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I. Introduction 

This document summarizes the latest understanding of the transformational change 
concepts originally developed by the Climate Investment Funds (CIF) Transformational 
Change Learning Partnership (TCLP) in 2017. Revisions to the concepts were developed based 
on input from the TCLP in late 2020 and early 2021. Brief commentaries are included in this 
document which highlight key areas of discussion by the TCLP that has informed 
these updates.  

II. TCLP Working Definition of Transformational Change for 
Climate Action 

Broadly defined, transformational change is a deep and fundamental change in a system’s 
form, function, or processes. The concept of transformational change is agnostic to normative 
goals or values and transformational changes can have both positive and negative impacts. 
In the context of the climate crisis, addressing climate change requires transformation. Many 
social, economic, and technical systems need to rapidly change in profound ways to achieve 
net zero greenhouse gas emissions, enhance resilience and adaptation to climate change, 
and reduce stress on natural systems. The transformations required to address the climate 
crisis are infused with direction. The TCLP has developed the following working definition of 
transformational change for climate action: 

Fundamental change in systems relevant to climate action with large-scale positive 
impacts that shift and accelerate the trajectory of progress towards climate neutral, 
inclusive, resilient, and sustainable development pathways.1 

Climate action refers to efforts to mitigate climate change and enhance resilience and 
adaptation to climate change impacts. Strategic interventions can contribute to 
transformational change for climate action by addressing contextually relevant enabling 
conditions and systemic barriers, supporting scaling pathways, speeding progress, and 
fostering robustness and resilience of changes and the systems supporting them. Through 
attentiveness to transformational change concepts, the design and implementation of 
interventions can enhance their potential contributions to transformations needed for 
climate action. 

Note: The TCLP’s working definition of transformational change in climate action was updated 
to expand its focus to systems beyond markets, to remove the idea of “strategic change” 
which implies an interventionist focus to the definition, and to more clearly outline key 

 
1 The authors are aware that the interpretations, principles, and practices associated with the term ‘development’ are often contested and subject 
to change. This includes tensions among different conceptualizations of progress, agency, growth, well-being, power structures, etc., which are 
relevant to the varying views and interpretations of transformational change. It is assumed that the concept of development itself will not be left 
unchanged in the process of transformational change.  
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aspects of progress that are sought beyond emissions reduction and resilience.2 The TCLP 
wrestled with which terms would best capture the desired direction of change, recognizing 
that many terms have both benefits and drawbacks. The TCLP landed on “climate neutral, 
inclusive, resilient, and sustainable development” to add attention to the importance of 
inclusivity, just transitions, and broader sustainable development outcomes. Additional text 
was also added to the section above to underscore how a general definition of 
transformational change accommodates changes and impacts viewed as positive or negative, 
a recurring issue raised in TCLP discussions, whereas the working definition of 
transformational change for climate action focuses on needed transformations to avert the 
climate crisis. 

III. Dimensions of Transformational Change in Climate Action 

Transformational 
change dimensions 
are attributes of 
change in systems 
to address climate 
change. The five 
dimensions—
relevance, systemic 
change, scale, 
speed, and 
adaptive 
sustainability3—
vary in emphasis 
and significance 
based on context 
and timing, but all 
must be attended 
to or present to 
some extent for 
confidence that 
climate actions are 
transformational. 

  

 
2 The original working definition of transformational change in climate action developed by the TCLP in 2017 read: Strategic changes in targeted 
markets and other systems, with large-scale, sustainable impacts that shift and/or accelerate the trajectory toward low-carbon and climate-
resilient development. 
3 The dimensions were developed through the TCLP’s facilitated learning process and informed by existing literature. The dimensions built on work 
by the World Bank Group’s Independent Evaluation Group. 

 
Figure 1: Five Dimensions of Transformational Change 

https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/sites/default/files/Data/Evaluation/files/WBGSupportTransformationalEngagements.pdf
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Relevance: Alignment with context and opportunities to advance 
transformational change goals.  

Relevance is an action-oriented framing dimension that illuminates the 
ongoing, dynamic relationship between desired goals and context and 

opportunity. At the systems level, change can be assessed for its relevance or alignment to 
key goals (signaling “where we need to go”) and processes (signaling “who needs to be 
involved”). 

In the context of climate action interventions, relevance brings attention to “walking the right 
path” and ensuring the path is sound over time. Here, relevance involves consideration of 
whether interventions have the right focus, framing, venues, and timing to contribute to 
transformations given what is known and understood about targeted systems. In this 
context, risk, innovation, and ambition are often inherently relevant to enabling 
transformational change. 

Changes relevant for transformation ideally—and often out of necessity—also advance 
critical social, economic, and environmental values, ambitions, and outcomes such as equity 
and inclusion, just transitions, sustainable development, and biodiversity. At a minimum, 
relevance in the context of climate change should avoid or mitigate adverse environmental, 
social, or economic consequences that undermine sustainability. Changes relevant for 
transformation at the macro level are also aligned to create contextually appropriate 
enabling conditions needed to remove barriers (e.g., weak institutional capacity, limited 
financing) preventing shifts in desired directions. 

Ensuring ongoing relevance of climate action over time is critical. This need for continued 
adaptiveness and relevance means letting go of approaches that are no longer as relevant, 
and embracing the innovation and experimentation needed in emerging areas despite risks. 
Changes should not be sustained, even if they have resulted in progress, if they are not the 
strongest option, are diverting scarce resources from more promising opportunities, or are 
slowing down or preventing progress toward ultimate goals. 

Note: The Relevance dimension description was revised to allow for application to both 
targeted interventions and other systems changes, to clarify the importance of context and 
opportunity, and to highlight that transformations relevant to climate action should advance 
progress towards the goals outlined in the working definition above. 4 The TCLP wrestled with 
how and where in the dimensions to best capture the concept that transformational change 
for climate action requires ongoing adaptiveness over time. The revisions incorporate this 
idea of continued adaptiveness into both the Relevance and Adaptive Sustainability 
dimensions, and the graphic in Figure 1 emphasizes this dynamic interplay between these 
two dimensions. There were also a wide range of perspectives among TCLP participants 
about where and how to incorporate the aspect of ‘timeliness’. It has been included within 

 
4 The previous description of the Relevance dimension framed that dimension as “the strategic focus, design, and nimbleness of initiatives to 
enable transformation.” 
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the relevance dimension (e.g., relevant change is attentive to timing), and in a slightly 
different form in the dimension of speed (e.g., in response to urgency). 

Systemic Change: Fundamental shifts in system structures 
and functions.  

Systemic changes involve shifting the structures, functions, and 
interrelationships of elements within systems that produce or shape outputs 

and outcomes relevant to climate action. Systemic changes provide the enabling conditions 
for transformation in key economic, social, governance, and technological systems by 
removing entrenched barriers, opening new opportunities or pathways, and shifting power 
dynamics.  

In the context of climate action, systemic changes needed to advance transformational 
change are likely to fall within areas such as governance, institutional capacity, policies, 
financing, technologies, market infrastructure, ecosystems, information and knowledge, and 
practices and mindsets.5 

Systemic change is not synonymous with scale, as a program or policy can scale but fail to 
trigger systems-level changes in the structures or functions that can support a new 
equilibrium and sustained progress. Systemic changes are also not necessarily 
transformational by themselves. For example, changes in technology, policy, or institutional 
capacity may be important building blocks for transformation but may have limited impact in 
isolation. Sequenced combinations of systemic changes are generally needed to create the 
enabling conditions for transformational change. 

Speed: Accelerate or decelerate impacts to achieve appropriate speed 
of change.  

The urgency of the climate crisis necessitates consideration of the speed and 
pace of change. The continued increases in global greenhouse gas emissions 

and temperatures, the rapidly intensifying adverse impacts of climate change, and the closing 
window of time to meet Paris Agreement commitments all point to the urgency of action and 
progress. The speed of change is typically affected by the alignment of systemic changes, 
scaling pathways, and shifts in other related social, economic, and environmental systems. 

In the context of interventions, climate action can be designed to accelerate or decelerate 
transformational processes and the realization of desired impacts. The importance of speed 
should not be construed as a call to rush implementation of interventions that may take time 
to achieve outcomes or require specific timing to capture windows of opportunity. While high 
ambition for rapid change can be compelling and useful, the depth and sustainability of 
changes can require time for sufficient systemic changes and/or scaling to occur and set so 
they are not fleeting or superficial. 

 
5 The nine Arenas of Intervention for climate action, developed by the TCLP in 2017, provide a starting point for identifying the types of systemic 
changes that may need to be considered to advance systemic change through interventions. The Arenas of Intervention include: financing; 
governance and engagement; institutions; knowledge and information; markets; natural capital; policies; practices and mindsets; and technologies 
and infrastructure. 
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Note: Based on TCLP discussions, this dimension was added to emphasize the closing window 
of opportunity in making the transformations needed to avert catastrophic impacts of climate 
change. While the urgency of the climate crisis underscores the importance of accelerating 
climate action progress, it is also important to consider the appropriate speed of changes to 
ensure sufficient time and sequencing for desired change to occur and set (e.g., recognizing 
that some changes cannot be rushed). In this current version of the dimensions, speed was 
added to bring more explicit attention to these important aspects and to enable additional 
input from CIF partners and stakeholders. In Figure 1, the shading of the Speed dimension also 
is different than the other dimensions to recognize that this dimension serves as a lens or axis 
for considering other dimensions such as acceleration of Systemic Change or Scale. 

Scale: Contextually large transformational change processes 
and impacts. 

Scale involves expansion within and across levels, scaling up, out or down at 
increasing magnitudes. In some cases, scale expansion begins small or local, at 

the individual, household, organizational/institutional, community, or sub-sector levels and 
builds up and out over time as decisions, actions, or adoption of practices or technologies 
diffuse. In other cases, scale may start at higher levels and have impacts at other levels, such 
as through large-scale nationally determined contributions and investments in change that 
cascade down to smaller levels.  

These interconnected systems demonstrate the need for planning and acting locally with 
global context in mind. Given the magnitude of the climate crisis, the overall size and depth 
(e.g., small and large scales) of change matters. Ultimately, higher scales of expansion, 
adoption, or diffusion of climate actions (including the possibility of scaling down or getting 
smaller) are necessary to achieve the levels of greenhouse gas mitigation and resilience 
progress needed to address the climate crisis. 

In the context of climate action interventions, there may be a variety of pathways for scaling 
change. These scaling pathways often involve systemic changes that create a new 
equilibrium or “new normal” for behaviors, decisions, and actions that enable replication or 
expansion. Achieving scale is often beyond the power or control of specific interventions or 
programs, and requires expansion beyond geographic, political, or other boundaries targeted 
by specific interventions. 

Adaptive Sustainability: Robustness, resilience, and adaptiveness 
of change. 

Sustainable transformational change relevant to climate action is robust, 
resilient, and lasting—not fleeting, reliant on external dependencies, or unable 

to withstand pressures and emerging challenges. In this context, transformational change 
leads to a new equilibrium or “new normal” in systems that advances climate action progress. 
However, sustainability also requires adaptiveness amidst evolving contexts and the dynamic 
integration of social, economic, and environmental factors. Adaptive sustainability recognizes 
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the importance of people, systems, and change processes having the capacity to be 
responsive to changing circumstances and evolving needs over time.6 

In the context of interventions, attentiveness to adaptive sustainability emphasizes the 
robustness of change by ensuring change is relevant, deep, and able to be sustained without 
long-term external supports or subsidies. The stability of new equilibriums achieved can vary 
substantially depending on context, affecting the ability of changes to endure. Adaptive 
sustainability also requires being responsive to changing circumstances and evolving needs 
over time. Adaptive sustainability may necessitate stopping or shifting activities as 
circumstances evolve, unintended consequences are understood, or new breakthroughs 
render changes obsolete or inferior. 

Note: The Sustainability dimension was updated by the TCLP to be reframed as Adaptive 
Sustainability.7 Changes to this dimension and its supporting text highlight that ongoing 
adaptive capacity is needed to ensure that transformational changes important for climate 
action and progress need to evolve and change over time as innovation and changes in 
context and goals occur. As noted above and in Figure 1, there is an important interplay 
between the Relevance and Adaptive Sustainability dimensions. 

IV. Relationships Among the Dimensions 

This section outlines the strong relationships, interactions, and even overlaps that exist 
across the transformational change dimensions. This relationship among dimensions is 
nuanced and not linear. 

The relevance dimension is in play throughout the transformational change process, as it 
relates to the ongoing dynamic process of alignment in relation to contextual factors and the 
directional attributes (goals) of change. Interventions establish and maintain relevance by 
considering the intervention’s contribution to systemic change, speed, scaling, and adaptive 
sustainability.  

The speed of change relates to accelerating transformational processes. Early signals of 
transformational change impacts may be modest or even barely discernable as a sufficient 
combination of systemic changes are needed to overcome barriers and foster enabling 
conditions that enable the speed of scaling. In other cases, early scaling of a change through 
a large-scale investment can catalyze systemic changes that enable more scaling later. In 
either case, there can be a dynamic interplay between systemic change, speed, and scaling. 
As systems are transformed, new equilibriums emerge in which the systemic changes support 
a “new normal” of decisions, actions, and/or practices.  

As change advances and new equilibriums begin to manifest, the adaptive sustainability 
dimension takes on greater importance. The robustness and resilience of the scaling changes 

 
6 The term adaptive sustainability has been used increasingly in the evaluation field as a concept or criterion relevant to evaluating 
transformations. For example, see Michael Quinn Patton. “Evaluation Criteria for Evaluating Transformation: Implications for the Coronavirus 
Pandemic and the Global Climate Emergency,” American Journal of Evaluation. November 18, 2020. https://doi.org/10.1177/1098214020933689 
7 The original description of the Sustainability dimension was “the robustness and resilience of changes.” 
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shapes their durability in the face of pressure or shocks, and the adaptiveness of the 
transforming systems shapes and in some cases speeds further transformation in response 
to evolving contexts. Systemic changes shape the depth and contours of robustness and 
resilience that affect the sustainability of changes over time. Adaptive sustainability also 
requires ongoing relevance to contexts and opportunities.  

While transformational change in complex systems often unfolds in winding and 
unpredictable ways, patterns relevant to the adoption and diffusion of specific actions, 
technologies, and practices can be discerned in transforming systems: a legacy of studies 
point to the potential usefulness of the classic “S-curve” for understanding and thinking 
about the dynamic interplay between the dimensions of change.8 The S-curve (see diagram 
below) recognizes that change does not happen in a linear way and reflects how progress in 
diffusing and scaling climate actions may lag if systemic changes and other groundwork is 
needed to foster the enabling conditions and overcome barriers to change. It is important to 
note that the progress of transformational change over time can vary widely in the curves 
they actually follow, as is discussed further in the insights section below. 

 
Figure 1. "S-curve" Model Using Dimensions to Track Transformational Change in Climate Action 

V. Key Insights Relevant to Transformational Change for Climate Action 

This section explores key insights that arose during TCLP discussions which provide further 
detail into how the TCLP is currently thinking about the concepts of transformational change 
for climate action outlined in this document.  

 
8 Everett Rogers. Diffusion of Innovations. 1962. 
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INSIGHT 1: Transformation at the level of depth and breadth needed to address the climate 
crisis is a very ambitious global goal, requiring changes spanning natural and human 
systems, and at all scales. Positive transformation in terms of climate change requires 
complex socio-economic and political systems relevant to clean technology, energy access, 
climate resilience, and sustainable landscapes to move towards a “new normal” where these 
outcomes—and the underlying behaviors, decisions, and actions that support them—become 
commonplace. In this context, fully achieving progress along all the transformational change 
dimensions reflects a high degree of ambition for change. 

INSIGHT 2: Incremental change and 
reform are not the same as 
transformation, although well-timed 
incremental changes that overcome 
barriers can lead to transformation. 
Incremental change and reform of 
current systems may lead or shift to 
transformation in some contexts but 
should not be confused for 
transformation. Incremental changes 
and reforms that advance systemic 
changes which overcome barriers and 
create new opportunities in timely ways 
can catalyze and support transformational processes that enable accelerated scaling of 
climate actions. Figure 3 shows how some incremental changes may help accelerate 
transformational processes, whereas others may be insufficient to overcome barriers that 
enable transformational processes to unfold and take off. 

INSIGHT 3: Changes relevant to transformation can occur at many levels, although scale 
matters for climate action. In most cases, broad transformations—including at the national 
or global scale—require substantial transformations at the local level. As discussed under the 
scale dimension, positive transformations supporting climate action can happen in 
households, communities, and other levels. While these changes can be valuable and 
beneficial on their own, the urgency of the climate crisis necessitates the expansion of 
changes to large scales, and for local transformation to reach a critical level of scale 
throughout the world that enables broader transformational change. 

INSIGHT 4: Shifts in societal and economic power relations, decision making authority, 
inclusion, and distributional effects of change are common in transformations. These power 
shifts can occur as part of systemic changes that create the enabling conditions for change. 
They can also occur as change scales and the distributional effects of large-scale change 
alter the locus of economic and political power. Power shifts can manifest among 
institutions, among levels of government, among private sector actors, and along other axes. 
Resistance to shifts can increase barriers to transformation, while expanded access to power 
can have a snowballing effect that accelerates transformational processes. Such shifts in 
power can play out in disruptive or smooth pathways, depending on context and the 

Figure 2 
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characteristics of change. The importance of ensuring equitable and just transitions as part 
of efforts to combat climate change is an important normative goal related to advancing 
inclusion and distributional impacts that are consistent with international norms reflected in 
the Paris Agreement and the SDGs.  

INSIGHT 5: Transformational change 
entails evolving focus and targets as 
contexts change, even while ultimate 
goals may remain constant. 
Transformational change is about more 
than getting from state A to end state B. 
As discussed under the relevance and 
adaptive sustainability dimensions, 
transformational change occurs in 
dynamic context where the desired 
changes, and targets often need to 
evolve over time. In the context of 
climate change, decarbonization and 
resilience may endure as overall goals, even as the climate actions and technologies to 
achieve these goals may need to evolve or change over time. These shifts are needed to 
account for advances in technology, changes in what people value, and changes in the 
broader conditions and context in which transformations are nested. This recognition of 
evolving needs requires agility, nimbleness, and adaptability in work usually underpinned by 
an enhanced ability for individual and institutional learning to advance transformational 
change and for change to remain relevant. Figure 4 shows how successive waves of 
transformational change can build over time. 

INSIGHT 6: Transformation takes place 
at different timeframes and speeds. 
Change processes are not linear. 
Change often happens in fits and 
starts—sometimes with backsliding, 
sometimes with rapid acceleration and 
scaling. Substantial work on systemic 
changes that create the pre-conditions 
for transformation may not manifest in 
clear results for some time but may 
later be followed by significant scaling 
and impact. Timeframes for 
transformation demand both patience and assertiveness.  

INSIGHT 7: Programs and projects can contribute to transformational change and need to do 
so with skillful navigation in an arena of many other actors, initiatives, and forces at play. In 
complex systems, numerous actors, initiatives, and forces shape how a system evolves. 
Sometimes in aligned directions. Sometimes in very different directions. At the same time, 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 
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events and trends unfold that shape the context for change in evolving, disruptive and 
oppositional ways. The ability of a program or project to catalyze, contribute to, or support 
shifts and transformation in a complex system is often mediated through this larger dynamic 
context of activities, actors, and forces. Skillful navigation of this landscape is typically 
needed to enhance the transformational impact of interventions. This reality often also 
creates challenges for clearly assessing the contribution of individual programs, projects, 
and actors to transformational change. 

INSIGHT 8: The ultimate impacts of transformational change in societal systems on natural 
systems are mediated through society’s embedded relationship with natural systems. While 
human actions undeniably influence natural systems, such as climate or ecosystems, our 
power is limited to bring about positive transformational change in natural systems through 
direct action. Rather, we can only create conditions that allow a natural system to recover or 
continue to flourish. 

VI. Conclusions and Next Steps  

The unabated and increasing urgency and scale of the climate crisis demands transformative 
action. The dimensions and insights captured in this document reflect ongoing efforts by the 
TCLP to use research, analysis, expert opinion, and collaborative discussion to further refine 
key concepts related to transformational change for use in designing, implementing, 
monitoring, evaluating, and learning from climate investments. The TCLP definition and 
dimensions will be explored with TCLP, CIF, and other stakeholders over the next several 
months, and will be actively applied to a variety of new and ongoing climate programs, 
projects, and other initiatives across a range of sectors and contexts. These concepts will 
continue to be revisited and revised periodically in the spirit of continuous learning and 
adaptation, based on additional experience and ongoing reflection. 

Please direct inquiries and comments on the concepts to Regan Smurthwaite, TCLP 
Coordinator and Analyst at the Climate Investment Funds (rsmurthwaite@worldbank.org). 
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