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ABSTRACT 

Purpose: This study aims to examine the role of public participation within 
adaptive governance frameworks in addressing the climate crisis in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh. Specifically, it investigates how participatory mechanisms 
contribute to adaptive capacity, institutional learning, and climate-
responsive decision-making in a highly vulnerable urban context, while also 
identifying the structural constraints that limit meaningful citizen influence 
on climate governance outcomes. 

Subjects and Methods: The research employed a qualitative case study 
design using semi-structured interviews, document analysis, and thematic 
analysis. Participants included government officials, NGOs, community 
leaders, and residents from climate-vulnerable areas in Dhaka. 

Results: The findings reveal that participatory practices primarily occur 
through consultations, workshops, and community meetings aimed at 
increasing climate awareness and preparedness. Participation contributed 
positively to community learning, collective action, and localized adaptive 
capacity. However, participatory governance remained largely procedural 
and consultative, with limited influence on strategic planning and policy 
decisions. Institutional fragmentation, bureaucratic rigidity, unequal 
representation, and weak accountability mechanisms significantly 
constrained the effectiveness of adaptive governance. 

Conclusions: The study concludes that public participation enhances 
localized resilience and procedural legitimacy but remains insufficient for 
transformative climate adaptation without stronger institutional 
coordination, inclusive representation, and long-term integration of 
community participation within formal governance systems. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The climate crisis has emerged as one of the most profound challenges confronting contemporary 
societies, with its impacts disproportionately affecting rapidly urbanizing cities in the Global 
South (Das et al., 2024; Anguelovski et al., 2016; Ali et al., 2025; Carvalho & Spataru, 2023). 
Intensifying floods, heatwaves, water scarcity, and public health risks increasingly threaten urban 
livelihoods, infrastructure, and governance systems. In this context, urban governance has 
become a critical arena for climate adaptation, as cities concentrate populations, economic 
activities, and climate vulnerabilities simultaneously. Recent literature emphasizes that effective 
climate adaptation requires not only technical and infrastructural solutions but also inclusive 
governance arrangements that enable learning, flexibility, and responsiveness to uncertainty 
(Folke et al., 2006; Bulkeley & Tuts, 2013). Adaptive governance has therefore gained prominence 
as an approach that highlights polycentric institutions, stakeholder participation, and iterative 
decision-making to manage complex socio-ecological systems under changing climatic 
conditions. 
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Public participation is widely recognized as a central component of adaptive governance. It is 
argued to enhance the legitimacy, effectiveness, and equity of climate responses by incorporating 
local knowledge, fostering collective ownership, and strengthening accountability (Adade et al., 
2020; Chanza & De, 2016). In urban climate governance, participatory processes can improve the 
design and implementation of adaptation strategies by aligning them more closely with 
community needs and lived experiences, particularly for vulnerable populations (Chu et al., 2016; 
Archer et al., 2014; Uittenbroek et al. 2019; Broto et al., 2015). Recent studies underscore that 
participatory adaptation is especially crucial in cities facing overlapping risks related to poverty, 
informal settlements, and weak service provision, where top-down interventions often fail to 
reach those most affected by climate impacts (Anguelovski et al., 2016). As a result, 
understanding how public participation functions within adaptive governance frameworks has 
become an important research agenda in climate and urban studies. 

Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh, represents a critical case for examining public participation in 
adaptive governance under conditions of extreme climate vulnerability. Frequently cited as one 
of the world’s most climate-exposed megacities, Dhaka faces recurrent flooding, waterlogging, 
heat stress, and climate-induced migration pressures. Its rapid population growth, high density, 
and prevalence of informal settlements further exacerbate these risks. Bangladesh has been 
internationally recognized for its proactive engagement with climate adaptation planning, 
including the development of national strategies and institutional mechanisms (Ayers et 
al.,2014). However, the translation of these frameworks into effective, inclusive urban adaptation 
remains uneven, particularly at the city and community levels. Existing studies suggest that 
governance challenges, such as institutional fragmentation and limited citizen engagement, 
constrain adaptive capacity in Dhaka’s urban context (Swapan & Khan, 2022). 

The central research problem identified in the literature concerns the gap between adaptive 
governance ideals and their practical realization through meaningful public participation. While 
adaptive governance emphasizes inclusiveness, learning, and collaboration, empirical studies 
often reveal that participation in climate governance is limited, symbolic, or dominated by elite 
actors (Sharma-Wallace et al., 2018; Munaretto et al., 2014). In Dhaka, climate-related decision-
making is frequently centralized within government agencies and development organizations, 
with limited opportunities for sustained engagement by local communities, particularly those 
residing in informal or marginalized areas (Rahman & Islam, 2024). This disconnect raises 
concerns about the effectiveness and social justice of adaptation initiatives, as policies may fail to 
reflect local priorities or address differentiated vulnerabilities. 

In response to these challenges, the literature proposes several general solutions aimed at 
strengthening public participation in adaptive governance. One widely discussed approach 
involves institutionalizing participatory mechanisms within climate planning and 
implementation processes, such as community consultations, co-production platforms, and 
participatory risk assessments. Another strand of research highlights the importance of multi-
level governance, where coordination between national, municipal, and community actors 
enables more responsive and context-sensitive adaptation strategies. Capacity building for both 
public institutions and community actors is also emphasized as a necessary condition for effective 
participation, ensuring that stakeholders possess the skills, resources, and knowledge required to 
engage meaningfully in governance processes (Riege & Lindsay, 2006; Robinson & Berkes, 2011). 

Beyond these general prescriptions, the literature identifies more specific participatory solutions 
relevant to climate adaptation in vulnerable urban settings. Community-based adaptation has 
received significant attention as an approach that foregrounds local knowledge, social networks, 
and grassroots initiatives in responding to climate risks (Bhanye, 2025; Kettle et al., 2014). In 
South Asian cities, including Dhaka, studies show that community organizations, non-
governmental organizations, and informal networks play a crucial role in managing flood risks, 
water access, and livelihood diversification. These initiatives are often portrayed as building 
blocks of adaptive governance by fostering social learning and collective action. However, their 
scalability and integration into formal governance structures remain contested, with concerns 
about sustainability and dependence on external support. 
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Another set of solutions emphasized in the literature relates to collaborative and co-production 
models of governance. Co-production involves the joint design and delivery of services and 
policies by public authorities and citizens, and is increasingly promoted as a means of enhancing 
adaptive capacity in urban climate governance (Mees et al., 2017; Fraser, 2017; Ferrari et al. 2021; 
Bovaird et al., 2016). Empirical studies suggest that co-produced adaptation initiatives can 
improve trust between authorities and communities, enhance policy relevance, and generate 
innovative responses to complex climate challenges. In Dhaka, examples of collaboration between 
municipal bodies, development agencies, and community groups illustrate the potential of such 
approaches, while also revealing persistent power imbalances and institutional constraints that 
limit their transformative potential. 

Despite these growing bodies of research, the literature on public participation in adaptive 
governance remains fragmented, particularly with respect to urban contexts in the Global South. 
Many studies focus on either adaptive governance as a conceptual framework or participatory 
practices as isolated interventions, without systematically examining how participation operates 
within adaptive governance arrangements over time. In the case of Dhaka, existing research often 
addresses climate vulnerability, informal settlements, or specific adaptation projects, but 
provides limited integrative analysis of participatory governance across institutional levels and 
policy domains. This fragmentation points to a research gap concerning how public participation 
contributes to, or is constrained within, adaptive governance systems in highly vulnerable 
megacities. 

Against this backdrop, this study aims to analyze public participation in adaptive governance to 
address the climate crisis in Dhaka, Bangladesh. The study seeks to examine how participatory 
processes are structured, who participates, and how participation influences adaptive decision-
making and outcomes. The novelty of this research lies in its integrative focus on public 
participation as a core mechanism of adaptive governance rather than as a peripheral or 
instrumental tool. By situating participatory practices within broader governance dynamics, the 
study contributes to a deeper understanding of the conditions under which adaptive governance 
can enhance urban climate resilience. The scope of the study is limited to urban climate 
adaptation in Dhaka, with particular attention to governance processes involving local 
communities, public institutions, and intermediary actors, offering insights relevant to both 
theory development and policy practice in climate governance. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This study employed a qualitative case study design to examine the role of public participation 
within adaptive governance frameworks addressing the climate crisis in Dhaka, Bangladesh. A 
qualitative approach was considered appropriate because the research focuses on governance 
interactions, institutional dynamics, participatory practices, and social experiences that cannot 
be adequately captured through quantitative indicators alone. Qualitative inquiry enables a 
deeper understanding of how actors interpret participation, negotiate power relations, and 
respond to climate-related challenges within complex urban governance systems. The case study 
strategy further allowed the research to explore Dhaka as a bounded socio-political and 
environmental context characterized by high climate vulnerability, rapid urbanization, and 
fragmented governance structures. The analytical framework of the study was informed by 
adaptive governance theory, which emphasizes institutional flexibility, social learning, multi-
level coordination, and stakeholder participation in managing socio-ecological uncertainty 
(Folke, 2006; Foxon et al., 2009). Within this framework, public participation was positioned not 
merely as a procedural mechanism but as a substantive governance process capable of influencing 
adaptive capacity and resilience outcomes. The study therefore investigated how participatory 
arrangements functioned in practice, how they shaped decision-making processes, and how 
institutional structures either enabled or constrained adaptive responses to climate risks in 
Dhaka. This design aligns with process-oriented climate governance research that emphasizes the 
importance of contextual and institutional analysis in understanding adaptation practices 
(Patterson et al., 2019). 
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Study Area and Research Context 

The study was conducted in Dhaka, the capital city of Bangladesh and one of the world’s most 
climate-vulnerable megacities. Dhaka experiences recurrent flooding, waterlogging, extreme 
heat, drainage congestion, and increasing pressure from climate-induced migration. Rapid 
population growth, extensive informal settlements, and uneven access to public services intensify 
urban vulnerability and place substantial pressure on governance institutions. These 
characteristics make Dhaka an important empirical setting for examining adaptive governance in 
the Global South. The research focused particularly on climate adaptation governance processes 
occurring at municipal and community levels. Attention was given to interactions among local 
government institutions, national agencies, civil society organizations, non-governmental 
organizations, and residents living in climate-vulnerable neighborhoods. This multi-level 
governance perspective reflects the adaptive governance literature, which highlights the 
significance of horizontal and vertical coordination among actors operating across different 
institutional scales (Robinson & Berkes, 2011). The study also considered how formal adaptation 
policies intersected with informal community practices, especially in flood-prone and low-income 
urban areas where local coping mechanisms frequently compensate for institutional limitations. 

Data Collection Techniques 

Data collection relied primarily on semi-structured interviews and document analysis, supported 
by relevant secondary literature. The use of multiple qualitative sources enabled methodological 
triangulation and strengthened the analytical depth of the study. Semi-structured interviews were 
selected because they provide flexibility for exploring participant experiences while maintaining 
sufficient consistency across respondents (O’Keeffe et al., 2016). Interviews were conducted with 
various stakeholders involved in climate adaptation governance in Dhaka. These included 
municipal officials, representatives of national government agencies, urban planners, non-
governmental organizations, community-based organizations, environmental activists, and 
residents from climate-vulnerable communities. Interview questions explored several themes, 
including forms of participation, institutional coordination, perceived effectiveness of 
participatory mechanisms, barriers to engagement, accountability practices, and community 
experiences with climate adaptation initiatives. The interviews were conducted both face-to-face 
and through online communication platforms depending on participant availability and 
accessibility. Each interview lasted approximately 45–90 minutes and was recorded with 
participant consent.  

Interview recordings were subsequently transcribed for analysis. The semi-structured format 
enabled participants to discuss governance challenges and adaptation experiences in their own 
terms while allowing the researcher to probe emerging themes related to adaptive governance 
and participation. Document analysis constituted the second major source of data. The 
documents reviewed included urban climate adaptation plans, national climate strategies, 
municipal development policies, donor reports, project implementation documents, and 
publications from governmental and non-governmental organizations operating in Dhaka. These 
materials were analyzed to identify formal institutional commitments to participation, policy 
narratives surrounding climate adaptation, and governance structures associated with urban 
resilience initiatives. Reviewing policy documents alongside interview data enabled the study to 
compare official discourses with practical implementation realities. Such comparative analysis is 
widely recommended in governance and policy research because it helps identify discrepancies 
between institutional rhetoric and practice (Munaretto et al., 2014). In addition to primary data, 
the study consulted scholarly literature related to adaptive governance, participatory climate 
adaptation, urban resilience, and governance in the Global South. Secondary sources were used 
to contextualize the findings and situate the analysis within broader academic debates concerning 
climate governance and participation. 

Informants and Sampling Strategy 

The study employed purposive sampling to identify participants with direct experience or 
involvement in climate adaptation governance processes. Purposive sampling is appropriate in 
qualitative research because it enables the selection of information-rich participants capable of 
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providing detailed insights relevant to the research objectives. Participants were selected based 
on their institutional roles, community involvement, or professional engagement with climate 
adaptation initiatives in Dhaka. The informants consisted of government officials from municipal 
and planning agencies, representatives of environmental and development organizations, leaders 
of community-based organizations, and residents living in climate-vulnerable neighborhoods. 
Particular attention was given to including perspectives from marginalized communities affected 
by recurrent flooding and inadequate infrastructure. The inclusion of diverse stakeholder groups 
enabled the study to capture variations in perceptions, priorities, and experiences regarding 
participation and adaptive governance. Snowball sampling was also used during the fieldwork 
process to identify additional participants recommended by earlier informants. This approach 
proved useful in accessing community actors and informal networks that may not have been 
easily identifiable through formal institutional channels. The combination of purposive and 
snowball sampling contributed to broader representation of governance actors and enhanced the 
richness of qualitative data. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis. This analytical approach was selected 
because it facilitates the identification, organization, and interpretation of recurring patterns 
across qualitative data sources. Thematic analysis is particularly appropriate for governance 
studies that seek to explore institutional interactions, perceptions, and social processes. The 
analysis proceeded through several stages. First, interview transcripts and policy documents were 
read repeatedly to achieve familiarity with the data. Initial coding was then conducted to identify 
references related to participation, institutional coordination, accountability, learning processes, 
power relations, and adaptive practices. The coding process combined deductive and inductive 
approaches. Deductive codes were derived from adaptive governance theory and existing 
literature, while inductive coding allowed new themes to emerge from participant narratives and 
contextual realities.  

Following initial coding, related codes were grouped into broader thematic categories reflecting 
key dimensions of adaptive governance. These included forms of participation, inclusiveness and 
exclusion, multi-level governance dynamics, community learning, institutional flexibility, and 
accountability mechanisms. Analytical memos were used throughout the coding process to record 
reflections, identify relationships between themes, and support interpretive consistency. The 
iterative coding process enabled the refinement of themes and facilitated deeper interpretation 
of the interactions between participation and adaptive governance structures. To support 
analytical transparency, findings from interviews were continuously compared with documentary 
evidence and secondary literature. This comparative process strengthened interpretive rigor and 
allowed the study to identify convergences and contradictions between official policy narratives 
and community experiences. 

Validity, Reliability, and Ethical Considerations 

Several strategies were employed to enhance the trustworthiness of the study. First, 
methodological triangulation was achieved through the use of multiple data sources, including 
interviews, policy documents, and secondary literature. Comparing information across these 
sources improved the credibility of findings and reduced dependence on a single perspective. 
Second, the inclusion of diverse stakeholder groups enabled the study to capture differing 
viewpoints and minimize interpretive bias. Reflexivity was also maintained throughout the 
research process. The researcher continuously reflected on personal assumptions, positionality, 
and potential influence on data interpretation, particularly when analyzing issues related to 
power relations and governance effectiveness.  

Maintaining reflexive awareness is considered essential in qualitative governance research 
because interpretations are shaped by interactions between researcher and participants 
(Humphreys et al., 2021). Ethical considerations were carefully integrated into the study design 
and implementation. Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to interviews, 
and participants were informed about the objectives of the study, voluntary participation, and 
confidentiality procedures. Anonymity was maintained by removing identifying information from 
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transcripts and research reporting. Given the involvement of vulnerable communities, particular 
attention was paid to minimizing potential risks, avoiding coercion, and ensuring respectful 
engagement throughout the research process. 

 

Table 1. Summary of Research Methodology 

Methodological Component Description 
Research Design Qualitative case study 

Study Area Dhaka, Bangladesh 
Data Collection Semi-structured interviews and document analysis 

Participants Government officials, NGOs, community leaders, residents 
Sampling Technique Purposive and snowball sampling 

Data Analysis Thematic analysis 
Validation Strategy Triangulation, reflexivity, and cross-source comparison 
Ethical Measures Informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity 

Source: Developed by the author based on the research design 

The overall methodological framework employed in this study. The qualitative case study design 
enabled an in-depth exploration of adaptive governance and public participation within the 
climate adaptation context of Dhaka, Bangladesh. The combination of semi-structured interviews 
and document analysis provided comprehensive qualitative evidence regarding governance 
processes, institutional dynamics, and community experiences. The use of purposive and 
snowball sampling ensured that participants possessed relevant knowledge and practical 
involvement in climate adaptation initiatives. Thematic analysis facilitated the identification of 
recurring patterns and relationships across the collected data, while triangulation and reflexive 
practices strengthened the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings. Ethical safeguards, 
including informed consent, confidentiality, and participant anonymity, were consistently 
maintained throughout the research process to ensure responsible and respectful engagement 
with all informants, particularly those from climate-vulnerable communities. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This section presents the main findings of the study regarding public participation in adaptive 
governance to address the climate crisis in Dhaka, Bangladesh. The analysis is organized into several 
thematic sub-sections derived from the thematic coding process, namely: (1) forms and structures of 
public participation, (2) power relations and inclusion in participatory governance, (3) institutional 
coordination and multi-level governance, (4) community learning and adaptive capacity, and (5) 
accountability and limitations of participatory adaptive governance. The findings are based on semi-
structured interviews, document analysis, and triangulation with relevant policy documents and 
previous studies. The presentation of the results emphasizes how participatory processes operate in 
practice and how institutional conditions shape adaptive governance outcomes in Dhaka.  

Forms and Structures of Public Participation in Adaptive Governance 

The findings reveal that public participation in climate adaptation governance in Dhaka primarily 
occurs through project-based and consultative mechanisms. Participation is generally organized 
through community meetings, workshops, awareness campaigns, and vulnerability assessments 
initiated by municipal authorities or development organizations. However, these participatory 
activities are mostly temporary and linked to externally funded adaptation projects rather than 
institutionalized governance mechanisms. Several participants emphasized that community 
involvement usually occurs during the early stages of project planning but becomes limited during 
implementation and evaluation processes. Government officials explained that participation is 
mainly intended to gather local information regarding flooding, drainage problems, and 
neighborhood vulnerabilities. 

One municipal planning officer explained: 

“Usually, when a climate project starts, we arrange meetings with local people first. We ask 
them about flooding areas, drainage issues, and what problems they face during heavy 
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rain. But after the planning stage, most decisions are discussed internally by the agencies 
because the projects already have fixed targets and timelines. Community people can share 
opinions, but they do not really decide the final policy direction.” 
(Participant 3-Municipal Planning Officer) 

Residents from climate-vulnerable settlements stated that participation often feels symbolic because 
their suggestions are not consistently incorporated into policy implementation. A resident from a 
flood-prone informal settlement stated: 

“People from the project team came here many times and asked us questions about floods 
and water problems. We explained everything because we thought maybe something would 
change. But later, we did not really know what happened with those discussions. Some 
small things improved, but many of our concerns were still the same after the project 
ended.” (Participant 8-Community Resident) 

These findings indicate that participation in Dhaka largely remains procedural rather than 
collaborative. Although participatory forums exist, they are often limited to consultation and 
information gathering rather than shared decision-making. This pattern reflects institutional 
dependence on top-down adaptation planning despite the increasing discourse surrounding 
inclusive governance. 

Table 2. Forms of Public Participation Identified in the Study 

Form of 
Participation 

Main Actors Involved Characteristics 

Community 
consultations 

Municipal agencies, 
residents 

Conducted during project initiation 

Workshops and training NGOs, local communities 
Focused on awareness and 

preparedness 
Vulnerability 
assessments 

Government agencies, 
NGOs 

Data collection regarding climate 
risks 

Community meetings 
Residents, community 

leaders 
Discussion of local environmental 

issues 
Informal collaboration NGOs and local groups Small-scale adaptive responses 

Source: Interview data and document analysis conducted by the author, 2026 

Public participation in adaptive governance in Dhaka was implemented through several forms of 
interaction involving government institutions, non-governmental organizations, and local 
communities. The findings indicate that community consultations and vulnerability assessments 
were primarily initiated by municipal agencies and external organizations during the early stages of 
climate adaptation projects. Meanwhile, workshops, training activities, and community meetings 
were mainly directed toward improving public awareness, preparedness, and local coordination in 
responding to climate-related risks such as flooding and drainage problems. Informal collaboration 
between NGOs and community groups also emerged as an important mechanism for supporting 
localized adaptation practices, particularly in vulnerable neighborhoods with limited institutional 
support. However, the overall pattern suggests that participation remained largely consultative and 
temporary, with limited opportunities for communities to influence strategic planning or policy 
decisions. As a result, participatory practices functioned more as mechanisms for information 
exchange and short-term problem solving rather than as institutionalized forms of shared 
governance within climate adaptation processes. 

Power Relations and Inclusion in Participatory Processes 

The study also found that participatory governance in Dhaka is strongly shaped by unequal power 
relations. Participation opportunities are often mediated through selected community 
representatives, local elites, or NGO networks, which limits broader representation from vulnerable 
groups. Government officials acknowledged that involving all residents directly is difficult because 
of time, budget, and administrative constraints. As a result, institutions often rely on intermediary 
actors perceived as legitimate representatives of the community. 
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One government representative explained: 

“Honestly, involving every resident is almost impossible because the city is too large and 
the projects move quickly. Usually, we coordinate with local leaders, NGOs, or community 
committees because they already know the area and can communicate with residents more 
easily. It makes the process faster, even though maybe not everyone gets represented 
equally.” (Participant 2 – Government Official) 

Community members argued that this system often excludes marginalized populations, particularly 
informal settlers, women, and climate migrants. Many residents reported that they rarely 
participated in strategic planning discussions despite being among the most affected by climate-
related risks. 

A female resident explained: 

“Sometimes meetings are held, but usually the same people attend every time. Women 
mostly join activities related to cleaning or awareness programs, not discussions about 
planning or budgets. Many families here also feel hesitant to speak because they think 
officials will not really listen to them anyway.” (Participant 11 – Female Community 
Resident) 

NGO representatives similarly highlighted that informal settlement residents frequently experience 
exclusion due to legal and administrative barriers. 

One NGO activist stated: 

“A lot of people living in vulnerable settlements do not have formal land documents, so their 
voices are often ignored in city planning. Even though they are the ones facing floods every 
year, they are treated as temporary communities. Because of that, participation becomes 
uneven and some groups stay invisible in policy discussions.” (Participant 6 – NGO 
Representative) 

These findings demonstrate that participation alone does not automatically guarantee inclusion. 
Existing social and institutional hierarchies continue to influence whose voices are prioritized within 
adaptive governance processes. 

Institutional Coordination and Multi-Level Governance 

Another important finding concerns the limited coordination between governance levels. Although 
national climate policies in Bangladesh emphasize participation and decentralization, the practical 
integration of community input into municipal and national decision-making remains weak. 
Municipal officials explained that adaptation planning is frequently constrained by bureaucratic 
procedures, fragmented responsibilities, and rigid administrative structures. Coordination between 
agencies was often described as inconsistent and project-dependent. 

One urban planning official explained: 

“There are many institutions working on climate adaptation, but coordination is still 
difficult. Different agencies have different priorities and budgets. Sometimes local 
communities provide useful information, but integrating that into formal planning takes a 
long process. In reality, projects usually follow predetermined guidelines from higher 
authorities or donors.” (Participant 4 – Urban Planning Official) 

Community organizations also perceived a disconnect between local participation and actual policy 
influence. 

A community organizer stated: 

“Every year we talk about the same flooding problems, blocked drainage, and waste 
management issues. We attend meetings and explain what happens during the rainy 
season, but city planning does not really change much. People feel tired because discussions 
happen repeatedly without long-term solutions.” (Participant 9 – Community Organizer) 
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The findings suggest that adaptive governance in Dhaka still faces major institutional fragmentation. 
Community participation contributes to localized problem identification, but there are limited 
mechanisms for systematically incorporating local knowledge into broader policy frameworks. 

 

 

Table 3. Main Institutional Challenges Identified in Adaptive Governance 

Institutional Challenge Description 
Fragmented governance Limited coordination between agencies 

Bureaucratic rigidity Fixed project procedures and timelines 
Weak vertical integration Community input rarely influences higher-level policy 

Limited accountability Lack of monitoring and feedback mechanisms 
Unequal representation Marginalized groups excluded from strategic decisions 

Source: Interview data analyzed by the author, 2026 

The findings reveal that fragmented governance structures create limited coordination among 
agencies responsible for climate adaptation, resulting in overlapping responsibilities and 
inconsistent implementation across sectors. Bureaucratic rigidity further constrains adaptive 
responses, as projects are often governed by fixed administrative procedures, predetermined 
timelines, and inflexible budgeting systems that restrict institutional learning and policy adjustment. 
In addition, weak vertical integration limits the incorporation of community perspectives into 
higher-level planning and decision-making processes, causing local knowledge and lived experiences 
to remain insufficiently reflected in formal adaptation policies. The study also identified limited 
accountability mechanisms, particularly regarding monitoring, evaluation, and public feedback, 
which reduced transparency and community trust in adaptation initiatives. Furthermore, unequal 
representation within participatory forums contributed to the exclusion of marginalized groups, 
including informal settlement residents, women, and climate migrants, despite their high 
vulnerability to climate risks. Collectively, these institutional constraints demonstrate that while 
participatory mechanisms are increasingly present in climate governance practices, their 
transformative potential remains restricted without stronger coordination, inclusiveness, and 
institutional responsiveness. 

Community Learning and Adaptive Capacity 

Despite institutional limitations, the findings indicate that participation contributes positively to 
community learning and localized adaptive capacity. Residents reported increased awareness 
regarding flood preparedness, waste management, emergency responses, and climate-related risks. 
Repeated engagement through workshops and community activities enabled residents to develop 
informal support networks and collective adaptation practices. Community-level learning emerged 
as one of the strongest outcomes of participatory governance initiatives. 

One resident described these experiences as follows: 

“Before these programs started, people mostly handled floods individually. Now, neighbors 
usually share information when heavy rain is coming, and we help each other move 
important things before water enters the houses. We also learned simple ways to keep 
drainage clear and organize emergency support for elderly residents during flooding.” 
(Participant 10 – Community Resident) 

NGO representatives also noted improvements in local preparedness and awareness. 

One NGO participant explained: 

“Community participation has helped residents understand climate risks more clearly. 
Even if the infrastructure problems are still there, people are now more organized during 
emergencies. Local groups have become more active in sharing information and 
responding quickly when flooding happens.” (Participant 5 – NGO Field Coordinator) 
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However, institutional learning remained limited. Government officials acknowledged that 
administrative procedures and short project cycles reduce opportunities for long-term adaptation 
and iterative policy revision. 

A municipal officer explained: 

“Most projects already have fixed budgets, schedules, and reporting systems from the 
beginning. Even if communities provide new information later, it is difficult to revise the 
project significantly because the administrative process is very rigid.” (Participant 1 – 
Municipal Officer) 

These findings demonstrate that participatory governance strengthens adaptive capacity primarily 
at the community level, while institutional adaptation remains comparatively inflexible. 

Participation, Accountability, and Governance Limitations 

The findings further reveal that participation improves procedural legitimacy but has limited impact 
on accountability mechanisms. Residents generally expressed greater trust toward adaptation 
initiatives when they were consulted directly and observed visible local improvements. 

One participant stated: 

“When officials actually come here and talk with residents, people feel more respected. Even 
small improvements like cleaning drains or fixing pathways make communities feel that 
someone is paying attention to our problems. That creates more trust compared to projects 
where nobody explains anything to us.” (Participant 12 – Community Member) 

Nevertheless, participants consistently emphasized the absence of formal feedback and complaint 
mechanisms. Communities often lacked information regarding how decisions were finalized or how 
adaptation budgets were allocated. 

A community leader explained: 

“After consultations, we usually do not receive updates about what decisions were taken or 
why some proposals were rejected. If promises are not completed, there is also no clear 
process for communities to follow up or ask questions. Because of that, many residents feel 
participation is only temporary.” (Participant 7 – Community Leader) 

These findings indicate that participation in Dhaka remains heavily consultative and lacks strong 
accountability structures capable of ensuring sustained community influence over adaptation 
governance. The study demonstrates that public participation contributes positively to localized 
resilience, awareness, and social legitimacy within adaptive governance processes. However, 
participation remains constrained by institutional fragmentation, unequal power relations, weak 
accountability, and limited integration into formal decision-making structures. The findings suggest 
that adaptive governance in Dhaka requires stronger institutionalization of inclusive participation, 
greater coordination across governance levels, and more responsive accountability mechanisms to 
support long-term climate resilience. 

Discussion 

Public Participation and Power Dynamics in Adaptive Governance 

The findings of this study demonstrate that public participation has become an increasingly visible 
component of climate adaptation governance in Dhaka, yet its implementation remains largely 
procedural and project-oriented rather than transformative. The interview data indicate that 
participation is commonly institutionalized through consultations, workshops, and vulnerability 
assessments conducted during the initial stages of adaptation projects. Although these mechanisms 
provide opportunities for community engagement, they rarely extend into strategic decision-making 
or long-term governance processes. This condition reflects a broader pattern identified in adaptive 
governance literature, where participation is often incorporated symbolically to legitimize policy 
interventions without substantially redistributing decision-making authority (Cleaver & Whaley, 
2018; Pieraccini, 2019). 
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The predominance of consultative participation suggests that adaptive governance in Dhaka 
continues to rely heavily on top-down institutional arrangements. Government agencies and 
development organizations remain the primary actors determining adaptation priorities, project 
design, and resource allocation. Communities are generally invited to contribute local information 
regarding environmental risks, but they possess limited influence over final policy outcomes. This 
finding supports previous arguments that participatory governance in many Global South cities often 
functions as a mechanism for data extraction rather than collaborative governance. As a result, 
participation contributes more to administrative efficiency and project legitimacy than to democratic 
empowerment or institutional transformation. 

Another important issue emerging from the findings concerns unequal representation within 
participatory processes (Christensen et al., 2023; Brown & Kyttä, 2018). The study reveals that 
participation opportunities are frequently mediated through local elites, community leaders, and 
NGO representatives who are considered legitimate intermediaries by government institutions. 
While this approach may simplify coordination and communication, it simultaneously narrows the 
diversity of perspectives included in adaptation governance. Vulnerable populations, particularly 
informal settlement residents, women, and climate migrants, often remain underrepresented despite 
experiencing the highest exposure to climate risks (Hussainzad & Gou, 2024; Tavares et al., 2024; 
Smith et al., 2026). This demonstrates that participatory governance is shaped not only by 
institutional design but also by existing social hierarchies and power relations operating within 
urban communities. 

The exclusion of marginalized groups highlights a central contradiction within adaptive governance 
practices in Dhaka. Adaptive governance theory emphasizes inclusiveness, flexibility, and 
collaborative learning as foundations for resilience-building. However, the findings suggest that 
participation remains uneven because institutional recognition is frequently linked to legal status, 
political connections, or organizational visibility. Informal settlement residents, for example, are 
often perceived as temporary or unofficial urban populations, limiting their influence within 
planning processes. Consequently, adaptation governance risks reproducing existing inequalities by 
privileging actors with stronger institutional access while marginalizing vulnerable communities 
whose experiences are critical for climate adaptation planning. 

The findings also reveal important gender dimensions within participatory governance. Female 
participants reported that women were generally involved in implementation-related activities such 
as awareness campaigns, sanitation programs, or emergency preparedness initiatives, but rarely 
participated in strategic planning discussions or budget allocation processes. This indicates that 
gender inclusion within adaptive governance remains largely instrumental rather than substantive. 
Women’s participation tends to be framed in terms of community mobilization and social support 
rather than political influence or governance authority. Such patterns reinforce broader critiques in 
climate governance literature that participation alone does not automatically produce equitable 
outcomes unless institutional power structures are explicitly addressed (Sapiains et al., 2021). 

Institutional Constraints and Community Adaptive Capacity 

The second major finding of this study concerns the tension between community-level adaptive 
capacity and institutional limitations within climate governance in Dhaka. The results indicate that 
participatory initiatives have contributed positively to local learning, collective preparedness, and 
community resilience. Residents reported improved awareness regarding flood risks, emergency 
responses, waste management, and informal coordination during climate-related disasters. These 
findings demonstrate that participation can function as an important mechanism for strengthening 
adaptive capacity at the local level by facilitating knowledge exchange, social learning, and collective 
action among vulnerable populations (Choudhury et al., 2021; Phuong et al., 2018; Azad et al., 2022). 

Community learning emerged as one of the most significant outcomes of participatory governance 
initiatives. Repeated interaction through workshops, awareness campaigns, and neighborhood 
meetings enabled residents to develop shared understandings of environmental risks and practical 
adaptation strategies. Informal networks among residents also became increasingly important 
during flooding events, particularly in organizing evacuation support, information sharing, and 
mutual assistance. This finding aligns with adaptive governance perspectives emphasizing that 
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resilience is not solely dependent on infrastructure or formal policy but also on social capacity and 
community cooperation. 

The findings further indicate that non-governmental organizations play an important intermediary 
role in strengthening community adaptive capacity. NGOs often act as facilitators connecting 
vulnerable communities with municipal institutions, technical information, and adaptation 
resources (Ziervogel, 2019; Cid & Lerner, 2023). Through training activities and localized 
engagement, NGOs contribute to improving environmental awareness and encouraging community 
participation in adaptation initiatives. In many cases, NGO involvement compensates for 
institutional limitations within formal governance structures, particularly in informal settlements 
where government presence is weak or inconsistent. This highlights the importance of hybrid 
governance arrangements involving state and non-state actors in urban climate adaptation. 

While community adaptive capacity has improved, institutional adaptation remains comparatively 
rigid and fragmented. Government officials acknowledged that adaptation projects are frequently 
constrained by predetermined budgets, fixed timelines, and administrative procedures that limit 
flexibility and iterative policy adjustment. This institutional rigidity contradicts key principles of 
adaptive governance, which emphasize continuous learning, policy experimentation, and 
responsiveness to changing environmental conditions. In practice, climate adaptation governance in 
Dhaka remains strongly influenced by bureaucratic logic rather than adaptive institutional learning. 

Fragmented governance structures also emerged as a major institutional challenge. The findings 
reveal limited coordination among agencies responsible for urban planning, environmental 
management, disaster response, and climate adaptation. Different institutions often operate 
independently with overlapping responsibilities and inconsistent priorities. This fragmentation 
weakens the integration of community-generated knowledge into broader policy frameworks and 
reduces the effectiveness of participatory governance. Community concerns identified during 
consultations frequently fail to influence higher-level planning because coordination mechanisms 
between governance scales remain underdeveloped (Scott & Carter, 2019). 

The study also highlights weak vertical integration between local participation and national policy 
processes. Although Bangladesh has adopted national climate adaptation strategies emphasizing 
participation and decentralization, local experiences and community knowledge rarely shape formal 
policy decisions at higher governance levels. Odongo et al. (2024) said that, community actors 
repeatedly expressed frustration that recurring environmental problems such as flooding, drainage 
congestion, and waste management continue despite repeated consultations with authorities. This 
disconnect demonstrates that participation without institutional responsiveness risks generating 
frustration and reducing public trust in adaptation governance. 

Another critical issue identified in the findings concerns accountability limitations within 
participatory governance. Although participation contributes to procedural legitimacy and improved 
communication between authorities and communities, residents reported limited access to 
information regarding decision-making outcomes, project implementation, or budget allocation. 
Formal feedback and complaint mechanisms were largely absent, reducing transparency and 
weakening opportunities for communities to monitor adaptation commitments. As a result, 
participation often becomes episodic and temporary rather than embedded within accountable 
governance systems. 

The findings therefore suggest that adaptive governance in Dhaka currently produces stronger 
outcomes at the community level than at the institutional level. Localized participation contributes 
to incremental resilience-building and social preparedness, yet structural governance weaknesses 
continue to constrain transformative adaptation. Community initiatives alone are insufficient to 
address broader urban vulnerabilities associated with rapid urbanization, inadequate infrastructure, 
informal settlements, and environmental inequality (Williams et al., 2019; Zerbo et al., 2020; 
Sandoval & Sarmiento, 2020). Without stronger institutional coordination, accountability, and 
policy integration, participatory adaptation risks remaining limited to small-scale and short-term 
interventions. 

This study demonstrates that adaptive governance in Dhaka is characterized by a significant 
imbalance between active community adaptation and relatively inflexible institutional systems. 
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Participatory initiatives have strengthened local awareness, social learning, and collective responses 
to climate risks, indicating the importance of community engagement within urban resilience 
strategies. Nevertheless, fragmented governance structures, bureaucratic rigidity, weak 
accountability, and limited policy integration continue to restrict the transformative potential of 
participation. These findings suggest that strengthening adaptive governance requires not only 
expanding participation but also reforming institutional structures to support more responsive, 
inclusive, and integrated climate adaptation governance across multiple scales. 

CONCLUSION 

Public participation plays an important role in strengthening adaptive governance and 
community resilience in addressing the climate crisis in Dhaka, Bangladesh, particularly through 
increased environmental awareness, collective learning, and localized adaptation practices. 
Participatory mechanisms such as community consultations, workshops, and informal 
collaborations have contributed positively to preparedness and social coordination at the 
community level. The findings also reveal that participation remains largely procedural, 
temporary, and consultative, with limited influence on strategic decision-making and policy 
transformation. Institutional fragmentation, bureaucratic rigidity, unequal representation, weak 
accountability mechanisms, and limited integration of community knowledge into higher-level 
planning continue to constrain the effectiveness of adaptive governance. Marginalized groups, 
including informal settlement residents, women, and climate migrants, remain insufficiently 
represented within participatory processes despite their high vulnerability to climate risks. 
Overall, the study demonstrates that while participatory governance contributes to incremental 
adaptive capacity and procedural legitimacy, its transformative potential will remain limited 
without stronger institutional coordination, inclusive representation, policy responsiveness, and 
long-term integration of community participation within formal climate adaptation governance 
systems. 
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