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2.3 The Relationship Between 
Movements and Fields
Movements and fields are different but overlapping. 
Social movements arise out of profound grievances 
within a society.63 Defined by some as collective- 
action efforts aimed at social change from the bottom 
up,64 they typically involve “organizational structures 
and strategies that may empower oppressed popu-
lations to mount effective challenges and resist the 
more powerful and advantaged elites.”65 

How do movements affect a professional field? Impor-
tantly, movements raise awareness of problems 

otherwise invisible or 
ignored by the larger 
society, and they offer 
alternative visions of the 
future. Thus, they may 
very well define the Pur-
pose around which a field 
coalesces. With their 
demands, they set an 

ambition for the future, driving the field toward cer-
tain goals and actions.

Generally, movements do not seek to define or shape 
professional Practice, but to change societal condi-
tions and the values, policies, economic models, and 

funding priorities that underlie them. In so doing, 
they also change professional practices. For example, 
movement members may launch a campaign to pro-
test unjust or discriminatory behavior and enact fair 
and equitable practices, which changes the norms 
within a field over time. By envisioning and promoting 
alternative values, or by engaging directly with those 
practicing a particular profession, they can help nor-
malize the knowledge, actions, and behaviors that 
support the movement’s goals in everyday practices. 

Movement members may also work within a certain 
profession, and, in turn, members of a professional 
field may choose to actively participate in movements 
(a People link between movement and field). Profes-
sionals of certain fields may also silently approve (or 
disapprove) of a movement’s claims and aims, and—
depending on their alignment—enact the values pro-
moted by the movement. 

Finally, field builders and supporters may align them-
selves with movements and actively support move-
ment building and the link between movements and 
fields, or they may respond to a movement’s demands 
through policy changes (reflecting the Pillars compo-
nent of field building). Thus, there are important over-
laps and mutual influences between movements and 
fields, but the two should not be conflated in means 
or ends.66 

Movements raise 
awareness of problems 
otherwise invisible or 
ignored by the larger 
society, and they offer 
alternative visions of 
the future.

Box 2: The Influence of the Climate Justice and Just Transition Movements 
on the US Adaptation Field
A movement has been growing—in the US and internationally67—that presses not only for climate action, 
but for climate justice. It calls on society to:

• Avoid placing an uneven burden on those least responsible for contributing to the causes of climate 
change, and 

• Support and protect those who are most vulnerable to climate impacts.

After considerable work to align perspectives and demands, the climate justice movement has found cru-
cial allies in the just transition movement, which emerged from the longstanding struggle for environmental 
justice and equitable treatment of workers needing to transition out of toxic or “dirty” work environments. 
Together they campaign for clean, secure, and healthy livelihoods; equitable access to clean energy; and 
resilient communities (Figure 7).68 

The climate justice movement unites coalition partners around intersecting demands for a livable envi-
ronment as well as economic and social justice—including gender equality, racial justice, civil rights, and 
environmental justice.

The movement demands deep, abiding, transformative change that addresses the root causes of climate 
change and social injustice. It challenges the legacies of resource extractivism—the idea that Earth and 
certain groups of people can be exploited for economic gain, regardless of environmental consequences or 
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Figure 7: The People’s Climate March in 2014 
united climate justice and just transition 
movement members with others advocating 
for a clean, green, and just future for all. 
Source: People's Climate March

social injustice.69 Climate justice holds that addressing these root causes is essential to enabling communi-
ties to survive and thrive in the long term. The movement also asks the field to grapple with the potential for 
maladaptation—adaptation efforts that actually result in worsened climate change and increased climate 
vulnerabilities for people or the environment—such as promoting air conditioning to protect against heat, 
the use of which results in increased electricity consumption and thus increased carbon emissions.70 

The climate justice movement demands that policymakers and professionals (re)consider how they 
approach adaptation. For all to thrive in a climate-changed world, the movement argues, it is necessary 
to act in the interest of those previously neglected. Like other movements, the climate justice movement 
pushes for changes in thinking among those who are privileged to change the prospects for those disad-
vantaged by the current system. The movement has begun to influence the adaptation field: some in the 
field now apply a social justice lens to their resilience-building work, while others do not yet recognize that 
they can choose to act differently. As the movement grows in power, many expect it to further strengthen 
its influence on the field’s leadership and approaches.

2.4 The Power of a Mature Field 
If the field of climate adaptation did not exist, or if the 
nascent field did not grow to maturity, would it matter 
to our collective ability to manage the risks from cli-
mate change? Based on the evidence we have gathered, 
reviewed, and assessed, we believe the answer is a 
resounding yes! A mature adaptation field matters pro-
foundly to our collective ability to survive and thrive in a 
changing climate. 

There is power in a mature field. Once a field is well 
established, people know where to turn for expertise 
and services. A field can distinguish good practices 
from bad, or at least offer reliable institutions to resolve 
questions and disputes. Those same institutions 
advance shared goals reflecting widely held values. 
And a mature field has a cadre of highly skilled people 
at the ready to address complex issues. These profes-
sionals have the institutional support, networks, and 
funding that enable them to take necessary actions. 

They stand on a foundation of well-established expe-
rience and knowledge, are adequately trained, and 
connect with others facing similar challenges to learn, 
share lessons and approaches, and advance the field’s 
purpose. A mature field normalizes particular practices, 
establishing them as “business-as-usual.” It has the 
political and public support to introduce appropriate or 
new solutions and promote best practices as standards 
to which practitioners must adhere. As a result, a mature 
field solves problems effectively, efficiently, and in an 
integrated manner,71 reducing societal burdens and cre-
ating new opportunities. 

The need for a mature adaptation field is especially pro-
nounced because climate adaptation is still considered 
a new and alternative practice, as opposed to an inte-
gral part of everyday work. That must change: making 
decisions or doing business without considering climate 
change is inadequate at best; at worst, it is wasteful and 
provides a false sense of security. As climate change 
unfolds, adaptive thinking, capacity, and knowledge 
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