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Interviewees spoke of the need to build capacity to 
transition to a different future, and for different pro-
cesses required to achieve it. Some said a profound 
shift in values is needed, although there is no consen-
sus134 on whether that shift will precede—or follow—the 
creation of very different systems. Some argued that 

“values are the DNA and 
operating system of society” 
from which all other actions 
flow. Thus, interviewees 
suggested, “the movement 
needs to find its moral 
center,” its core values, to 

catalyze a shift in how we treat one another and the 
environment. 

Others felt strongly that communicating about values is 
not enough; that instead, “we need to lead with solu-
tion sets” and model transformative change for others. 
They said it is necessary to both “create the will and 
show the way to get it done.” As one put it, “The answer 
is not ‘I have a plan,’ but it is ‘I have the capacities [to 
act].’” Thus, they felt there is a need to invest in these 
capacities, not as an alternative to the other critical 
needs listed in this chapter but as integrated exten-
sions or modifications of them. Accordingly, investment 
in capacities should further the transformative change 
needed (Box 16). 

An important gap, interviewees said, is in recognizing 
the profound lack of current capacity for deep, trans-
formative work. First and foremost, they observed, is 
the lack of time, resources, and space to think bigger. 
Because there is so little capacity to do urgently needed 
work, they noted how most people revert to doing things 
“the way we have always done them.” But interviewees 
also recognized that time and capacity are not always 
the limiting factors. Some pointed to active avoidance 
of the need for transformative change in sectors and 
segments of society that would rather perpetuate the 
status quo. They asserted that transformative change 
is profoundly about power and privilege, and about 
changing power relationships (Box 17).135 

Interviewees told of numerous instances where race and 
class (and to a lesser extent, age) affected the ability of 
actors to participate in adaptation-related planning or 
implementation processes, or where actions taken were 
either overtly ignored or did not address equity impli-
cations.136 Interviewees emphasized that in the alterna-
tive, empowered, and more equitable processes they 
helped create, “we engage as whole human beings, not 
defined just by positions or expertise.” In these pro-
cesses, considerable time is spent in mutual education 
and awareness raising about the root causes of inequi-

To successfully navigate the difficult terrain of 
transformational change, needed capacities 
include:

• Facilitating knowledge co-creation and uti-
lization;

• Ability to collaborate at scale;

• Systems thinking, holistic thinking;

• Visioning;

• Embracing deep uncertainty; 

• Power-mapping and power-building through 
community-based actions and coalitions;

• Building trust, legitimacy, and social cap-
ital; 

• Recognizing and accepting the limits of 
previously used approaches;

• Recognizing the limits of, and being able 
to constructively dismantle or destabilize, 
existing systems;

• Developing (or enabling) creativity and 
social innovations;

• Preparing communities/systems for deep 
change;

• Creating, recognizing, and seizing win-
dows of opportunity;

• Identifying goals and targets, and tracking 
progress along a transformative pathway;

• Framing a new narrative, championing it, 
and inspiring others with it;

• Facilitating difficult, emotion- and value- 
laden dialogues;

• Building psychological skills to deal with 
loss, profound change, and renewal.137

Box 16: Transformative 
Capacities: An Incomplete List

Adaptation is  
about a lot more  
than tweaking;  
it is about a real 
systems change.
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