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Introduction

As the need for adaptation becomes more pronounced, there are increasing calls for adaptation funding to be directed to support localized adaptation efforts through community-led, bottom-up approaches. Yet a growing body of research on environmental justice has demonstrated that not everyone has the capability to adapt or equal levels of agency over adaptation decisions, and these issues often play out at the community level. Though there is a significant scholarly focus on how policies and programs at national and international levels can be designed to address issues of justice and equity, to date less attention has been paid to the micro-level social dynamics within communities that affect levels of agency over adaptation decisions and the factors that drive changes in agency over time. 

Objectives

In this research we draw on theories regarding agency, adaptive capacity, and social networks to demonstrate how agency over decisions regarding community-level responses to environmental change is socially differentiated, and the disparities that exist regarding who is able to bolster their level of agency over time.

Methodology

Our dataset includes 653 individuals surveyed at two points in time across five communities that had established collaborative, community-level management arrangements in coastal Kenya – a region that has already experienced significant environmental change that has had profound impacts on local livelihoods. We measured an ‘effective power’ aspect of agency (i.e., involvement in local environmental decision-making processes, where adaptation to environmental change is negotiated). We also collected detailed social network and socioeconomic information at both time points, allowing us to explore how social networks and other social and economic factors related to agency and changes in agency over time.

Findings

Our results show that involvement in local environmental decision-making processes where community-level adaptation decisions are made is strongly associated with feelings of effective power. Yet this power is largely concentrated among older individuals, community leaders, those with greater assets, and those with social ties to leaders – pointing to existing social hierarchies and resource differentials that drive adaptation decisions. The only significant predictor of changes in agency over time was network exposure: individuals with direct contact with those who were actively involved in environmental decision-making (individual agency) were likely to become more involved themselves; yet contact with passively involved partners (proxy agency) led to decreases in agency over time. Our results suggest a dynamic ripple effect in agency through social networks, suggesting that social networks can both catalyse and inhibit perceptions of effective power over adaptation decisions through participation in environmental decision-making.

Significance of the work for policy and practice 

Our research has important implications for understanding disparities in agency over adaptation decisions that we argue are not only relevant for Kenyan coastal communities, but have broader implications for community-level adaptation worldwide. Our results show that meaningful power imbalances associated with collective environmental decision-making at the community-level are not only present, but can persist over time, impacting individual agency over adaptation decisions. Interventions aimed at supporting locally led, community-level adaptation need to consider the structure and, importantly, the quality of social relationships within communities and any existing social hierarchies in order to prevent invertedly retrenching existing power dynamics.






