
This spectrum is one of several tools and resources offered by OLAM’s 

Aspire program, which is aimed at improving ethical practices in 

international development. The spectrum pinpoints four stages along 

a continuum of ethical practices. While few organizations will fit neatly 

into any one stage, the spectrum allows them to identify potential areas 

for improvement, and to clarify specific actions they can take to reach 

the next stage.

Below you will find “Ten Commandments” of ethical climate practices. Like the biblical Ten 

Commandments, these are overarching core principles. The complexities of the issues involved 

in this spectrum make it impossible to include all elements and relevant information. Please see 

OLAM’s ethical practices resource list to learn more, and for various types of “leading” examples.

TEN COMMANDMENTS
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1
Adopt climate-smart policies
Put in place guidelines or policies to address climate-related issues. Policies should 

be anchored on the best available evidence and data about the climate crisis and its 

effects on communities in which you work. Educate yourself on existing international 

climate standards and adopt/adapt those that are relevant to your work by changing 

processes, practices, and structures to minimize potential damage. Involve community 

partners in developing and implementing these policies, so that they reflect the 

realities of those most affected.  

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization does not 
have formal ethical 
guidelines,  policies, or a 
code of conduct for climate 
practices.

Organization has climate 
guidelines and all staff are 
trained in them, but they 
are only partially followed. 
Community partners are 
involved in the process, but 
not always consistently. 

Organization is at early 
stages of developing 
or adopting climate 
guidelines, or it has 
general climate guidelines, 
but staff is not proactively 
trained in following them. 
Community partners 
are not included in the 
process of developing the 
guidelines.

Organization has guidelines or a code of conduct for ethical climate practices and has trained 
all staff to follow them. There is a plan in place to ensure utilization, and it is periodically 
reviewed to ensure learning and relevance.

Community partners have been consulted in the process and are trained on its use. 
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2
Communicate responsibly
Be truthful and accurate when communicating about the climate crisis and its effect 

on your work and local partners. Provide nuanced context and specific explanations, 

using language that places responsibility on human action in causing the crisis, 

reflects the urgency of the crisis, and avoids stereotypes of “helpless people in the 

midst of unstoppable disasters.” Your communications can put the climate crisis on 

the agenda of your supporters and network. Discuss key terms and messaging with 

your community partners and bring in diverse perspectives in order to accurately 

reflect their realities. Include the effects of the climate crisis in your communications, 

even if it is not the focus of your projects. See Aspire’s Ethical Communications 

Spectrum for additional guidelines. 

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization does not 
mention climate-related 
issues in its communications 
or it denies the effects 
of climate change on its 
programs and populations 
it serves. 

Communications reflect
that humans play a role
in developing climate
disasters through failures
of governance, institutional
capacity, or allocation of
finance, but do not reflect
diverse voices, and focus 
on the organization’s 
projects rather than on the 
people most affected. 

Organization uses ‘buzz
words’ like ‘climate
resilience/mitigation/
adaptation’ in the abstract,
without properly defining
what they mean and how 
they relate to its programs.

When communicating 
about climate issues, 
organization uses 
narratives that exacerbate 
stereotypes of people 
affected by climate or 
focuses on destruction 
and death rather than 
showing the full picture. It 
may also sensationalize a 
complex issue (i.e. “swarm 
of climate refugees 
coming”), which may 
cause people to focus on 
the wrong issues.  

Organization uses terminology that puts responsibility on human actions rather than being 
passive (i.e. climate-related disaster, not natural disaster), emphasizes urgency (i.e. climate 
crisis, not climate change), and uses narratives that promote climate justice. People are put at 
the center and different voices are represented.

Key terms are well-defined together with the community and all staff are educated about how 
to responsibly communicate about climate issues.

http://olamtogether.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Ethical-Communications-Spectrum.pdf
http://olamtogether.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Ethical-Communications-Spectrum.pdf
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Reduce carbon footprint
Take into consideration your carbon footprint, both at your organization’s

headquarters and in your projects. Take steps to understand and calculate your

footprint and make changes to reduce it, such as limiting flights from HQ to the field,

with a designated budget to support such changes (such as carbon offsetting, shifting

to renewable energy, or mapping your carbon footprint). Think about your carbon

footprint holistically; do not limit your actions to reducing it internally, but consider it

when choosing who you partner with, how you invest, your supply chains, etc. Ensure

that - at a minimum - your projects do not cause environmental harm. Support

projects that develop regenerative ecosystems that improve the resources you use

when carrying out your work, so that your local partners are left better off.

WELL ON THE WAY

Organization carries 
out assessments and 
internal conversations 
about reducing carbon 
footprint, and calculates its 
carbon footprint, but uses 
unreliable sources to do so, 
so calculations may not be 
accurate.
 
Organization implements 
changes to reduce 
carbon footprint, such 
as reducing flights, using 
solar power at office, 
producing less waste, 
but fails to take further 
action due to difficulty of 
implementation. 

3

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG

LEADING

Organization does not 
calculate the carbon 
footprint of its internal 
operations (headquarter 
office, staff flight, materials 
and energy, etc.) nor does it 
consider ways to make any 
adjustments to reduce its 
footprint.

Organization calculates 
its carbon footprint 
inconsistently or only 
when required by external 
stakeholders. Some 
measures have been 
taken to reduce footprint, 
but not implemented 
consistently (i.e. staff 
may continue to take 
unnecessary flights).

Organization calculates its carbon footprint using accredited sources (i.e. Carbon Trust), if 
financially feasible, that meets global standards (i.e. Greenhouse Gas Protocol).

Organization has a long-term plan to reduce the footprint of its headquarters, and includes 
this in its operating budget.

Organization decarbonizes its investments (pension funds), and assesses and vets 
procurement vendors and partners to ensure that they are transparent in their data, policy, 
and commitment to reducing carbon footprint. 

https://www.carbontrust.com/
https://ghgprotocol.org/
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Reduce carbon footprint cont.
Take into consideration your carbon footprint, both at your organization’s

headquarters and in your projects. Take steps to understand and calculate your

footprint and make changes to reduce it, such as limiting flights from HQ to the field,

with a designated budget to support such changes (such as carbon offsetting, shifting

to renewable energy, or mapping your carbon footprint). Think about your carbon

footprint holistically; do not limit your actions to reducing it internally, but consider it

when choosing who you partner with, how you invest, your supply chains, etc. Ensure

that - at a minimum - your projects do not cause environmental harm. Support

projects that develop regenerative ecosystems that improve the resources you use

when carrying out your work, so that your local partners are left better off.

WELL ON THE WAY

Organization has a positive 
impact on one part of the 
ecosystem or one sector 
but does not consider the 
effect on the full ecosystem 
(i.e. focusing on water 
without considering land 
use), or on neighboring 
areas.

Organization adopts 
practices that are 
environmentally friendly 
(i.e. planting trees) but may 
not meet local community 
priorities. 

3

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG

LEADING

When carrying out projects, 
organization does not take 
its carbon footprint into 
consideration. The decisions 
it makes negatively affect 
the environment where its 
programs take place.

Organization takes its 
carbon footprint into 
consideration and takes 
steps to reduce it, but 
communicates false or 
inaccurate information 
about its environmental 
impact to make it 
seem as if it does more 
than it actually does 
(“greenwashing”).
 
Organization conducts 
environmental impact 
assessments of its 
programs, but has not 
taken steps to make 
changes/adjust its work. 

Organization educates itself on local protocols in the communities in which it works, justifies 
the carbon it spends, and continuously evaluates its progress.

Organization promotes regenerative/restoring ecosystems (so that it improves the resources 
it uses, rather than destroying or depleting them) and does not support ‘big agriculture’ that 
may exhaust the land. (Examples include planting trees, improving quality of local water 
sources, using natural soil, sustainable food systems, etc.)  
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Address structural inequalities
The climate crisis affects different people in different ways, with women, children, 

and marginalized populations (the elderly, displaced, minorities, etc.) being the most 

vulnerable to negative and dangerous effects. Carry out an assessment to understand 

the structural inequalities in the communities in which you work to ensure that you 

don’t exacerbate them, and actively work - with your local partners - to change those 

inequities. Involve those most vulnerable in your assessment and work, and allow 

them to share the ways they differently experience the climate crisis. If possible, take 

additional steps to help change the culture, institutions, and underlying dynamics that 

create these inequalities. 

WELL ON THE WAY

Organization conducts an 
assessment to understand 
how structural inequalities 
make different groups 
more or less vulnerable to 
the climate crisis, but not 
on every project, or not 
consistently. It understands 
local power dynamics and 
how they affect resources, 
and works to transform 
conditions in which climate 
vulnerability is reproduced 
(culture, institutions).

4

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG

LEADING

Organization does not 
consider the different 
vulnerabilities to the climate 
crisis in the communities 
it serves, and its programs 
reinforce marginalization of 
specific groups.

Organization recognizes 
that different groups 
within its partner 
communities are affected 
differently by the climate 
crisis but makes only 
slight adjustments to 
support those who 
are more vulnerable. It 
provides surface-level 
solutions and does not 
work to understand 
deeper structural causes. 

When assessing 
inequalities, organization 
only works with those 
in power or those less 
vulnerable to lead the 
assessment and address 
the issues. 

Organization conducts an assessment in advance of all projects on the uneven ways in which 
different groups bear the burden of the climate crisis (gender, religious minorities, children, 
etc.). Different types of knowledge-holders lead the assessment (scientific knowledge, local 
knowledge, academic and non-academic, indigenous).

Organization supports marginalized groups (financially or programmatically) to meaningfully 
participate in and lead climate adaptation and mitigation decisions.

Organization takes steps to contribute to a process of changing the structure that drives 
inequality in the local community.
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Learn local climate context
Learn about the local climate issues in each community in which you work, so that 

you can provide services that best address people’s realities. This includes assessing 

how the local environment is actually changing, how different groups experience 

it, who manages and has access to resources, what indigenous coping mechanisms 

and solutions exist, what gaps and challenges exist, who are the stakeholders 

involved, and more. Learn from local expertise rather than relying exclusively on 

external technical expertise that may overlook the specific local context. Follow best 

practices for assessing the local context and include this learning in your budget for 

all projects. 

WELL ON THE WAY

Organization learns 
the climate context 
on different levels but 
uses technologically 
driven solutions (water, 
agriculture, etc.) without 
addressing the socio-
economic complexities. It 
utilizes external companies 
to implement projects 
without having lived 
experience of the local 
effects of the climate crisis.

5

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG

LEADING

Organization has a blanket 
approach to addressing 
the climate crisis in its 
work and does not learn 
the unique local climate 
context in every location 
and community in which it 
operates. 

Organization does 
not consider the local 
governance of existing 
resources that affect the 
wider community.

Organization learns the 
climate context on the 
community level where 
it works, but is missing 
relevant information at 
the state and national 
levels, and may put 
communities in conflict 
with laws and regulations.

Organization works with local partners and communities in a participatory way to understand 
the local and national contexts that may be affected by various types of climate challenges. 
It carries out continuous monitoring and evaluation to receive feedback and adjust 
programming accordingly, as well as gender and intersectional analyses to best understand
how different groups uniquely experience the climate crisis.



8

Design locally-led climate programs
Allowing your local partners to have more control over the projects will make them 

more adaptive and resilient to future changes caused by the climate crisis. Involve 

local partners and stakeholders in all stages of your programs and aim to shift 

power so that they have ownership and can leverage existing knowledge, capacities, 

ideas, and solutions. Establish an understanding of the role of your organization’s 

headquarters in supporting the projects (e.g., funder, technical advisor, facilitator, 

evaluator) in the short and medium term, as well as beyond the life of the project. 

See Aspire’s Ethical Community Engagement Spectrum for additional guidelines.

WELL ON THE WAY

Organization consults the 
community in all stages of 
the project, but community 
members do not hold 
leadership/decision-making 
roles, or climate ‘experts’ 
are brought in from outside 
the community rather 
than from within (those 
who best know their own 
experiences).

6
JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG

LEADING

Organization manages 
the entire process of 
program development and 
implementation, and does 
not consult or invite local 
communities or other local  
stakeholders to participate 
in making decisions. 

Organization ignores 
community members’ 
opinions and priorities 
when designing program 
activities.

Organization includes the 
local community in design 
and/or implementation 
of the interventions, and 
takes into account local 
culture, but makes most 
of the decisions without 
the community’s input.

Organization and community are both involved in all stages of the project. The community 
leads the process of finding solutions and interventions, according to local context, needs, 
and opportunities, whereas the organization supports the process with funding, capacity-
building, and/or other advisory services. There is a plan in place to continuously minimize its 
roles in the interventions.

http://olamtogether.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Ethical-Community-Engagement-Spectrum.pdf


9

Provide responsible and flexible funding
Whether you are a funding organization or fundraising from others for your programs, 

providing flexible funding for projects is critical to allow communities to learn and 

evolve their work over time, take advantage of emerging opportunities, and gather 

the evidence needed to achieve climate change adaptation and mitigation. Invest in 

long-term projects with multi-year funding cycles, and keep reporting requirements 

minimal so that they don’t infringe on the community’s ability to incorporate new 

climate information, skills, and innovation. Focus your funding on countries and 

communities that are more vulnerable to the impacts of the climate crisis, and ensure 

that your funding sources are responsible and ethical with their climate practices.

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

Organization develops 
and follows guidelines 
around ethical and flexible 
funding but does not 
do due diligence about 
environmental policies 
of its funders, therefore 
potentially perpetuating 
harm.

Organization increases 
its funding to address the 
climate crisis in countries 
that are more vulnerable and 
negatively affected by the 
climate crisis, but focuses on 
communities that are already 
receiving a lot of funding 
from other sources.

7

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

LEADING

LEADING

Organization does not 
consider the ways in which 
its funding cycles and 
grant giving affect climate 
resilience and adaptation. 

Funding cycles are short 
term (1-2 years), they do 
not reflect the changing 
realities of local communities 
affected by climate, and they 
are burdensome on local 
partners. 

Organization and funders 
do not take local climate 
contexts into consideration 
when making financial 
decisions.

Organization and funders 
discuss the issue of the 
climate crisis but accept 
harmful climate change 
as “inevitable” and 
justify inflexible funding 
cycles and reporting 
requirements. 

Organization increases 
funding to address 
the climate crisis, but 
focuses on countries and 
communities that are 
least impacted by the 
climate crisis. 

Organization has open and continuous conversations with funders to establish longer funding 
time frames (multiple years) that create space to build sustainable local institutions and 
capacities. Acknowledging that local actors may not be fluent in proposal development 
practices, it also addresses structural capacity imbalances in the aid system.

Organization and funders shift priorities in order to target communities that are highly  
vulnerable to the climate crisis, and/or those who are not receiving funding from other sources. 
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Plan scenarios and prepare for the future
The climate crisis is a long-term problem and therefore needs long-term solutions. 

Undertake climate resilience assessments of your programs as a routine part of their 

design so that you can respond to the shifting needs of communities and adapt to a 

different future, including potential conflicts that may arise around resources. Listen 

to your local partners as there may be new and unusual issues emerging that your 

organization is not aware of, or has not considered, which may impact your work.

WELL ON THE WAY

Organization plans 
scenarios and prepares 
for the future, including 
a long-term plan to 
work with community 
partners. Decision-making 
power about the future 
lies mainly with the 
organization, excluding 
local voices and partners. 

8
JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG

LEADING

Organization does not take 
any active steps to prepare 
for the long-term effects of 
its programs with regard to 
climate. 

Organization implements 
programs without 
considering how they 
may affect those more 
vulnerable to the climate 
crisis in the future (i.e. 
women and children, 
displaced people). 

Organization plans 
scenarios for the future 
and shifts programs and 
technologies accordingly, 
but does not stay long 
enough in its partner 
communities to see the 
impacts. 

Organization claims that 
its programs are building 
‘climate resilience’ when 
actually it is only coping 
with current changes 
in climate or existing 
hazards, and does not 
consider future change.

Organization considers how climate risks might affect both its own headquarters’ operations 
and local work in the long term, through scenario planning (i.e. will irrigation be functional in 
20-30 years?). It considers future climate scenarios around potential conflict, demographic 
changes, political interventions, inter-group relationships, and more, when planning its 
programs.
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Collaborate for holistic climate action
In order to tackle the massive effect of the climate crisis, we need to work in 

collaboration and develop partnerships in order to maximize our positive impact. 

Map out existing actors in the areas in which you work, find areas of overlap where 

you could collaborate and ensure that you don’t duplicate existing initiatives that 

are already using up resources. Step out of your own sector and expertise and work 

with those who can offer a different and holistic approach to address the climate 

crisis - whether in climate research, project implementation, or advocacy efforts. 

WELL ON THE WAY

Organization maps out 
existing climate work 
by other players and 
develops partnerships and 
collaborations that prevent 
duplication, but does not 
do so consistently in all 
communities in which it 
works.

9
JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG

LEADING

Organization does not learn 
about other local, national, 
and international players 
who may be working in 
the same communities on 
climate issues. It does not 
seek partnerships and may 
duplicate existing programs.

Organization shares 
information with other 
players and develops 
partnerships, but only 
with those that work 
in the same sector (i.e. 
agriculture, health), 
therefore understanding 
climate risks only through 
that prism. 

Organization works across sectors and in partnership with other actors, and ensures that it 
avoids duplication or parallel reporting systems - to enhance efficiencies and good practice.

If relevant, organization mobilizes climate action and advocacy - both toward their own 
government and in the countries it works. 

If conducting climate research, organization includes existing data from others and different 
perspectives.
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WELL ON THE WAY

Organization invests in 
the capacity of its staff by 
supporting their learning 
and understanding of 
new legislation and of 
emerging climate science 
and knowledge, and how 
it applies to their work 
both at home and in 
target countries. 

Organization sporadically 
updates its policy to 
include new findings and 
practices. 

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG

LEADING

Organization remains 
static, relying on existing 
policies and approaches 
to programming, 
without regular reviews 
for relevance or 
appropriateness. It does 
not keep up to date with 
emerging experience and 
knowledge in relation 
to climate science, 
climate risks, adaptation, 
maladaptation or loss and 
damage.

Individuals within the 
organization make 
some effort to keep up 
with latest knowledge, 
legislation, and science, 
but are not formally 
supported to do so. 

Organization regularly reviews its policies and theories of change against emerging 
legislation, science, and established experience - assessing their appropriateness with regard 
to the climate crisis. 

Stakeholders are included in the learning process, particularly those in climate-vulnerable 
countries who may not have access to information through other means. 

10
Keep up to date with legislation and new 
science
Regularly educate your staff and other stakeholders - at headquarters and in 

local communities - on changing and emerging knowledge and experience 

in relation to climate science, climate risks, adaptation, maladaptation, or 

loss and damage. Don’t rely on old data that may not reflect the current 

realities of your partners. Adapt your risk assessments and programming in 

accordance with new legislation and science. 
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GLOSSARY OF CLIMATE TERMS

GREENWASHING
The process of conveying a false impression or misleading information about how an 

organization’s projects or a company’s products are environmentally sound. Greenwashing 

involves making an unsubstantiated claim to deceive stakeholders into believing that the work has 

a greater positive environmental impact than it actually does.

Source: What Is Greenwashing? How It Works, Examples, and Statistics (investopedia.com)

MITIGATION
Avoiding and reducing emissions of heat-trapping greenhouse gases into the atmosphere to 

prevent the planet from warming to more extreme temperatures. We need to work to reach net-

zero carbon emissions - meaning that the release of greenhouse gasses into the atmosphere is 

balanced with the capture and storage of those gases in places like tree roots.

Source: What’s the difference between climate change mitigation and adaptation? | Stories |

WWF (worldwildlife.org)

ADAPTATION
Altering our behavior, systems, and - in some cases - ways of life, to protect our families, our 

economies, and the environment in which we live from the impacts of climate change. The more 

we reduce emissions right now, the easier it will be to adapt to the changes we can no longer 

avoid. The first step to adapting to climate change is understanding local risks and developing 

plans to manage them. The next step is taking action - putting systems in place to respond to 

impacts we are experiencing today as we prepare for an uncertain tomorrow.

Source: What’s the difference between climate change mitigation and adaptation? | Stories |

WWF (worldwildlife.org)

CLIMATE JUSTICE
A reshaping of climate action from a technical effort to cut emissions into an approach that also 

addresses human rights and social inequality. 

Source: In-depth Q&A: What is ‘climate justice’? (carbonbrief.org)

REGENERATIVE ECOSYSTEMS
Ecosystems that restore, renew, or revitalize their own sources of energy, materials, and 

information help us and our planet thrive. Regenerative products are not only recycled and 

recyclable, but improve the environmental conditions of where they were made and used 

throughout their life cycles.

Source: Regenerative Ecosystems (beyondtoxics.org)

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/greenwashing.asp
https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/what-s-the-difference-between-climate-change-mitigation-and-adaptation
https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/what-s-the-difference-between-climate-change-mitigation-and-adaptation
https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/what-s-the-difference-between-climate-change-mitigation-and-adaptation
https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/what-s-the-difference-between-climate-change-mitigation-and-adaptation
https://www.carbonbrief.org/in-depth-qa-what-is-climate-justice/
https://www.beyondtoxics.org/work/regenerative-ecosystems/

