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Engaging diverse knowledge holders  
in adaptation research

G. Cundill, B. Harvey, D. Ley, C. Singh, B. Huson, P. Aldunce, R. Biesbroek, J. Lawrence, 
D. Morchain, J. Nalau, N. P. Simpson & E. Totin

Adaptation evidence and knowledge are 
diverse and unequally represented in global 
adaptation discourse. The Adaptation Futures 
2023 conference sought to bring this diversity 
together to advance more inclusive and 
impactful adaptation science, and confronted 
both the benefits and the trade-offs that this 
effort entails.

Adaptation Futures is the flagship event of the World Adaptation  
Science Programme, and since its inception in 2010 it has offered a dedi-
cated space for adaptation researchers to discuss progress and set new 
avenues for adaptation science and implementation. As the largest con-
ference series dedicated to climate change adaptation, the Adaptation  
Futures 2023 conference attracted over 2,000 participants from  
127 countries, with 180 sessions in the core agenda and 15 side events. The 
conference received glowing reviews for the range of under-represented 
perspectives it showcased and the diverse forms of exchange it featured1.

Successive host organizations of Adaptation Futures have increas-
ingly made efforts to engage a wider diversity of knowledge holders 
in the conference, including practitioners, policymakers, funders, 
and local and Indigenous communities. This trend has come, in part, 
from a groundswell of recognition that locally led adaptation needs 
to be guided by those directly affected by climate change, and they, 
first and foremost, have a right to make adaptation decisions about 
their own futures. This shift reached its fullest expression so far in 
Montreal in 2023, where the conference was locally hosted by Ouranos, 
an organization specializing in regional scale climatology and adapta-
tion to climate change. Both the steering and science committees were 
purposefully selected for their breadth and diversity of knowledge, 
expertise and ability to bridge science, policy, Indigenous knowledges 
and practice. Also, their selection was based on the geographic diversity 
of their experience and expertise. Of particular concern was ensuring 
robust representation from the Global South.

Advancing work on equity and diversity in conferencing spaces 
requires making concrete changes that disrupt established norms of 
practice. Here we describe some of the steps that were taken, and the 
challenges and trade-offs encountered.

Shaking up the format
Academic and professional conferences have long been dominated 
by one-directional formats of ‘knowledge transfer’, such as slideshow 
presentations by individuals, punctuated by brief and highly structured 
opportunities for dialogue. These formats have been shown to privi-
lege particular kinds of speakers and forms of knowledge over others2. 

In an era of information overload, their value in comparison to more 
dialogical, co-produced and even embodied forms of interaction has 
come into question3.

Recognizing that expanding the ways we explore adaptation in 
conferences can broaden participation, foster new perspectives on 
the complexity of adaptation challenges and practices, and create 
pathways to co-create knowledge, the conference purposefully offered 
a range of session formats. The call document encouraged the submis-
sion of a more diverse range of session formats, including creative and 
co-creation sessions. The conference also set a target ratio of each ses-
sion format, with traditional panels not exceeding 30% of all sessions. 
Session hosts were offered a virtual consultation ahead of the confer-
ence to enable them to prepare for the more creative session formats, 
and specific rooms in the conference venue were dedicated to creative 
sessions by equipping them accordingly (for example, with IT resources, 
flipcharts, movable tables and so on). Mentoring sessions were also 
held with early career researchers and those new to Adaptation Futures.

Beyond making space for under-represented groups
Allocating spaces for groups that have historically been under-represented 
in international academic conferences, such as researchers from the  
Global South, early career researchers and Indigenous people, is not 
enough. Even if seats are left open for these groups, the systemic barriers 
that have prevented them from participating in the past will remain. It is 
essential for conferences to adapt their abstract review process, respond 
to funding needs, assist participants in navigating visa and immigration 
hurdles, offer facilitated hybrid sessions for those unable to attend in 
person and offer capacity support for participants on site. At Adaptation 
Futures, 227 travel grants were awarded in total. Of these, 100 were given to 
participants from the Global South, most of whom were early career profes-
sionals, and 120 travel grants were given to Canadian Indigenous people.

 Check for updates
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Every decision came with trade-offs for some groups. The inevita-
ble trade-offs described here are necessary to reduce the inequalities 
in access to global scientific discourses.

Future of adaptation scholarship
Expanding the depth and breadth of knowledge available to adapt to 
climate change can only be achieved by creating more inclusive spaces. 
On the one hand, the purpose of these inclusive spaces is to grow our 
ability to imagine and enact new plausible futures, solutions and col-
laborations. Participants from Adaptation Futures 2023 reported new 
collaborations emerging from the conference on such diverse topics 
as adaptation resistance, knowledge co-production, queering theory 
and disability, early career trajectories and education, demonstrating 
the value of broadening the adaptation knowledge base through inclu-
sive approaches. On the other hand, inclusive spaces are necessary for 
epistemic justice. Holders of local and Indigenous knowledges have 
historically been excluded from adaptation research, despite being 
disproportionately impacted by the effects of climate change5.

The efforts made at Adaptation Futures 2023 to diminish the 
substantial disparity in adaptation evidence and knowledge represent 
an important step forward, but they were just a small step. Expanding 
access to conferences, funding and opportunities to publish, and to 
mentorship for under-represented groups, is a long-term enterprise 
that all adaptation scholars must engage in going forward. Indeed, 
addressing this injustice in the future requires concerted efforts, not 
only for adaptation conferences, but indeed for all aspects of adapta-
tion work. Journal editors, grant makers, student supervisors and 
intergovernmental bodies (such as the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change and the World Meteorological Organization) should be 
applauded for their equity-seeking work and encouraged to do more.

The 2023 Adaptation Futures experience has demonstrated that 
there are inevitable winners and losers involved in the various trade-offs 
that come with efforts to seek equity and inclusion in adaptation sci-
ence. Expanding the range of voices, knowledge and expertise within 
finite spaces like scientific conferences inevitably means that some 
groups will have to cede ground to newcomers. Doing so, however, 
creates new opportunities for collaboration that can drive adaptation 
research forward. Therefore, we consider these trade-offs worthwhile, 
and look forward to the outcomes and continued broadening of the 
adaptation community.
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Latin American and African pavilions were created to ensure  
dedicated space on the agenda and representation of the adaptation 
priorities for those regions. These efforts made a difference: 80–90% 
of session submissions from Latin America and the Caribbean and  
from sub-Saharan Africa were accepted, compared with an accept-
ance rate of 50–60% of session submissions led by individuals based 
at institutions in North America and Europe.

Indigenous people played a vital role in this Adaptation Futures 
conference. Indigenous representatives were engaged in the confer-
ence planning process as members of both the science and the steering 
committees. Also, the conference host established a partnership with 
an Indigenous-led environmental organization to provide guidance 
on appropriate protocols and invite speakers. Moreover, Indigenous 
perspectives and knowledge were actively advocated for throughout 
the conference planning. For example, there was a dedicated call for 
abstracts specifically aimed at Indigenous groups, and dedicated ses-
sions set aside exclusively for Indigenous groups to share their knowl-
edge, together with regular sessions featuring contributions from 
Indigenous people. The final ceremony to transfer the leadership of 
the conference to New Zealand also included Indigenous leaders from 
that country, signalling the engagement of Indigenous leadership in the 
conference in the future. This was key: continuing to offer a welcoming 
space for Indigenous knowledges will allow the number of applicants, 
funding and collaborations to grow into the future.

Challenges and trade-offs
Despite this equity-seeking approach, achieving a balanced representa-
tion of individual researchers from around the world, along with their 
knowledge and insights, was not fully realized. In the end, 70% of all 
conference participants came from North America and Europe, with 
participation from the Global South remaining a minority. This may be 
a product of the location of the conference, which took place in Canada, 
where the travel costs and visa requirements, including extended wait-
ing times on occasion, may have deterred some participants from the 
Global South. The impact of ‘passport privilege’ on participation in 
global science engagements has been well documented in recent years4.

Creating space for new actors means giving up space by others, 
thereby resulting in both winners and losers, and requiring trade-offs. 
For example, capping the space for traditional paper sessions meant 
that some compelling submissions could not be accepted. For some, 
the result of equity-seeking approaches was exciting, even transforma-
tive, and heralded a more inclusive and impactful kind of adaptation 
science. The under-represented groups felt, for the first time in some 
instances, that they could contribute to adaptation research on a global 
stage. For others, it implied that they had lost one of the few remain-
ing spaces dedicated to adaptation science. The conference received 
formal complaints from scholars who felt sidelined due to what they 
perceived as a flawed selection process for abstracts. Some participants 
also felt that there was a lack of finalized research results presented and 
too many tentative and emergent dialogues.

Furthermore, all of the equity-seeking interventions mentioned 
above were costly. The entire event depended on substantial fund-
raising by the host organization. On a finite budget, choices needed 
to be made between, for example, funding travel grants versus pur-
poseful geographic coverage via the pavilions for Africa and Latin 
America. These pavilions required dedicated organizational leader-
ship and translation equipment. At many points, choices needed to 
be made, for example, between representation of different regions 
and stakeholders.
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