to several interviewees as well as the official documents which were 
reviewed, a switch towards sustainable energy (such as solar panels and clean cooking) and education 
in these fields is a way for women to contribute to a sustainable economy and society, which will benefit 
the environment as well (UNEP, 2017). Women can also help with more efficient food cultivation if 
they are provided with enough resources to invest in their land (Adzawla et al., 2019). They can 
incorporate their indigenous knowledge on food cultivation and the scientific knowledge of sustainable 
farming, to be able to become more climate-resilient (Mcleod et al., 2018). 

The mainstreaming of gender in the climate debate seems to be in the hands of the Secretary-General 
and the UN Secretariat. At the moment, my interviewees suggest that gender is not implemented 
effectively in policies and projects (interviewee H, 2020). As mentioned in the introduction, Secretary-
General Guterres prioritises both goals. Yet, the listing of gender at the end of the New York Climate 
Summit might indicate that he is not convinced that the relationship is present (interviewee G, 2020). It 
must be concluded that it is not apparent to the interviewees that the Secretary-General is using his 
position as an influential leader to include gender perspectives into the climate debate. 

Moreover, the role of advocacy and accommodating research by the secretariat could improve 
(interviewee F, 2020), although this cannot be corroborated by literature. After concluding this, I have 
looked at a small sample of climate-related speeches of Secretary-General Guterres, and have not found 
another mention of a link between gender and climate. An example of this can be found in his remarks 
during the climate summit in New York in 2019. In it, he never mentioned women or the importance of 
gender equality (Guterres, 2019). This could be further researched but goes beyond the scope of this 
thesis.  
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5.1.2. National Climate Documents 
The importance of gender equality in the climate debate can be seen in the NDCs, as a third of the 190 
countries (excluding the EU) label gender as a topic to take into consideration. With the connection 
between gender equality and climate action being made at the COP, it begs the question of why not 
more countries chose to acknowledge gender in their NDCs. From the 62 documents acknowledging 
gender as a part of climate action, in one-sixth of the cases, women were framed as victims. In just under 
two-thirds of the cases, gender equality or women were, however, framed as vital to climate actions. A 
problem with this argument can be that women can often not be seen as a homogenous group. According 
to Simon‐Kumar and colleagues (2018), framing women as a homogeneous group is very limiting, as it 
does not include the intersectional perspectives of how people are affected differently by climate change. 
It is not only gender which influences how someone is impacted by climate change but also its socio-
economic background, education and birthplace (Simon-Kumar et al., 2018). 

When comparing NCDs and ccGAPs, it must be concluded that there is an apparent discrepancy between 
these two sources when it comes to incorporating gender within national climate policies. Five countries 
have written a ccGAP prior to 2015 but did not include gender into their NDCs. Incorporation would be 
expected as the NDCs illustrate important areas for individual countries when it comes to climate action. 
It seems that despite having a ccGAP, gender has not been fully mainstreamed into the ministries of 
environment. McLeod and colleagues (2018) corroborate this in a study that was conducted in the 
Pacific, which concluded that gender departments of those national governments are chronically 
understaffed.  

Another important conclusion that can be deduced from the national climate documents is the lack of 
the incorporation of gender into the NDC of the EU or the integration of climate into its GAP. The lack 
thereof can be regarded as somewhat surprising, as according to all interviewees the EU is the 
frontrunner of including gender perspectives in policies at the UN. Moreover, it must be noted that the 
EU’s GAP is focussed on helping other countries instead of being centred on its own territory. Although 
the EU is doing rather well when it comes to particular instances of gender equality, there are still areas 
that demand scrutiny. The European Institution for Gender Equality (EIGE) found the EU to have scored 
a modest 64 out of 100 when considering all aspects of gender equality (EIGE, 2019). Gender equality 
diplomacy, as undertaken by the EU, has been acknowledged by all interviewees, as they were of the 
opinion that the EU should be considered to be the biggest block advocating for gender equality, as well 
as climate change. A suitable example is the resolution C458/34 adopted by the European Parliament 
(2018), which demonstrates the risks of climate change to women, along with the importance of 
including gender in the climate debate. Likewise, it states that the EU fully supports the UFCCC GAP. 
It is therefore somewhat incomprehensible that the EU’s general GAP only has one minimal reference 
to climate change or climate action. Furthermore, the EU’s NDC does not make any reference to gender 
equality or women in general at all.  
 
5.2. Key Findings and Implications 
This thesis revealed the relation between gender equality and climate action is seen as important by 
government representatives who work closely with the UN, but it is important to create more awareness 
on the topic even among experts. The government representatives interviewed here are advocating for 
the inclusion of gender perspectives into the climate debate at the UN, but they still often encounter 
push-back from other member states. Especially at the UN headquarters in New York, this is a problem. 
The interviewees who work at the UNFCCC negotiations do not see this push-back as apparent as their 
colleagues in New York. According to them, there is a consensus about the importance of integrating a 
gender perspective into climate action.  

Literature addressing the negative impact of climate change on gender equality is corroborated by both 
the government representatives, as well as the NDCs and ccGAPs. The interviewees especially displayed 
these concerns. This was to be expected, as the interviewees came from western countries which 
prioritise gender in the majority of their foreign policy. By the same token, the effect of gender equality 
on climate action was accepted by the interviewees. All interviewees knew the effects climate change 
can have on gender equality and knew in which manner women are more affected by climate change 
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than men. They also mentioned how women could help develop more effective climate policies when 
invited to negotiate. If provided with climate finance, women can help alleviate hunger, make an impact 
by cooking cleaner, and contribute to a sustainable economy by becoming part of the formal economy 
and the decision-making process. The interviewees from permanent missions in New York were unsure 
if this view was globally held, as they often experienced resistance when suggesting the inclusion of 
gender into climate debates. Based on the climate documents I reviewed, I see countries around the 
world are agreeing on the importance of the topic. It is, however, worth mentioning there is still a long 
way to go. In the 2015 NDCs, one-third of all countries acknowledged the importance of including 
women, gender, and gender equality in climate action. In these documents, women were not only seen 
as victims but increasingly as actors of change. Underrepresented groups need to be able to provide 
input on policies to make them effective for everyone. It is therefore of great importance for women to 
have a seat at the table, which will lead to more effective strategies. Besides, the education of women 
into sustainability jobs is seen by the interviewees as of significance to both gender equality and climate 
action.  

According to the interviewees, the difference between the perception of the effect of gender equality on 
climate action at the UN headquarters in New York and the UNFCCC negotiations is becoming 
increasingly important, with climate becoming a more important topic over the last decade. This could 
result in an increased risk that the climate debate will be influenced by other political dimensions 
(interviewee D, 2020; interviewee G, 2020; interviewee H, 2020). Inevitably, the climate debate will 
progressively take place in New York, as major funds and programmes, such as UNICEF, UNFPA, and 
UNDP are located there. These funds and programmes are committed to gender equality, yet they will 
also have to start considering climate (interviewee H, 2020). With these funds and programmes doing 
the majority of their work in the field, it is of paramount importance to incorporate gender equality into 
their climate programmes and vice versa (interviewee A, 2020). The question will be if the 
bipartisanship of the UNFCCC can be duplicated in New York or if the debate at the COP will become 
more politicised similar to climate debates in New York.  

Implications of including gender equality in climate action could have significant effects on both SDG 
5 and 13. According to Dankelman (2002), it is essential to create collaborations between women’s 
groups and well-established organisations, such as the UN, when one wants to incorporate gender 
equality into climate action effectively. As she shows in her article, collaborations between the two lead 
to beneficial outcomes for both SDG 5 and 13. Including women in the climate process does not only 
empower women, but it could also be advantageous for climate action, which will hopefully lead to less 
climate change. Conversely, when climate change is not handled well, gender inequality can rise. This 
argument is corroborated by Mcleod and colleagues (2018), women in the pacific had to spend more 
time on household chores or were even unable to do them because of a lack of water. This led to an 
increased burden of unpaid work, as well as an increase in gender-based violence when women were 
unable to do the work (ibid.). 

As can be seen from the results, there is currently a divide in governments' opinions of including gender 
equality in climate action, depending on where the debate takes place. This can impact the climate action 
taken, for example, decisions made at the UN headquarter in New York may be less gender-responsive, 
because gender is seen as a contested issue there (Banwell, 2019). When including multiple perspectives, 
it is articulated by both the interviewees and the climate documents, climate policies will become more 
effective. If there was a better gender balance in climate decision making, different perspectives would 
be heard so more comprehensible climate action could be taken (Röhr and Sauer, 2018). 
 
5.3. Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research  
The above-listed findings come with numerous limitations and suggestions for future research. First, it 
is crucial to include voices from the Global South, as this is the most significant limitation of my 
research. Although I actively tried to minimise this by expanding my research and including documents 
from the Global South, I believe that a larger diversity of interviewees would have shed a more 
comprehensive light on the research questions. Second, the sample size of interviews could have been 
more substantial both in New York and at the UNFCCC. This would have increased the validity of the 
results.  



 

30 
 

It is essential to keep being vigilant about the literature concerning climate change and gender equality. 
Arora-Jonsson (2011) critically investigated the sources of several often-referenced papers, researching 
the link between gender equality and climate change. Several articles referenced each other, which made 
it impossible to trace the basis of different arguments. One should, therefore, be critical when using 
sources as earlier findings might turn out to be based on uncertain data. 

The discussion on the benefits of including gender equality into the climate debate would be 
tremendously aided if more quantitative data on the inclusion and the effects of women in climate action 
was available. Hard data could be used in negotiations to convince more countries to include gender 
into their NDCs. Further research could compare new NDCs - which are expected this year - with the 
NDCs from 2015. This comparison could elucidate the progress on the inclusion of gender equality in 
the climate action debate. To date, eight countries have submitted their second NDCs for 2020. Of the 
eight newly introduced five had not mentioned gender before but now clearly acknowledge the 
importance of gender mainstreaming and gender-disaggregated data. Lastly, it would be interesting to 
investigate why the EU is an advocate of gender mainstreaming into the climate conversation but does 
not incorporate it comprehensively in its GAP or NDC.  

Lastly, further research could investigate the effects of gender equality on climate action on more local 
levels. Researching opinions at the UN is interesting as this is the place where global policies are decided 
upon, and because the UN closely works together with NGO’s on the ground. However, the problems 
concerning the lack of gender perspectives in climate action are manifesting at the local level. Therefore, 
the opinions of NGOs working with climate, or women’s organisations could be an interesting topic for 
further research. This might also shed a more critical light on the role the UN and its member states play 
in the discussion if gender equality was of importance to climate action.  

  
6. Conclusion 
In the complicated world we live in, the UN offers a platform for multilateral help. Two of the main 
priorities of the UN encompass gender equality and climate change. Everyone, especially including 
women,  has to be included in the realisation of the SDG 13 to prevent the world from more than 2℃ 
warming. People are noticing the effects of climate change around the world, and a sense of urgency is 
increasingly becoming adamant.  

This thesis aimed to investigate how the relationship between gender equality and climate action is 
viewed by a group of Western government representatives, as well as national climate documents. This 
thesis adds to scholarly literature, as to my knowledge, no examination of these opinions has been 
conducted so far. However, it is of significance, as the government representatives can influence the 
policy of their governments, along with holding the UN accountable for the integration of gender 
equality in climate debates. Their assessment will indicate if this relation is deemed essential. The 
prominence a government gives to the incorporation of gender into climate action is also established in 
its national climate documents.   

I started this thesis by investigating the existence of the relationship through a literature review. This 
concluded that the effect of climate change on gender equality has been well established. Less 
established is the opposite effect of gender equality on climate action. The following research questions 
were answered: According to the representatives of UN member states, why are gender perspectives and 
gender equality of importance to achieving SDG 13 (climate action)? And how are women and gender 
equality framed in official climate documents? The interview results show government representatives 
from several western countries acknowledged the importance of gender equality in climate action; 
however, they were unsure if this was a globally shared opinion. The interviewees had several reasons 
for defending the incorporation of gender equality in climate debates. First, the interviewees said climate 
policy is increasingly effective and comprehensive when women participate in environmental 
negotiations. Second, women should be empowered to work on mitigation by providing them with 
resources, opportunities, and equal rights. According to the interviewees, financial support can help 
women to improve the resilience of their crops. By providing women with opportunities, such as 
education, they will be empowered to participate in the formal economy. Both the documents and the 
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interviews showed this all cannot be done if women do not possess equal rights. Women should, e.g., 
have the possibility to own land before they can invest in it. Similar arguments have previously been 
used in the Beijing Platform of Action (United Nations, 1995), which shows the significance of the 
influence this action plan has had on the argumentation over the last decades. Similar results were found 
when it comes to the framing of women in NDCs and ccGAPs. Although a large portion of the 
documents did not include references to women, gender, or gender equality, the ones that did, often 
mentioned how gender equality was an important factor in climate action. More than half of the 
references to gender and women from the documents were about the need to incorporate women into 
climate action.  

In conclusion, the link between gender equality and climate action is seen as important by the 
government representatives interviewed. Both government representatives and the national climate 
documents indicated that women were hit harder by climate change than men, but also that they are 
actors of change who could help make more effective climate policies and, therefore, can contribute to 
climate action. Government representatives which accept women as actors of change acknowledge 
women could help with climate action since they can contribute valued insights to the climate debate. 
First, both the interviews and documents framed women as victims mentioned reasons included that 
increased time spent on household chores increased probability of becoming a casualty in natural 
disasters, and that due to a lack of rights and opportunities, women were less able to increase their 
resilience towards climate change. Second, women were framed as actors of change because they can 
contribute towards more effective climate policies when they receive a seat at the table, as well as 
contribute towards a sustainable economy, and mitigation and adaptation efforts.  

The interviewees indicated linking SDG 5 and SDG 13, has larger implications. Empowering women to 
participate in the climate debate is not only beneficial for gender equality but the whole planet. Not to 
say women should be seen as saviours, but as valuable helpers. To combat climate change, everybody 
has to help. Increased climate action will slow down climate change and lead to a healthier environment. 
Fewer animals will become extinct and fewer people will die from pollution or natural disasters. All 
initiatives to make climate action more effective should be attempted, as climate change is one of the 
biggest challenges humanity currently faces. Even pandemics such as COVID-19 can be in part 
attributed to climate change (McGrath, 2020).  Furthermore, striving for gender equality is not only 
better for the world, it is also the moral thing to do.  

To improve this study, a larger and more diverse sample size should be used. Currently, the results of 
the interviewees are limited to western countries. These countries typically generate higher carbon 
emissions and would, therefore, be able to make the most significant impact when it comes to climate 
change. However, especially with the diplomatic dynamics at the UN in New York, there is a need to 
interview G77 countries, as they now have a significant impact when negotiating as one block.  

It became apparent from the interviews, as well as policy documents, that further research should 
provide more quantitative data to prove the link. This, in turn, could be used in the climate debates and 
discussions in New York to convince other member states. Different entities, such as the UN, academia, 
NGO’s, and popular media, should all conduct further research on the matter. The data should be 
bottom-up to investigate what the effects are of policies, instead of solely talking about what politicians 
think is needed. A second point of further research is repeating the interviews with a larger and above 
all a more diverse sample.  

When reflecting on the findings, it was surprising to me how there is still a debate between member 
states at the UN headquarters whether the relation between gender equality and climate action exists. 
Especially because it has been accepted in other fora for such a long time. However, this finding is in 
line with my own experiences during my internship at the permanent mission of the Kingdom of the 
Netherland to the UN in New York. With this thesis, I hopefully added to the climate debate and the 
debate surrounding the incorporation of gender equality in climate action. By interviewing several 
climate experts, I hope to have planted a seed for better cooperation between the two SDGs.  
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9. Appendix 

Appendix 1. Interview guide. Depending on the speciality of the interviewee, section two consisted of 
gender or climate questions.  

Aim 

The aim of the semi-structured interview will be to investigate how employees of permanent mission 
to the UN view the relation between gender equality and climate change. Should more be done with 
this relation?  

Thank you for taking the time 

Fully anonymous. Would it be okay if I record it? If you want I can send you the transcript so you can 
go over it again. Feel free to elaborate on answers where you feel the need. Some of the answers I 
already know, but I need these on paper.  

Background 

1. Can you tell me where you work and what you do? 
2. How long have you had this position?  

 

Climate action 

3. What is the degree of importance your government is putting on climate action? 
4. Do you feel this is well translated to the UN?  
5. How do you believe other countries see climate change? 
6. In your view, how does the UN as a whole see climate change? 
7. Does this translate well into implementation? 
8. Do you feel climate change is a cross cutting issues (other SDGs)? 
9. In your opinion what would be areas which can benefit from having more climate action? 

 

Gender Equality and Climate Action 

10. Do you feel there is a relation between gender equality and climate action?  
11. Do you feel there gender equality could have a positive effect on climate action? 

 
If Yes: 

12. Is this a broadly shared opinion? 
13. Would you say gender equality is seen as a pre-requisite to climate action? 
14. How is the link put into practice?  
15. Why is this link important? 
16. Do you feel the UN does enough with this relation? 
17. Can you mention examples of what the UN does concerning gender equality and climate 

action? 
18. What more could they do with gender equality and climate action? 
19. What benefits would you envisage if this link in further investigated? What are the reasons for 

this? 
20. Do you feel it is the responsibility of the member states or the UN to extend gender 

mainstreaming in climate action? 
21. Would this be a relation which should be more investigated (by the UN/academia)? 
22. Do you feel putting too much focus on gender could harm climate projects? 
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If No: 

23. Is this a broadly shared opinion? 
24. What is the reason you do not believe this relation exists? 
25. Even though you do not believe this relation, do you think including gender into UN climate 

projects can be beneficial or would it do more harm? 
26. Would this be a relation which should be more investigated (by the UN/academia)? 

Thank you so much. Would it be possible to bring me in contact with the climate expert? Do you feel 
we missed anything in the conversation? 

 

Appendix 2: Table of countries which mention women, gender or gender equality in their NDCs. If 
they have ratified their intended NDCs as well as one example of how they have incorporated these 
terms. 

COUNTRIES RATIFIED 
INDCS EXAMPLE FROM NDCS WRITTEN 

CCGAP 

ANGOLA  

Include cross-cutting issues which are gender 
sensitive and therefore will take into account women 

as important decision makers regarding energy 
consumption in particular. 

 

BARBADOS √ 

The BRIDGE in Sustainable Energy and information 
and Communication Technologies project is focused 

on developing human capital, while encouraging 
gender equality, to meet the expected future demand 

for technicians, professionals and entrepreneurs in the 
sustainable energy and information and 

communication technology sectors 

 

BENIN √ 

Human settlements - Promoting knowledge building 
and knowledge sharing on climate change through 

gender-sensitive awareness raising, risk management 
and policy development. 

 

BRAZIL √ 

The Government of Brazil is committed to 
implementing its iNDC with full respect to human 

rights, in particular rights of vulnerable communities, 
indigenous populations, traditional communities and 
workers in sectors affected by relevant policies and 

plans, while promoting gender-responsive measures. 
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BURKINA FASO √ "Burkina Faso sees women are a vulnerable group 
when it comes to climate change."  

BURUNDI √ 

"Strengthen the aptitudes of actors (especially women 
and farmers) in new technical processes, in the 

interest of intensified, sustainable production methods 
(new crop systems and techniques)" 

 

CAMBODIA √ 

"Cambodia Climate Change Strategic Plan (CCCSP) 
(2014 - 2023):  Reduce sectoral, regional, gender 
vulnerability and health risks to climate change 

impacts." 

 

CAMEROON √ 

"Climate opportunities are ample. Cameroonians - 
particularly women, children and vulnerable people - 

and the country's economic sectors are developing 
greater resilience and a greater capacity to adapt to the 

negative impacts of climate change." 

 

CENTRAL 
AFRICAN REP √ “Women have an increased risk of being hit harder by 

climate change.”  

CHAD √ "Programs should be put in place to build capacity 
building of women in technical professions."  

COMOROS √ 

"Increase the involvement of women and communities 
in Decision-making in the field of environmental 

protection in view of their growing role in the 
development of the domestic economy." 

 

COSTA RICA √ 

"Costa Rica favours a transformational approach to 
gender in public climate change policy, and supports 

the participation of women in policy making and 
climate actions implementation." 

√ 

CÔTE D'IVOIRE √ 
“Building the capacity of women to work in new 
techniques (agriculture), to secure a worldwide 
increase of sustainable production and energy.” 
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DEM, REP OF 
CONGO √ 

"PANA-AFE (2015-2020): This ongoing project 
capitalizes the achievements of PANA-ASA by 

strengthening the resilience of women and children to 
climate change in the former NAPA-ASA 

intervention areas. It targets the DRC's commitment to 
protecting the most vulnerable groups from climate 

risks." 

 

DOMINICA √ “Women as vulnerable group, but also in need of 
finance because they can make a change.”  

DOMINICAN 
REP √ 

“The role of women as agents of change is recognized 
and their participation encouraged in the 

transformation of society towards a more sustainable 
world.” 

 

ECUADOR √ "Mainstream the gender approach in each phase of the 
process."  

EGYPT √ 
“National objectives: Focus on marginalized social 

groups, and those mostly affected by economic reform 
policies.” 

√ 

ERITREA √ 
“Eritrea is committed to gender equity and social 

justice. 30% of the National Assembly is composed of 
women.” 

 

ETHIOPIA √ "Integrate actions that improve the status of women 
and the welfare of children."  

GAMBIA √ 
"Ensuring participation of the private sector, CSO, 

NGOs and youth and women's groups in sustainable 
natural resource consumption." 

 

GEORGIA √ 

"It is fundamental to incorporate a gender- and human 
rights-sensitive approach in adaptation planning 

capacity building, prioritizing the most vulnerable 
sectors and regions in order to reduce social inequality 

and the gap between women and men rights." 

 

GUATEMALA √ "Women are the group most affected by climate 
change."  

GUINEA √ "Take account of gender issues in all development 
programmes and projects."  

HAITI √ "Gender will be taken into account throughout the 
CPDN implementation process." √ 
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HONDURAS √ 

"The Republic of Honduras recognises the different 
effects of climate change on different vulnerable 
groups of people. It also believes that the gender 

perspective is an essential aspect to be included in a 
sustainable national development model. Therefore, it 

recognizes the role of women as an agent of 
fundamental change, which must be taken into 

account in decision-making that allows the 
development of a society low in carbon and resistant 

to the effects of climate change." 

 

INDIA √ 

"India’s contribution takes into account its 
commitment to conservation of nature as well as the 

imperatives of meeting the competing demand of 
resources for addressing the challenges of poverty 
eradication, food security and nutrition, universal 

access to education and health, gender equality and 
women empowerment, water and sanitation, energy, 

employment, sustainable urbanisation and new human 
settlements and the means of implementation for 
enhanced action for achieving among others, the 
sustainable development goals for its 1.2 billion 

people." 

 

INDONESIA √ 

"These policies and actions include an emphasis on 
encouraging participation of the most vulnerable 

groups, including adapt communities, the poor, and 
women, in order for the measures to be effectively 
implemented, and provide equitable benefits for all 

citizens." 

 

JORDAN √ 
"Building capacity at all levels to design and 

implement gender-responsive climate change policies, 
strategies and programs." 

√ 

KENYA √ 

"In addressing climate change issues, public entities 
are required to undertake public awareness and 

consultations, and ensure gender mainstreaming, in 
line with the Constitution and the Climate Change Bill 

(2014)." 

 

KIRIBATI √ "Climate change is felt most by women and other 
vulnerable groups."  

LESOTHO √ "Women as vulnerable group because more dependent 
on nature."  
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LIBERIA √ 

"The long-term adaptation initiatives will include 
fishery, health, and transport, all with an integrated 

gender-responsive approach to ensure progress toward 
efficient and effective adaptive capacity and 

resilience." 

√ 

MALAWI √ 
"Women are particularly impacted by climate change, 
but they might not always have the authority to decide 

on resilience." 
 

MALI √ 
"Climate change capacity building for all public and 
private sector actors, including gender and youth for 

approximately US $ 1.5 billion." 
 

MAROCCO √ 

"An integrated approach that goes beyond climate 
change, to include: Respect for human rights and 
gender equality, as enshrined in Morocco’s 2011 
Constitution. Synergies with the two other Rio 

conventions" 

 

MAURITIUS √ 

"Coordination of the INDC plans, programmes and 
projects for both adaptation and mitigation actions 

will be under the responsibility of MOESDDBM and 
will involve the participation of all stakeholders 

(Sectoral Ministries, Private Sector, CBOs/NGOs, 
Women’s Organisations, etc.)." 

 

MEXICO √ 

"It is fundamental to incorporate a gender and human 
rights approach into capacity building, prioritizing the 
most vulnerable sectors and regions in order to reduce 

social inequality and the gap between women and 
men rights." 

 

NEPAL √ 
"Recognizes legitimate rights of all Nepali people 
such as indigenous people and local communities, 

women, Dalis and other disadvantages social groups." 
√ 

NIGER √ "Climate action can help to free women from their 
household chores."  

NIGERIA √ 
"The measures included in the Nigeria INDC were 

deemed to at a minimum be gender neutral and / or to 
enhance social inclusion." 
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PALESTINE √ 
"Three sectors were considered cross-cutting for the 
establishment of this NDC: environment, gender and 

youth." 
 

PARAGUAY √ "Promoting equal opportunities for all, including 
women."  

PERU √ 

"Mitigation and adaptation national policies and 
instruments incorporate a gender perspective to 

promote and ensure active, continuous, full and equal 
participation of women and men in the consultation 
and decision-making processes for the control and 
access to natural resources, management of GHG 

emissions and generation of mitigation and adaptation 
strategies. This is currently based on the 

implementation of the National Plan for Gender 
Equality 2012-2017 (PLANIG in Spanish) and the 

future Peruvian Action Plan on Gender and Climate 
Change (PAGCC-Peru in Spanish) which is framed in 
the National Strategy on Climate Change (ENCC in 

Spanish)." 

√ 

PHILIPPINES √ 

"Recognizing the critical and complex challenges 
posed by climate change, the Philippines continuously 
pursues institutional reforms factoring sustainable and 

responsible use of natural resources, respect for, 
protection, promotion, and fulfilment, as well as, the 
full enjoyment of human rights by all, including the 
indigenous peoples and local communities, gender 

equality and the full and equal participation of 
women, intergenerational equity, biodiversity 

conservation, food and water security." 

 

SAINT 
VINCENT AND 

THE 
GRENADINES 

√ "Design and implement gender sensitive disaster risk 
management initiatives;  

SENEGAL  "Using modern electrical technologies to make sure 
women are alleviated from their household chores."  
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SIERRA LEONE √ 

"Pillar eight (8) of Sierra Leone’s five year 
development plan considers Gender and Women’s 
Empowerment. Therefore, in addressing climate 

change issues, public entities are required to 
undertake public awareness and consultations, and 

ensure gender mainstreaming." 

 

SOLOMON 
ISLANDS √ "Women still have less access to tertiary education 

compared to men."  

SOMALIA √ "There is a focus on women in development projects."  

SOUTH SUDAN  

"Ensure capacity building and participation of the 
society, local communities, indigenous peoples, 

women, met youth CSO and private sector when it 
comes to subnational climate change planning" 

 

SUDAN √ "Establishment of women cooperative societies in 
order to empower them and increase their resilience"  

TAJIKISTAN √ "Active role for women and civil society on the issues 
of climate change and DRR."  

UGANDA √ 

"Contributions under this Intended Nationally 
Determined Contribution include crosscutting respect 

for human rights and gender-responsive climate 
change actions. The protection of vulnerable groups, 

including women, is a crosscutting priority." 

 

UZBEKISTAN √ 

"Widening the participation of the public, scientific 
institutions, women and local communities in 
planning and management, taking into account 

approaches and methods of gender equity." 

 

VANUATU √ "Climate change impacts women, en and youth in 
different ways."  

VENEZUELA √ "Promote substantive equality between genders, 
people, cultures and communities."  
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VIET NAM √ 

"Climate change adaptation must be linked to 
sustainable development and the transition towards a 

low-carbon economy, and to ensure a systematic, 
joint, interdisciplinary, inter- regional approach, and 
incorporate gender equality, hunger eradication and 

poverty reduction." 

 

YEMEN √ "Women are most disproportionally affected by 
climate change."  

ZAMBIA √ 
"Co-benefit: Improved food security due to increased 
agriculture production resulting from use of irrigation 

especially for women." 
√ 

ZIMBABWE √ 

"Mainstreaming gender responsive climate policies 
and emphasise special efforts to support vulnerable 

groups (women, youth and children) in climate 
change adaptation efforts within all sectors of the 

economy." 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


