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A B S T R A C T   

The term ‘Just Transition’ (JT) emerged from the 1970s North American labour movement to 
become a campaign for a planned energy transition that includes justice and fairness for workers. 
There is diversity in the JT narratives and ambitions that different actors put forward regarding 
its aims and strategies. This article critically reviews academic and grey literature on the JT in the 
Global North and South Africa to examine how labour, advocacy, private sector, and govern-
mental actors frame and formulate the JT, and how narrative patterns across actors can signal 
transformative justice. Highlighting the JT’s origins, we fill a gap in transition literature by 
reintroducing the labour perspective into an analysis of affirmative and transformative justice, 
and propose an original theoretical framework that unites scholarship in environmental and la-
bour studies. JT proposals are examined through an analysis of the actors, approaches, and 
tensions across five key themes: depth & urgency, scale & scope, identity & inclusion, material equity, 
and participation & power. Finally, we synthesise trends in our findings in relation to prominent JT 
discourses in the literature – Green Growth, Green Keynesianism, Energy Democracy, and Green 
Revolution – and discuss the transformative potential of JT alliances and coalitions going into the 
future.  
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“The real choice is not Jobs or the Environment. It is both or neither” 
- Brian Kohler (1996) 
Communications, Energy and Paperworkers Union of Canada 

1. Introduction 

Across scientific literature, policy, and advocacy, the Just Transition (JT) is a vehicle for united future visions of economic and 
climate action. It offers potential resolutions for the so-called ‘environment vs. jobs dilemma’, the conflicting demands of economic 
production and ecosystem protection. Originating among trade unions (Young, 1998), the JT began as a call to protect workers in 
polluting industries whose livelihoods were jeopardised be environmental policy. As the concept grows in popularity and is adopted 
internationally, it acquires multiple meanings to become an umbrella term for climate, energy, and environmental justice (CEE justice, 
per Heffron & McCauley, 2018), and “leaving no one behind” when pursuing low-carbon transitions (European Commission, 2020b, 
2020b; Mascarenhas-Swan, 2017; Smith, 2017). In its most radical iterations, the JT is framed as a fundamental challenge to capitalist 
growth imperatives (Barry, 2019). As worsening climate disasters and the Covid-19 pandemic layer further crises upon existing in-
equalities, Kohler’s (1996) call for a vision that addresses labour and environmental struggles remains as relevant as ever. 

The trends in framing and elaborating the JT are a central indicator of the concept’s future transformative potential. Among these 
multiple JT visions, recent policy narratives demonstrate a reductive, depoliticised and ahistorical tendency wherein CEE justice is 
addressed primarily through sustainable growth and green jobs programs (Iberdrola, n.d.; Prospect, 2020; UNFCCC, 2016). This 
framing of justice through the lens of employment, and the continued commodification of nature, raises the question of whether such a 
limited approach is sufficient to protect and include the diverse people affected. The majority of literature on CEE and transition justice 
either overlooks labour and power relations entirely (Nightingale, 2018; Stirling, 2014b), or lacks nuanced descriptions of union 
framing (Jenkins et al., 2020). Heffron and McCauley’s (2018) popular critical review categorises academic JT approaches but does 
not politicise them. Others, like Velicu and Barca (2020), offer a politically robust, historical view of climate justice and systemic 
subalternisation, but limit their analysis of union approaches to the ILO and ITUC. This article seeks to fill this research gap by refusing 
to look at CEE justice without nuancing labour; by centring the JT’s labour approaches in our justice analysis while building upon 
foundational Environmental Justice theory. 

Existing multi-scalar and multi-actor JT mapping that informs our research, from The Labor Network for Sustainability and Strategic 
Practice (LNS, 2016), The Just Transition Research Collaborative (JTRC, 2018:12), and the Just Transition Initiative (JTI, 2020:7-8), relies 
primarily on expert interviews with academics and activists to uncover and analyse JT understandings, framings, and narratives. These 
reports reflect on how the JT has both unified and divided environmental and labour movements, and suggest frameworks for examining 
aspects of distribution, social inclusion, and the scope of reforms. Their accounts flesh out JT visions, as do many labour scholars that delve 
into variable union approaches to environmentalism (Goods, 2013; Hampton, 2015; Stevis & Felli, 2015; Tomassetti, 2020; Uzzel & 
Räthzel, 2013). Heading into the future, a combined understanding of how key bottom-up actors – unions and CEE justice advocates – 
frame the JT relative to other actors, and their influence over policy, is vital for addressing the political will behind energy transitions, the 
speed and depth of those transitions and, crucially, their socio-environmental justice outcomes. 

To explore the potential trajectory of the JT, we pose the question: how can policy framings of Just Transition and their key 
proponents, labour and environmental actors, guide the way towards more inclusive and transformative approaches to energy tran-
sitions? First, we discuss the historical trajectory of the JT from this dual labour-environment perspective and present our methodology 
– a critical review of influential academic literature and mainstream public documents from five actors of interest (research, gov-
ernments, unions, advocacy, and the private sector), to compile, categorise and extrapolate their approaches. Then, we differentiate 
the JT’s limited (affirmative) and expansive (transformative) characteristics to provide the backbone of our theoretical framework. 
Our analysis is guided by the concept of ‘transformative justice’, distinguishing approaches that go beyond superficial distribution, 
participation and recognition to address the structural sources of inequality and oppression. We present a spectrum of political dis-
courses and analyze emerging JT narratives based on the framing of each actor. Next, we examine the results of our review across five 
themes (depth & urgency, scale & scope, identity & inclusion, material equity, and participation & power) through which we highlight key 
examples of how actors conflict and converge over the various limited and expansive elements of the JT. We conclude by discussing the 
future implications of these trends, the prevalence of ‘green jobs’ narratives among private and governmental actors, and the push and 
pull between transformative justice and collective power among labour and environmental groups. While we aim to provide a 
descriptive analysis of existing JT pathways, focusing on labour and environmental movements, Burke’s article in this issue (Burke, 
2022) elaborates post-growth policy visions for broadening JT planning to cover informal and care work. 

2. Background & approach 

2.1. Historical arc of the JT 

The term JT emerged from North American trade union struggles over job safety and community health in the 1970s and ‘80s (Young, 
1998).1 During this period, environmental justice movements contested disproportionate wealth accumulation and unequal benefits of 

1 We begin in the 1970s but acknowledge that organised labour through and beyond unions is a force that has shaped social regulation and the 
global political economy during several centuries (Silver & Arrighi, 2001). 
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environmental services, while the burden of pollution and toxic waste dumping fell primarily upon marginalised communities (Bullard, 
1990; Dobson, 1998; Martinez-Alier, 2003; Schlosberg, 2007; Walker, 2009). For unions, a long period of decline, from the post-war 
‘Golden Age’ of steady growth and job security to price shocks, neoliberal privatisation, and workfarism (Peck & Theodore, 2000), 
fostered defensiveness around jobs and wages amid widespread losses (Azzellini & Kraft, 2017). The ‘environment vs. jobs’ dilemma 
describes the perceived conflict of interest between environmentalists, who demanded toxic plant closures, and unions, who protested the 
disregard for their jobs, prompting fears that environmental policy would leave workers chronically underemployed (Räthzel & Uzzell, 
2011). 

Tony Mazzocchi, of the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers union in the United States, is seen as a central figure who linked 
workers’ concerns to those of the environmental justice movement (Morena et al., 2020). When the Ciba-Geigy chemical facility in 
New Jersey was closed in the mid-1980s, Mazzocchi helped negotiate income protection for plant workers, uniting the respective fights 
for livelihoods and safe communities (Sweeney & Treat, 2018). This inspired the ‘Superfund for Workers’ (Mazzocchi, 1993), an 
imagined public body that would finance income support, public employment, and education for all displaced workers alongside the 
existing Superfund for environmental cleanup. Mazzocchi drew parallels to past government initiatives like the 1944 GI Bill supporting 
ex-soldiers after WWII. Others cite earlier programs in Canada and Europe as JT precursors, like the 1960s Canadian uranium mining 
dispute (Galgóczi, 2020), and the 1951 European Coal and Steel Community’s Fund for the training and redeployment of workers (RSF, 
2020). Known for promoting educational programs and budding alliances with environmental groups, including Greenpeace 
(Eisenberg, 2018; Leopold, 2007), in 1997 Mazzocchi and other labour leaders joined to found the Just Transition Alliance, a coalition of 
“frontline workers”, through associated unions, and “fenceline communities”, through community and environmental groups (JTA, n. 
d.). 

What followed was an intense period of globalisation, automation, and financialisation that exacerbated inequality in the Global 
North and left unions playing catch up (Azzellini & Kraft, 2017). As the North American JT wave declined in the mid-2000s, large 
federations – notably the International Trade Union Confederation and Trade Union Advisory Committee (ITUC and TUAC, 2010) – 
adopted JT as part of a climate change strategy that proactively addressed the impact on workers (Stevis & Felli, 2020; Sweeney and 
Treat, 2018). Contemporary climate justice movements and research (Bickerstaff et al., 2013) call attention to how frontline com-
munities and lower income groups, particularly in the Global South, suffer the direct consequences of climate change. This struggle 
advanced the need for a collective response with differentiated responsibilities, and led to systematic, transformative discourses that 
challenge the paradigm of economic growth. Recently, the emerging domain of Energy Justice (Jenkins, McCauley, Heffron, Stephan, 
& Rehner, 2016; Sovacool & Dworkin, 2014) has also delineated tools and narratives that seek alternative, more democratic and 
participatory approaches towards energy systems and decision-making. Although environmental and climate justice movements 
historically materialised as parallel strands to labour movements and organisations, their shared concern for unequal access and 
overburden of harms is a common denominator that both struggles aim to organise, resist and reclaim (Sweeney, 2012). 

As environmental justice movements evolve and expand into climate and energy (i.e. CEE justice), the Just Transition has 
concurrently shifted in focus from polluting industries to greenhouse gases and energy mixes, while workers remain a central concern. 
In 2015, the JT agenda was adopted into the PA preamble (UNFCCC, 2015), and the International Labour Organisation published their 
“Guidelines for a just transition” (ILO, 2015), two events to be considered monumental successes for the international struggle for 
worker recognition in climate action (ITUC, 2017). 

2.2. Methodology 

To assess the evolution of Just Transition narratives among key proponents in the Global North, we conducted a critical review of 
online publications in English with a strategic geographical scope. We aimed to examine the JT iterations put forward in both academic 
work and ‘grey literature’, meaning we included all documents identified in our search regardless of commercial publication or peer- 
review. Therefore, government papers, organisational reports, and strategy or promotional documents published online by a variety of 
actors were considered and categorized. We only excluded unrelated pages2 and articles published by newspapers or other online 
editorials. 

Our search was conducted using Google and Google Scholar. While Google is an unconventional search engine for scholarly 
research, it was suited to our goal of sampling dominant actor narratives – those likely to be highly ranked and viewed in search results 
– regardless of publication type. The ability to manipulate Google results based on device location and date via the ‘Range’ function 
(detailed further below) made it ideal for identifying search-optimised grey literature with a wider temporal and geographic scope. 
Google Scholar (GS) was selected as a complimentary search engine for its similar ability to follow historical trends and to retrieve 
highly referenced materials across the web (Zientek, Werner, Campuzano, & Nimon, 2018). In comparison to the ranking and precision 
of other databases, GS is not an ideal primary search engine for systematic reviews (Gusenbauer & Haddaway, 2019; Halevi, Moed, & 
Bar-Ilan, 2017). However, there is agreement that GS is “the most comprehensive” database (Gusenbauer, 2019:177; Martín-Martín, 
Thelwall, Orduna-Malea, & Delgado López-Cózar, 2021:871) due to its size and broad citation retrieval across document types and 
subject categories (Martín-Martín, Orduna-Malea, Harzing, & Delgado López-Cózar, 2017; Martín-Martín, Orduna-Malea, Thelwall, & 
Delgado López-Cózar, 2018), particularly in retrieving grey literature (Haddaway, Collins, Coughlin, & Kirk, 2015; Halevi et al., 2017). 

2 Unrelated documents include those that do not mention sustainable production and/or climate change (e.g. political transitions), those that were 
inaccessible or generic (e.g. link trees leading to a large number of tagged articles), geographical outliers (we excluded one English article from 
China), and sources whose author was not identifiable. 
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For our critical review we determined that capturing variable and influential sources from many actors was desirable and did not 
demand the precision of a systematic review or meta analysis. 

Using the search string “just transition”3 we collected 118 unique documents that were categorised by actor, location, and date 
(Wilgosh, Sorman, & Barcena, 2021), which are outlined below. An additional 7 highly-cited documents were identified by snow-
balling, totalling 125 sources. Duplicated results were excluded, as were 53 unrelated pages. Due to the personalisation bias of 
Google’s search engine, a virtual private network (VPN) was introduced for a more strategic and geographically diverse search.4 The 
VPN allowed us to change the location of the device to four select countries: United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and South Africa.5 

These countries were chosen to promote continental variability in the Global North, with the deliberate addition of South Africa due to 
the country’s key contributions to earlier JT movements and scholarship. We collected the first four pages of non-duplicated, pre-
sent-day search results in each location, and used Google’s "Range" function from 1990 to 2010 to capture the first four pages of earlier 
sources in each location.6 We also applied the range function to Google Scholar to capture a greater number of references published 
before the Paris Agreement (1990–2014). 

The review advanced in three consecutive steps.7 Following initial screening, citations and metadata were recorded (Wilgosh et al., 
2021). Then, each documents’ definition of ‘just transition’ was summarised or quoted, noting inter-actor references and observations 
of their framing and stated strategies. Finally, analytical notes were recorded in reference to our framework and research questions. 
Based on the reference lists of the literature reviewed, the majority of highly cited documents were returned in the initial search. 

The actors identified (see Fig. 1) can be categorised into six groups based on their self-described purpose and/or legal registration, 
as follows:  

a Research – work published by academic journals, university institutes, think tanks, and consultants. Of the research included in this 
review, 75% was peer reviewed.  

b Advocacy organisations – groups of people acting collectively to make political demands through campaigning, raising funds or 
awareness, distributing information, leading petitions and protests, and engaging in mutual aid or community service. The central 
focus of the organisations identified was primarily CEE justice and labour issues, but some are dedicated to Indigenous rights, 
human rights, and social justice more broadly. 

Fig. 1. Reference breakdown by actor.  

3 We opted to search for the phrase “just transition” in order to narrow the subject of study to verbatim uses, while recognising that many related 
approaches may exist in practice but not in name.  

4 We took additional precautions to reduce Google’s search engine biases such as clearing cookies and search history, and downloading a new web 
browser unlinked to any Google account.  

5 The United States was purposefully excluded as a search location because it was already overrepresented in the data.  
6 The Range function retrieved mostly duplicated older documents from all locations, so the VPN appears to have had a reduced impact when used 

on a smaller set of available results.  
7 While not a Systematic Review, we followed the ROSES protocol (Haddaway, Macura, Whaley, & Pullin, 2017) as guidelines to define the search 

and exclusion criteria, formulate an assessment framework (limited vs. expansive, outlined in Section 2.1), and record and interpret observations 
and metadata. 
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c Unions – formal worker organisations, typically with a membership structure and designated staff, or umbrella associations rep-
resenting many unions. Our search identified unions from the energy sector, public sector, and engineering and technology sectors. 
The majority of union actors identified were federations.  

d Private sector – companies and multinational corporate networks and initiatives, including non-profits oriented towards the private 
sector and not engaged primarily in advocacy or service provision, such as development banks/funds.  

e Government – governments or governmental bodies at the municipal, territorial, national, or regional level, including high-level 
multilaterals like the United Nations.  

f Coalitions – any collaboration between the above actor groups. We found co-publications between unions and organisations, unions 
and government, unions and private sector, organisations and research groups, organisations and private sector, and private sector 
research. 

The location data was recorded in non-mutually exclusive categories (country, region, or international) based on the precise scope 
of each publication (Fig. 2). With the deliberate exception of South Africa, all of the publications reviewed are from Europe, North 
America, Australia and New Zealand. We also acknowledge the limitation of our language bias. In addition to the geographical scope, 
our search has returned references in English only. 

The range of publication dates was from 1996 to 2021 (Fig. 3), which is logical considering the term was coined in the mid-1990s. 
We also observe that, allowing for the influence of online-only methods and search engine optimisation, there is a relative increase in 
JT sources following 2015, coinciding with the JT’s appearance in the PA preamble and ILO Guidelines.8 

3. Theoretical framework 

Among existing academic work on the JT, unions, and CEE justice collected through our review and beyond, we find insights on 
how to characterise and critique the various JT definitions. In this section we outline limited and expansive JT approaches and situate 
them in relation to broader theorised discourses that encapsulate political approaches to energy transition and transformation. 

3.1. Limited vs. expansive justice characteristics 

As the Just Transition concept has grown in popularity, its proliferation among a wider variety of actors has resulted in a plurality of 
meaning, leaving the definition broad and open to interpretation (Healy & Barry, 2017; Morena, Krause, & Stevis, 2020; Snell, 2018; 
Stevis & Felli, 2015; Uzzel & Räthzel, 2013). 

JT scholars use varied terminology to describe a similar dual phenomenon: the emergence of a limited approach, which follows the 
status quo of market-based solutions and employment patterns, and an expansive approach, which aims to be more inclusive and 

Fig. 2. Reference breakdown by location.  

8 We confirmed this observation and the corresponding accuracy of our dataset distribution using Google’s Ngram function to chart mentions of 
“just transition” across publications over time. 
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structurally transformative (Harrahill & Douglas, 2019; Healy & Barry, 2017; Rosemberg, 2010). Similarly, we find the distinction 
between ‘transition’ and ‘transformation’ in energy transition literature. Stirling (2014a) defines transition as a closed process 
managed by institutional elites, those designed at the national level to the exclusion of the local, and transformation, which in-
corporates marginalised visions both localised and bottom-up (Jasanoff & Kim, 2015). Further, Fraser’s (1995) prominent theory in 
CEE justice distinguishes between ‘affirmative’ remedies to injustice that address distributional issues, like jobs and resources, and 
‘transformative’ remedies that seek to restructure the whole system that causes injustices. 

Adopting Fraser’s justice theory, Stevis and Felli (2015) note how affirmative approaches, those that seek justice within the 
boundaries of the status quo (see also Evans & Phelan, 2016; Goods, 2013), align with so-called Business Unionism, wherein unions 
leave political structures unchallenged and cooperate in economic growth to secure benefits for their members (Cock, 2018; Moody, 
1997). Alternatively, transformative approaches align with Social Unionism, in which unions recognise that workers’ rights are 
affected by the conditions of society as a whole, and thus confront broader issues that undermine social justice (Waterman, 1993). 
Kenfack (2019) also applies Fraser’s theory to distinguish affirmative political realists from transformative system-changers in the 
Portuguese One Million Climate Jobs Campaign. 

To structure our analysis we offer five themes across which limited and expansive JT elements can be categorised for the purpose of 
analysis. Their core attributes are illustrated in Table 1. These themes draw upon the popular Environmental Justice Framework 
(Fraser, 1995, 1999; Schlosberg, 2001, 2007) and its constructive criticisms. Distribution, representation, and procedural justice 
inform material equity, participation, and inclusivity & identity respectively. Others have raised the need to integrate notions of time and 
space (Heffron & McCauley, 2018) and a critical theory of power (Svarstad & Benjaminsen, 2020) for a more globally inclusive 
analysis, sensitive to the urgency of climate action, and that accounts for the accumulation of resources and power among elites. 

These key distinctions guide how we unpack actor JT narratives in the literature in the following sections of our analysis: the extent 
to which JT visions propose to achieve urgent and actionable transformations to tackle the deepening climate crises; how to assess the 
efficacy of JT scale and scope in practice; the consideration of marginalised identities, North-South relations, and history of inequality; 
inclusion or representation of marginalised groups’ needs and demands; and how collective and collaborative strategies offer powerful 
alternatives to the status quo and expand justice considerations. We revisit these concepts in Section 4 during our analysis of empirical 
findings. 

3.2. Spectrum of just transition discourses 

Within the theoretical framework and literature, detailed visions of the JT’s decarbonisation pathways (depth, urgency and scale) 
and the ‘who and how’ of inclusivity (scope, equity, identity, and participation) are interconnected and co-influential. While Section 
3.1 and Table 1 outline important axes of discussion in JT literature, in Section 3.2 and Fig. 4 we draw upon the work of labour scholars 
who theorise how the environment-labour nexus forms part of broader political economic discourses that lay the ideological 
boundaries for how wealth and power is organised and distributed. Death (2014:6) names “four discourses of the green economy” 
whose patterns are reinforced by the observations of others (Goods, 2013; Hampton, 2015; Räthzel & Uzzell, 2011; Stevis & Felli, 
2015; Tomassetti, 2020). Building on this work, we highlight five key Just Transition discourses:  

1 Reactionary Discourses respond to economic and social threats as they arise. These are cautious attempts to protect the status quo 
while problem-solving towards climate resilience, which Death (2014) calls Green Resilience. For workers, this involves passive 
approaches that prioritise job protection over environmental or climate action (Goods, 2013), and centres neoliberal values of 
individualism, competition, and free market solutions (Hampton, 2015). There is no deliberate mechanism for inclusivity or 
proactive decarbonisation, so this discourse precludes the possibility of a JT that is anything but rhetorical. 

Fig. 3. Reference breakdown by date of publication.  
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2 Green Growth and Green Jobs Discourses promote ecological modernisation (Hampton, 2015) with employment and environmental 
reform through market incentives. Change sought in this discourse is minimalist and reformist (Goods, 2013), leaving underlying 
power relations and productive structures fully intact. Technological advancement frames the low-carbon transition as a profitable, 
win-win opportunity (Death, 2014). Market-led change is indirect or voluntary in nature as opposed to being compelled by binding 
regulation, to avoid hindering economic growth and job creation. However, governments may guide markets towards more sus-
tainable and inclusive outcomes, and provide basic services like health and education (Räthzel & Uzzell, 2011). Stakeholder 
consultation may inform job quality, quantity, and diversity for the promotion of fair employment, yet remains a top-down, 
informative practice. Jobs are the primary mechanism for inclusivity and support is employment-dependent through schemes 
like temporary income replacement, compensation, retraining, relocation, and reskilling. This discourse pertains to Business 
Unions that accept climate action provided that benefits like income security and workplace health and safety are won simulta-
neously (Moody, 1997; Stevis & Felli, 2015).  

3 Green Keynesian Discourses centre sustainable development managed through a system of government intervention, regulation, and 
social guarantees. Death (2014) describes the realignment of development patterns with ‘sustainability’ through targeted stimulus, 
strategic taxation, public sector employment, and a strong welfare system. Ideologically aligned with liberal welfare states, this 
discourse emphasises representative democracy and affords a greater political role for workers and citizens (Fraser, 1995). It in-
cludes more participatory and inclusive methods like social dialogue and tripartite negotiation to promote equitable distribution. 
Räthzel and Uzzel describe a ‘mutual interests’ union discourse that includes “workers’ immediate interests […] to resolve the 
contradiction between jobs and environment by entering into a horizontal dialogue” (2011:1221), and Stevis and Felli say these 
“shared solutions” (2015:36) result from compromises between trade unionists and international institutions, accommodating 
structural and institutional reform. 

Table 1 
Limited vs. Expansive Approaches to JT.  

Limited (Affirmative) Approaches Expansive (Transformative) Approaches 

Depth & Urgency  
• Transition as an automatic process driven by opportunities for 

economic growth and innovation, led by capital interests responding 
to market incentives (Adkin, 2017).  

• Diversification, net zero, and low-carbon energy mixes that expand 
fossil fuels and delay post-carbon futures (Cha, 2020; Sweeney & 
Treat, 2018).  

• Immediate structural changes to the global energy system as a 
sustainability and justice imperative (Healy & Barry, 2017).  

• “Recognizing that climate change represents an urgent and 
potentially irreversible threat to human societies and the planet” 
(UNFCCC, 2015).  

Scale & Scope  
• Worker-Focused (Sweeney & Treat, 2018).  
• Exclusive, reinforces colonial relationships within and between 

societies through expansionism, extractivism, dispossession (Pulido & 
De Lara, 2018).  

• Anthropocentric. An extractive economy that commodifies nature 
(Movement Generation, 2016b; IPBES, 2017).  

• ‘Societal shift’ (Sweeney & Treat, 2018). 
• Globally decolonial and anti-racist, without “nation-bound defini-

tions of peoplehood and nature” (Pulido & De Lara, 2018).  
• Intrinsic relational values of nature. A living, regenerative economy 

(Movement Generation, 2016b; IPBES, 2017).  

Identity & Inclusivity  
• One-size-fits-all scientific and technical change, linear development 

(Jasanoff, 2018).  
• Defensive of privileges, unionisation and employment patterns (Cock, 

2018).  
• Business Unionism (Stevis & Felli, 2015), just transitions for 

unionised workers.  

• Gives voice to historically marginalised peoples. Locally and 
culturally specific. (Jasanoff, 2018).  

• Unites fragmented social identities experiencing exclusion uniquely 
in solidarity (Moody, 1997).  

• Social Unionism (Stevis & Felli, 2015), community alliances (Snell 
& Fairbrother, 2010).  

Material Equity  
• Compensation for losses and injustices, a license to operate unjustly 

(Velicu & Barca, 2020).  
• “The justice of markets”: competition to influence distribution of 

private property (Gough, 2010: 130)  
• Distribution of benefits via employment, the creation of decent work, 

green jobs (ILO, 2015).  

• Challenges social relations that produce and maintain inequalities 
(Velicu & Barca, 2020).  

• Production and distribution based on relations of respect, solidarity 
and cooperation (Gough, 2010).  

• Energy and wealth owned and controlled by decentralised 
democratic communities (Adkin, 2017).  

Participation & Power  
• Consultation without co-creation or equal partnership in decision 

making (Galende-Sánchez & Sorman, 2021).  
• Symbolic, top-down (Turnhout et al., 2020).  
• Union negotiation and social dialogue limited to institutionalised 

channels, to the exclusion of other working people (Sweeney & Treat, 
2018).  

• Democratic system restructuring and collective ownership of the 
commons (Kishimoto et al., 2020).  

• International and bottom-up solidarity and labour-environment- 
community alliances for broad representation and collective “social 
power” (Sweeney & Treat, 2018).  
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4 Public Ownership and Energy Democracy Discourses feature collective ownership and control of energy systems for rapid and deep 
decarbonisation, balancing the interests of entire populations through direct participation (Burke & Stephens, 2017). As opposed to 
social dialogue, collective union-community “Social Power” (Sweeney & Treat, 2018:3) influences decision-making and seeks to 
remove the energy grid from market forces. Energy Democracy is potentially transformative across multiple aspects: it changes 
energy from a commodity to a communal right, shifts power from representative institutions to citizens themselves, and situates 
related employment creation fully within the public domain. While Energy Democracy discourses are broad and inclusive, 
implementation (thus far) tends to be limited in scale and scope, like municipalisation in dense urban hubs. Scaling up or expanding 
forms of localised control to deepen and accelerate decarbonisation on a global scale is a mounting challenge requiring immense 
political and logistical organisation. 

5 Green Revolution Discourses call for the complete restructuring of political and social relations to break away from growth imper-
atives and the systematic exploitation of nature and historically marginalised groups (Death, 2014:6). Green Revolution rejects 
contemporary capitalist production and aims to reconceptualise or decommodify the human-nature relationship (Goods, 2013). 
Common among Eco-Socialist9 and Radical Ecology visions, the aim of reconfiguring class relations through sweeping, large-scale 
changes in ownership and production (Hampton, 2015) addresses political economic processes that create and reproduce 
inequality and injustice. Clearly transformative by definition, such alternative visions are defined by their positionality as ‘beyond’ 
or ‘outside’ the existing system or structure, and thus refer to a broad range of possibilities that can be ambiguous or immaterial, 
and do not always account for every aspect of inclusivity. While still quite a utopian discourse, experimental implementations exist, 
such as Transition Towns and localised currencies (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013), yet suggest similar limitations in scale for 
project-based alternatives. Räthzel and Uzzell (2011) find that although Social Movement Unionism unites identities beyond 
‘workers’ to propose alternative forms of production and distribution, the innate value of nature rarely enters union discourses – a 
finding we share – thus limiting slightly the Social Power approach. 

Transformative justice requires not just deep restructuring or universal inclusivity alone, but rather the combination that grants all 
people, representing diverse socio-economic positions, the power to influence future alternative energy systems. Fig. 4 depicts how 
each discourse addresses inclusivity and the approximate potential for deep and rapid decarbonisation and restructuring. 

In Fig. 4, some discourses overlap. For instance, Green Growth may share features of market fundamentalism with Reactionary 
approaches or tend further toward Green Keynesianism through the use of market incentives like subsidies and taxes. Similarly, while 
Energy Democracy is an alternative against privatisation and market-determined distribution, it remains compatible with ‘green jobs’ 
in the public sector and may ultimately share Keynesian visions of managed, sustainable growth. While transformative justice is 
desirable, we do not imply that Green Revolution Discourses are necessarily better situated to mobilise transformative change. Like 
Velicu and Barca (2020), we consider ‘shared solutions’ limited for their reproduction of the wage relation, i.e. the need to expand 
work and thus economic growth and exploitation, yet they pose a comparably inclusive alternative to hegemonic Reactionary Dis-
courses that frame jobs and ecological health as incompatible (Evans & Phelan, 2016). 

Fig. 4. Discourses of the Just Transition.  

9 However, not all Eco-Socialist visions seek to restructure capitalist social relations and reject commodification, but rather seek more equitable 
redistribution and direct democratic participation, and thus may be better compared to Green Keynesianism or Energy Democracy (Löwy, 2005). 
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4. Discussion of empirical findings 

We present the findings of our review across five themes, as outlined in Section 3.1, followed by a discussion of actor positions 
within the prominent JT discourses from Section 3.2, and the interplay between key actors’ future visions. 

4.1. Key themes of JTs 

4.1.1. Depth & urgency 
Decarbonisation pathways are subject to tension between short-term, achievable, stepwise policies and the long-term need to arrive 

at a zero-carbon future on a habitable planet. Private sector and governments tend to focus on initial steps with low-carbon or net-zero 
aims, while those advocacy groups and unions with the most radical zero-carbon views may struggle to formulate actionable plans. 

Despite the boom of interest in the JT following its first appearance PA preamble, the non-binding nature of the agreement allows 
for ambiguity regarding the timeline of the transition and how to put it into practice. While the PA places an emphasis on urgency (see 
Table 1), it calls for “a just transition of the workforce […] in accordance with nationally defined development priorities” (UNFCCC, 
2015). The recent NDC Synthesis Report (UNFCCC, 2021) shows that current national climate ambition is far from complying with PA 
goals despite strengthening commitments. Accordingly, key governmental examples in our review demonstrate gradual JT plans with 
limited first steps and narrow longer-term solutions. Canada’s Energy Resource Council claims that the continued production of 
‘cleaner’ oil and gas will usher in new infrastructure projects, create jobs and growth, and “help garner public support in Canada, 
renewing the reputation of Canadian oil and gas abroad” (Task Force, 2018:29). In Europe, despite plans to eliminate coal by 2030, “11 
out of 18 EU coal-countries do not have a Paris-compatible plan to phase out coal” (Gündüzyeli & Moore, 2020:1). With some ex-
ceptions, like the members of the Climate Vulnerable Forum and AOSIS who see JT as a fundamental human right due to their un-
inhabitable territories and sinking islands (Hirsch, Matthess, & Fünfgelt, 2017), states’ voluntary approaches are far from sufficient. 

Among the private sector and multilateral organisations, the ‘diversification’ of the energy mix is a very prevalent JT narrative. 
Diversification – the expansion into renewable energy and/or switch to ‘cleaner’ fossil fuels or ‘transition fuels’ – is typically framed as 
driven by market incentives and self-interest, consistent with the idea of transition as a voluntary economic opportunity (EBRD, 2020; 
European Commission, 2020b, 2020b; GJI, 2008; UNFCCC, 2016). Italian energy giant, Eni’s JT plan focuses on transitory fuels “with 
an increase in gas and biofuel share, as well as the production and marketing of biomethane” (2019:10). Likewise, Italy’s coal 
phase-out will be achieved primarily by increasing electricity generation from gas (Gündüzyeli & Moore, 2020). These steps lower 
emissions (Galgóczi, 2019), but have concerning environmental implications and significantly delay post-carbon targets by creating 
lock-ins in investment and technology. Stranded assets drive powerful private actors to block carbon reduction before the full 
anticipated return on investment is achieved (Ward, 2020), or sue governments for millions in compensation when they enact climate 
policy (CAN, 2021). 

The tension regarding depth and urgency also occurs in unions and advocacy groups. From unions’ perspective, ensuring that 
“workers, their rights, their welfare and their future” (ACTU, 2016:2) are protected in the energy transition is a key concern (FotE 
Europe, 2020). Therefore, some unions mirror government and private actors, prioritising the immediate need to ensure income for 
workers over long-term planning for deep decarbonisation. Prospect (2020) calls for a “balanced” low-carbon energy mix using the 
argument of diversification. IndustriALL (2019) emphasises new technology to limit greenhouse gas emissions. Australian union 
CFMEU calls for nuclear power stations to replace coal, externalising the transition to other domains (Briggs & Mey, 2020). Trans-
formative justice requires that a solid commitment to protect workers be integral to any rapid decarbonisation plan. PCS (2017), the 
public sector union of the UK, unequivocally calls for a zero-carbon economy with fossil fuels “[kept] in the ground” (2017:14). 
However, for those advocating for fundamental changes in energy use and generation, immediate policy objectives may result 
problematic (LNS, 2016). There are alternative union initiatives that call for collective solutions (e.g. TUED), prioritising a decisive 
shift in power that breaks with hegemonic industry practices and stepwise reforms (Sweeney, 2012). 

CEE justice groups have longer-term visions and refer more often to carbon-free or post-carbon futures. They are more likely to 
frame the JT as a “transformation” (FotE Europe, 2020; Nadel, 2019). However, the tension between depth and urgency remains 
present as the path to these alternative visions is unclear, and immediate strategies tend to be gradual and/or localised. Greenpeace 
emphasises a healthy planet that “can sustain life for generations to come”, but recognises the “huge amount of work to be done in 
creating cleaner transport, building renewable energy, insulating homes and restoring nature” (Greenpeace, n.d.). Movement Gen-
eration (2016a) offers an elaborated vision of a Regenerative Economy rooted in liberation and restoration, to be achieved by 
developing and expanding self-governance practices. GroundWork and Life After Coal call for building a brand new energy system 
(Hallowes & Munnik, 2017). Strategies range from gradual with long-term pay-offs – e.g. Movement Generation helping to elect 
political candidates in California who favor transformative justice (Mascarenhas-Swan, 2017) – to immediate and dramatic steps to 
ditch carbon, like FotE Europe (2020) campaigns to stop governments and banks from financing fossil fuels. 

4.1.2. Scale & scope 
Stevis and Felli (2020) demonstrate the different configurations of scale and scope encountered in JT strategies. These range from 

narrow scale and narrow scope, like coal workers in a single mine who benefit from the context-specificity, facilitating active partici-
pation, to broad scale and broad scope, such as a global JTs for all fossil fuel workers and communities, a more universal and inclusive 
transition narrative with larger potential impacts. 

In our review of the JT literature, we encounter a wide range of scale and scope. The narrow scale and narrow scope emphasises the 
closure of one mine at a time, such as Western Australia’s JT plan to work with coal communities to develop a strategic focus that 
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reflects local realities (Collie Delivery Unit, 2020). The Scottish Government (2020) Transition Commission demonstrates narrow 
scope and broad scale, including a diverse set of stakeholders specialising in Scottish path-dependencies in the formation of national JT 
strategy. Unions representing workers in a particular sector, like mining, energy, and related manufacturing, tend to take a broad scale 
with a narrow scope, focusing on all the affected workers and communities in that sector (ACTU, 2016; IndustriALL, 2019). Whereas 
union federations and environmental organisations often highlight the universal concerns of citizen welfare, and address spheres 
beyond energy – a broad scale and broad scope (Hallowes & Munnik, 2017; LNS, 2016; Mascarenhas-Swan, 2017; Sabato & Fronteddu, 
2020). 

It is vital to acknowledge that “no single scale or scope is inherently better from the point of view of justice or democracy” (Stevis & 
Felli, 2016:40). A just global energy transition requires large-scale commitments and actions alongside context specificities. We see 
positive examples that combine local justice mechanisms with clear national policy action, for instance New Zealand’s coal phase-out 
in the Taranaki region features localised planning of a JT roadmap by team of community organisations alongside the national decision 
to ban offshore oil and gas exploration (Venture Taranaki, 2019). Similarly, the larger environmental organisations and union fed-
erations that take a broad scale and scope narratively also have member organisations fighting for justice in local cases, backed up by 
national and international solidarity networks (CLC, 2000; CJA, n.d.; FotE Europe, 2020; IEN, 2022; Sweeney and Treat, 2018). 

4.1.3. Identity & inclusivity 
Expansive approaches to inclusivity in the JT entail context specificities, materialities, and place-based principles (Brown et al., 

2019; CJA, n.d.) that account for multiple and divergent identities as opposed to limited one-size-fits-all agendas. Perhaps counter-
intuitively, a “fair treatment for all” strategy may fail to account for “divergent identities, interests and priorities […] poorly 
addressing the already racialized, patriarchal and militarized political-economic patterns of controlled access to resources" (Velicu & 
Barca, 2020:2− 3). The balance between scale and scope remains relevant here. Transformative justice requires centring power and 
material differences between classes, genders, races, abilities, forms of work, and ways of life. These are complex relations best 
accounted for by advocacy organisations’ JT visions in our review, and largely overlooked or oversimplified by other actors including 
unions. 

The group most obviously affected by energy transition is fossil fuel workers. They have been the central focus of early JT dis-
cussions, and continue to be for many unions as discussed in Section 4.1.2. In practice, unions do successfully represent their workers 
directly in negotiations over mine or plant closures where they operate. A landmark JT deal between unions and the Spanish Gov-
ernment will grant €250 million to mining regions over the next decade, covering environmental restoration, early retirement, and re- 
skilling schemes for nearly 1000 workers in eight companies (Gobierno de España, 2020; Nelson, 2018). Yet this deal only privileges 
those with access to social safety nets and the organisational practice of unionism. In the Global North, government JT programs 
benefit majority white, male workers in manufacturing, construction and infrastructure (Mertins-Kirkwood & Deshpande, 2019; Stevis 
& Felli, 2016). The challenge of accommodating diverse social identities is not only relevant to justice, but also to mobilisation. 
Sanz-Hernández (2020) examines opposition to transition in mining communities due to their strong emotional connection to coal 
production. Bankwatch, a grassroots environmental network in Europe, highlights the complicated process of addressing such indi-
vidual and collective coal identities in negotiations (Mustata, 2020). 

In numerous policy documents advocating similar clean-up, compensation, and re-employment strategies (De Schutter, 2020; 
EBRD, 2020; Emden & Murphy, 2019), we see diversity elements like culture, race, and gender mentioned as buzzwords (Crowe & Li, 
2020; Sabato & Fronteddu, 2020), but left unaddressed through specific action, risking forced erasure and homogeneity as divergent 
viewpoints are assimilated into the dominant discourse of majority groups (Barry, 2019). Documents across actors mention “gender” or 
“women” as discussion points for inclusivity (Eni, 2019; ILO, 2015; LNS, 2016), but lack the proposed action and strategies that would 
genuinely promote gender equality and justice beyond “assurances” of women’s access to jobs and training (Kang, 2019; Mertin-
s-Kirkwood & Deshpande, 2019), such as acknowledging and leveraging women’s prominent role in the home, environment, and 
public sector, and in energy democracy organising (Allen, Lyons, & Stephens, 2019; Ross, 2013). The majority of domestic and care 
work that supports productive activities is performed by women, who are subject to gendered social and cultural expectations that 
render this work invisible and un(der)paid (Federici, 2009). Only PCS (2017) calls for a JT that recognises the social value of care work 
and conservation. 

Similarly, the people most vulnerable to extractive supply chains are often the same populations that engage in work that is 
excluded from the typical calculation of economic activities, and thus from regulation, job security, social safety nets, and access to 
unionisation (Cock, 2018; CSIS, 2020). Expansive JTs should therefore account for affected workers beyond formalised positions, to 
include informal work, and peripheral and precarious labour that follow lines of intersectional marginalisation (Arnold & Bongiovi, 
2013; Harriss-White, 2010). Several union documents used the phrase “affected workers and communities” (ACTU, 2016; CLC, 2000; 
IndustriALL, 2019) in their framing of the JT; a concept of particular interest, since community members are not necessarily formalised 
workers or union members. In terms of action, the Transnational Institute calls for a JT that follows examples like Nigeria, where 
citizens and workers in the formal and informal sectors united against the IMF-supported Structural Adjustment Programmes in the 
late 1980s (TNI, 2020). 

Further, concerns for racialised, gendered, indigenous and otherwise excluded groups often appear grouped together (Cartwright, 
2018; Mertins-Kirkwood & Deshpande, 2019) as opposed to recognising their experiences of environmental destruction and the active 
role marginalised groups have played in the foundational struggles for environmental justice (Bullard, 1990; Cole & Foster, 2001). For 
example, as South Africa debates a JT for workers, historical injustices are perpetuated as many black people continue to live in the 
most polluted neighbourhoods, on degraded land adjoining extractive industries, and without adequate access to basic services (Cock, 
2018). The Indigenous Environmental Network (IEN, n.d.) explicitly highlights how climate and environmental injustice follow 
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colonial patterns, and demands a JT according to their principles of deep ecology: rejecting property rights and the commodification of 
nature to focus instead on regenerative and meaningful work for all (Bennett, 2010). 

Finally, transformative justice requires a plurality of rights within and across national boundaries. Emissions, energy production 
and trade relations all have international implications and repercussions due to globalisation and uneven development. Many dirty 
extraction jobs have already been exported to the Global South, where the people most impacted by crises and restructuring often do 
not have access to robust government programs and social safety nets.10 COSATU (2011), the largest trade union of South Africa, 
demands that the Global North pay for the JT in the South as part of their climate debt. Movement Generation’s conceptualisation of 
the international extractivist economy and intersectional exploitation (Movement Generation, 2016a; Mascarenhas-Swan, 2017) 
provides a detailed picture of the “degradation, dispossession and destruction” that energy transition policy in one geographical 
boundary can have on another (Sovacool, 2021:1). 

4.1.4. Material equity 
The distributional patterns of material goods and resources, as well as environmental benefits and detriments, has been a central 

concern of environmental and labour movements alike dating back to their inception (Azzellini & Kraft, 2017; Schlosberg, 2007). As 
such, transformative justice depends on how JT approaches propose to promote material, and primarily financial, equity. 

The most limited JT approaches to equity centre targeted investment, following patterns of market distribution through trade and 
employment. As ecological modernisation expands the green economy, government narratives suggest wealth creation will benefit 
everyone. In January 2020, the European Commission announced the Just Transition Mechanism as part of the European Green Deal, 
which dedicated 100 billion euros to investment and job creation. However, no money was explicitly earmarked for direct income 
assistance or social welfare (European Commission, 2020b, 2020b). Further, the Green Deal features “risk sharing for public and 
private investors” (European Commission, 2020a), in which taxpayer money is used to guarantee the profitability of green projects 
without making funding conditional upon community benefit or quality jobs for workers. Rather than challenging the paradigm, some 
unions (e.g. ACTU, 2016; ETUC, 2015) respond by demanding compensatory payments for workers. In Alberta, the government paid 
for worker income support and retraining, but also compensated companies for stranded assets using public money and carbon tax 
revenues, funded primarily by taxpayers and energy consumers (Vriens, 2018). 

There are examples among all actors of various job-centric narratives that consider the type of jobs created: their location, quality, 
pay, and who will have access to them (ETUC, 2015; FotE Europe, 2020; GJI, 2008; Greenpeace, n.d.; Iberdrola, n.d.; Prospect, 2020; 
Robins, Brunsting, & Wood, 2018). The ACTU highlights how, absent government intervention, “only one third of workers find 
equivalent full time work following their retrenchment, while one third move into lower quality jobs (lower wage, lower job status or 
into part-time and casual work) and one third are locked out of the labour force altogether" (2016:2). In this regard, the ILO’s 
Guidelines are an influential document quoted widely by others. They promote a two-pronged approach: their Decent Work Agenda, 
alongside "strong, sustainable and inclusive growth and development” (2015:4). Intervention in job creation is a relative expansion 
compared to private investment, however the underlying distributive mechanism of employment is limited and incentives to promote 
growth conflict with desirable social and environmental outcomes. TUC argues that governments should place conditions upon private 
contracts and investments to require a certain amount of jobs, income, and tax contributions (Page, 2020). 

Situating jobs and income within a robust public system of welfare and economic management has been central to the JT since its 
origin. Mazzocchi’s Superfund for Workers (1993), while focused on new jobs as an ultimate destination, called for unconditional and 
long-term income support for workers alongside public employment in infrastructure and environmental clean-up.11 We observe that 
the public sector and social safety nets remain central concerns for unions and advocacy groups alike (IndustriALL, 2019; Maher, 2018; 
Rosemberg, 2010). Some proposals counteract risks to precarious labour by extending financial support from fossil fuel workers to all 
workers, or even disconnecting income assistance from unemployment entirely (Marais, 2018). The Canadian Labour Congress de-
mands the provision of restored, expanded and enhanced systems of employment insurance qualifying 40 % more workers (CLC, 
2000), and GroundWork and Life After Coal call for basic income (Hallowes & Munnik, 2017). Such combinations of addressing 
particular needs (e.g. support for displaced workers) with general needs (all those impacted by economic restructuring), portend to be 
more transformative than typical social welfare systems because they are proactive and respond to the needs of both labour and the 
public (Stevis & Felli, 2015). 

Finally, environmental activists and select unions address questions of redistribution in ownership through the reversal of priva-
tisation. In South Africa, shareholder activist organisation Just Share resists privatised decarbonisation (Davies, 2019), and COSATU 
(2011) demands that “the Commons, natural and energy resources [to be] brought and kept under public ownership, securing their 
public preservation and administration with social control”. PCS (2017) calls for the creation of publically-owned sectors similar to the 
National Health Service in the UK, to protect nature, create high quality public jobs, and to frame people’s right to a clean environment 
as equivalent to the right to health and education. Reparations (Routledge, Cumbers, & Derickson, 2018), i.e. the redistribution of both 
resources and power to account for historical violence, domination, and genocide (including the return of sovereignty over Indigenous 
lands) appears in the JT visions of IEN (n.d), Honor the Earth (n.d.), CJA (n.d.), and MG (Mascarenhas-Swan, 2017). While achieving 
the most radical proposals may seem improbable, the JT narratives put forward by advocacy groups offer the most expansive approach 
to inclusivity and equity. 

10 According to the ILO, in the Global South informal or informalised labour accounts for the majority of work, from 53.8% of total employment in 
the Americas to 85.8% in Africa (ILO, 2018; Mezzadri, 2019).  
11 Mazzocchi originally called for life-long income and benefits for laid-off nuclear and toxic workers (Leopold, 2007; Eisenberg, 2018). 
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4.1.5. Participation & power 
Regarding the restructuring of governance mechanisms and underlying power imbalances that “systematically disadvantage some 

groups of people vis-à-vis others” (Fraser, 1995:72), transformative justice demands that collective and alternative visions are able to 
affect outcomes. ‘Meaningful’ inclusion or participation is a popular JT narrative (Farrell, 2012; Sabato & Fronteddu, 2020) that raises 
the question of who can actually influence the results of such procedures. 

We consider stakeholder consultation with caution given its potential to symbolically legitimise otherwise top-down decision- 
making. Dialogues between governments and key stakeholders, such as representatives from business, trade unions, local or regional 
governments, and voluntary organisations, inform many JT strategies (ETUC, 2015; ILO, 2015; LNS, 2016; Robins, Brunsting, & Wood, 
2018; Rosemberg, 2010; Task Force, 2018). Participants are encouraged to express their opinions and share their expertise, however 
they typically have no direct control or accountability mechanism in the final decision (Arnstein, 1969; Galende-Sánchez & Sorman, 
2021; Schlosberg, 2001). While consultation may result in broader visions, decision-making in the name of stakeholders (as opposed to 
co-produced) risks reproducing in-built power constellations (Turnhout, Metze, Wyborn, Klenk, & Louder, 2020), especially when led 
by the economic and political elite (Williams, 2018). Among research and policy documents alike, we observe a common assumption 
that powerful actors will make the best possible decisions provided they have sufficient information. 

For unions, private, and governmental actors, the language of “social dialogue” between “partners” (Galgóczi, 2020; Gereluk & 
Royer, 2002; Iberdrola, n.d.; Ward, 2020) is also frequent. The influence of trade unions’ legacy and the ILO and ITUC/TUAC (ILO, 
2015; JTC and B Team, 2018) on JT narratives is notable. A foundational part of the ILO’s tripartite structure since the 1930s, social 
dialogue demarcates the institutionalised systems of negotiation between unions, employers, and governments. This seat at the table is 
hard-won for workers, and it empowers them through active participation in shaping decisions. However, all three tripartite actors are 
able to limit the range of possible outcomes, and this pressure to produce cooperative solutions precludes transformative action (Stevis 
& Felli, 2015). As Daub notes, negotiation rarely takes place between equal partners, and is shaped by “broader social structures and 
relations of power that constrain ‘the range of actions that are possible’ (Fine, 1992:89)” (2010:120). Vague mentions of social dia-
logue in JT plans suggest that it also risks becoming a hollow buzzword. For instance, reference to social dialogue is increasingly a 
requirement demanded by climate-friendly investors through financial disclosure systems like the TCFD and CDP (JTC and B Team, 
2018). 

Given the strong role unions have in defining and negotiating the JT on behalf of workers, our findings support further examination 
of their expansion from narrow membership concerns into ‘Social Unionism’ (Moody, 1997; Ross, 2013). As we discussed in Section 
4.1.4, a handful of unions frame the JT as a matter of public good (CLC, 2000; IndustriALL, 2019; PCS, 2017). Alliances between unions 
and the public – particularly at-risk communities – are also part of early JT approaches, as in the JTA (n.d.; Kohler, 1996). In South 
Africa, linkages connecting communities to workers in mining, transport, and manufacturing were essential to the creation and 
expansion of democratic practice in the liberation movement (Williams, 2018). Likewise, COSATU says the labour movement must 
play “a decisive role in fighting for an alternative development model for our societies, grounded in people’s needs, on solidarity, on 
economic democracy and on a fair distribution of wealth” (2011:37). Visions of alternative development models imply transformative 
change, however the methods behind ‘meaningful’ participation or collaboration are once again relevant. How social unions negotiate 
their alliances with grassroots groups (LNS, 2016), expand their membership to the public (PCS, 2017), or engage in stakeholder 
discussion (Vriens, 2018), are underdeveloped considerations among the documents in our review that deserve further inquiry. 

The most radical narratives of social transformation and alternative imaginaries aim to empower workers and communities in a 
post-carbon world. Transformative justice necessitates a provocative agenda, and could take the form of challenging capital-labour 
social relations (Velicu & Barca, 2020) by addressing ownership. Progressive actions like energy remunicipalisation and food sov-
ereignty have emerged to contest the hierarchical and exploitative forms of globalised production (Routledge et al., 2018). In recent 
decades, Energy Democracy emerged as a novel path for democratisation and public ownership of energy as a right and a common 
good, and there are examples of such decentralised renewable energy generation in action, typically located nearby consumption 
nodes (Kishimoto, Steinfort, & Petitjean, 2020). 

In JT narratives we find key features of energy restructuring and the democratisation of energy provision promoted by unions 
(TUED, COSATU, and PCS) and advocacy organisations (TNI, IEN, and CJA/MG). Approaches range from (i) resisting – developing no 
further fossil fuels (Martinez-Alier, 2003; Sweeney and Treat, 2018); (ii) socialising production to distribute benefits and collective 
management at different scales (Kishimoto et al., 2020); (iii) providing universal access to energy services to meet basic needs and 
overcome energy poverty (Mascarenhas-Swan, 2017; Movement Generation, 2016a); and (iv) rethinking alternative energy futures, 
from transforming attitudes to consumption to advancing principles of sufficiency (Angel, 2016; IEN, n.d.). The struggle for trans-
formation via national public ownership uniquely advanced by PCS calls for a “much more enlightened economic system—one that 
closes deep inequalities, strengthens and transforms the public sphere, generates plentiful, dignified work and radically reins in 
corporate power” (2017:13). While management through government services cannot be equated to bottom-up democratic control, 
PCS pushes their state-based approach closer to energy democracy by demanding greater accountability and hands-on participation for 
the public. 
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4.2. Mapping actor discourses 

Reflecting on the thematic findings discussed in Section 4.1, we qualitatively map the approximate tendencies in how actors frame 
the JT within each theorised discourse from Section 3.2. Fig. 5 represents how select influential actors12 propose to include working 
people and/or the public in the JT, and the transformative potential of their proposed JT plan to achieve post-carbon structural change. 
While Fig. 5 positions actors in a static manner, we acknowledge that sample narratives are limited to bounded, simplified snapshots 
that will shift over time, especially as the JT gains popularity and actors increasingly interact and co-produce definitions. Moreover, JT 
discourses can be regarded as boundary objects (Clark, Van Kerkhoff, Lebel, & Gallopin, 2016) with moving targets. They are malleable 
and can be interpreted distinctly by different observers. Therefore, Fig. 5 serves to illustrate group tendencies across the discourses in 
our review, without suggesting that these positions are conclusive or static. 

4.3. Cross-actor trajectories 

The sources uncovered in our review suggest that large governmental and private sector actors, bottom left and centre in Fig. 5, 
tend to adopt Green Growth and Green Keynesian narratives with a heavy focus on opportunities for energy diversification and 
globalised sustainable development. If they outline a strategy for including workers and communities beyond the assumption of job 
creation, it is typically through consultation or negotiation with established unions. Their approaches to material equity fall within the 
boundaries of market-based solutions with varying degrees of social protection and compensation. When additional worker support is 
included, it tends to be tied to company compensation and the public pays rather than benefits. These relatively limited, affirmative 
justice approaches are predictable considering how the fundamental structures of the capitalist economy and its underlying imper-
atives of profit and growth have long been untouchable by political systems (Wood, 1995). Heading into the future, the 2008 financial 
crisis and subsequent corporate bail-outs, private stimulus, and social austerity are a likely model for how powerful decision-makers 
will shape the JT and future climate mitigation strategies in the absence of substantial opposition. 

The ILO in particular, over the course of two decades (Galgóczi, 2018; Gereluk & Royer, 2002; GJI, 2008; ILO, 2015, 2016, 2017; 
UNEP, WHO, & ILO, 2007), remains a champion of tripartism and is laser-focused on ‘shared solutions’ like social dialogue and decent, 
green jobs. While the pressure to expand welfare systems and workers’ rights is relatively expansive, the lack of transformative visions 
or nuanced strategies for participation beyond establishment tripartite institutions suggests that the ILO’s JT plan will fail to challenge 
the current crisis of non-binding carbon reduction commitments and will exclude the majority of marginalised groups from meaningful 
participation. As the organisation most widely-cited by other actors, the ILO is a powerful force that could limit future JTs to 
worker-centric market expansionism. 

While not a uniform group, the most transformative future JT visions uncovered in this review, on the upper right of Fig. 5, are 
those elaborated by CEE justice and advocacy groups. Notably, radical visions from women, communities of colour, Indigenous 
peoples, and the Global South reflect the systematic marginalisation of these groups in decision-making and through colonial relations 
over generations. They use language of deep social transformation, including democratic power and reparations for past injustices 
within and between countries. However, in practical terms, the depth and scale of these idealistic JT approaches may be limited by 

Fig. 5. Key actors mapped across JT discourses.  

12 We aimed to select actors that are influential, widely cited, and that (when considered together) represent the range of perspectives found within 
a particular actor group. 
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localism, the struggle to create stepwise paths towards transformation, and the means to claim structural power. Environmental groups 
are frequently forced to prioritise defense and resistance over proactive justice concerns – occupying land, forming blockades, pursuing 
legal action as violent colonial expansion continues (Gobby, 2020). Further, activism aimed at influencing formal political structures is 
limited in transformative power due to the boundaries of ideology and elite interests (Daub, 2010; Fine, 1992; Routledge et al., 2018). 
In some cases, CEE justice strategy does not go beyond raising awareness of alternative JTs (Mustata, 2020). 

Trade unions occupy the central area of Fig. 5. We found examples of Green Growth, Green Keynesianism, and Energy Democracy 
discourses among the union documents reviewed. The large, institutionalised unions like ITUC and ETUC are aligned with the vision of 
the ILO. Some unions focus on securing jobs, retraining, and settlements for their workers. However, in support of Stevis and Felli’s 
(2015) observations of Business and Social Unionism, our findings suggest that while labour narratives are often defensive or 
job-focused, this trend is not uniform. We identified examples of unions and federations – most notably the international TUED 
network (Sweeney and Treat, 2018), South Africa’s COSATU (2011), and the UK’s public sector union (PCS, 2017) – that challenge the 
doctrine of economic growth and propose JTs that expand collective ownership led by broad-based unions alongside communities and 
including irregular workers. 

The coalescence of these unions and CEE justice groups around ideas of public ownership and energy democracy seems a promising 
development, both in terms of united future JT vision and practical implementation from local to national scales. Unions are expanding 
and strengthening the climate justice agenda within their institutional channels (Alter Summit et al., 2021). Formerly defensive 
workers are increasingly persuaded to embrace environmentalism as a labour issue. The largest private sector union representing fossil 
fuel workers in Canada, Unifor, recently aligned itself with the advocacy group Environmental Defence and came out in favour of a JT, 
demanding that the government commit to more ambitious climate targets (Singh & Hopton, 2021). Further, engagement with 
transformative CEE justice could push more unions to expand their ‘membership’ to include the concerns of broader society, and 
particularly differentiated vulnerabilities as an inherent part of all workers’ rights (Moody, 1997). In Scotland, FotE and WWF’s 
wide-reaching coalition with unions13 demands green jobs, social benefits, and public and community ownership of energy with 
localised production clusters (2017). In South America, TUCA exchanges information and strategies with environmental, women’s and 
peasant organisations,14 building trust and working towards a common vision of labour that values human and non-human life (TNI, 
2020). Also, TUED’s unified vision of ‘Social Power’ presents a union-organisation alliance pathway that is more transformative than 
the typical tripartite ‘shared solutions’ (Sweeney and Treat, 2018). 

Where unions and advocacy groups form such coalitions, the push-and-pull between structural power and radical vision appears 
complimentary. The justice movements could benefit from the strategic position of unions in relation to production, their financial 
resources (like strike funds), and their membership numbers – at least, from those social unions willing to break from the boundaries of 
industrial bargaining to take on issues of political economic regulation. Further, unions’ ability to coordinate worker strikes along 
supply chains, threatening supply and/or transport and unilaterally putting pressure on profit incentives (Williams, 2018), poses a 
powerful strategic addition to political mobilisation of candidates and voters. The precise form these alliances take is varied. The JTA, 
one of the longest standing formal JT coalitions, counts IEN and CJA as members. PCS has included Student Climate Strike solidarity as 
part of localised industrial action for a living wage (Cruz, 2019), while the formalised CJA network of unions and organisations co-
ordinates cross-country strikes and protests alike (CJA, 2020). Vitally, these relationships push both actors to combine labour and CEE 
justice demands, inoculating working people against counter-messaging that threatens job losses and capital flight (TNI, 2020). It “is 
not Jobs or the Environment. It is both or neither” (Kohler, 1996). 

While still far from being a fortified and unified vision, the expanding Just Transitions has managed to bring labour movements and 
CEE justice struggles closer together over time, narratively and sometimes also into formal alliances. “[A]lliances, sometimes the 
product of long years of hard work, rely on the development of shared languages of contention […] which enable the messy but 
practical business of confronting the institutions and cultural power of global élites” (Barker, Cox, Krinsky, & Nilsen, 2013:29). Co-
alitions across size and scale, institutional and activist bodies help to “amplify and strengthen the voices” behind environmental issues 
(Alter Summit et al., 2021). Labour and environmental movements each contribute a vital element of expansive transition justice. 
Organisations combining diverse identities and interests around CEE justice push the JT beyond workers, especially beyond unionised 
workers, expanding the narrative of who must be considered. Unions, through their institutional position and established collective 
power offer advanced instruments for how transformation might be achieved. The recent flourishing of movement-based resistance and 
the re-convergence of fragmented struggles (Barker et al., 2013) around the ownership and control of land and resources (including 
energy) is the strongest pathway towards an alternative future that prioritises human and non-human wellbeing (Gobby, 2020). 

4.4. Limitations of approach 

Our review focused on English-speaking nations predominantly in the Global North. To some extent this facilitates their com-
parison: they share linguistic characteristics, most are big emitter countries, they have representative democracies with similar eco-
nomic trends, and they represent originators and early adopters of the JT concept. However, the OECD country perspective is over- 
represented in our analysis. Based on the prevalence of decolonial and alternative development movements originating in the 

13 Scottish Trade Union Congress (STUC), Communication Workers Union Scotland, Public and Commercial Services (PCS) Union Scotland, Unite 
Scotland, and Unison Scotland.  
14 For example, with Friends of the Earth Latin America and the Caribbean (ATALC), World March of Women (WMW) and Latin American 

Coordinator of Rural Organisations (Coordinadora Latinoamericana de Organizaciones del Campo) - La Via Campesina (CLOC-LVC). 
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Global South, a broader geographical and linguistic analysis may have uncovered more transformative views and alliances. 
Similarly, due to the nature of our methods, we uncovered mainly mainstream and search-optimised examples of JT visions. We are 

aware that further transformative visions exist, for example among Radical Ecologists, who may be smaller and more localised and/or 
communicate and organise using different channels. Additionally, the review has not captured sources that take no verbatim position 
on the JT. As such, we cannot expect to have identified reactionary approaches nor can we compare them in quantity or influence to 
those that appear here. 

While we identified as wide a range of sources as possible, many of them referenced one another meaning that the vision set out by 
the most influential actors was often repeated, thus reducing the nuance from which to draw. That said, these repetitions shed light on 
the discursive influence of certain big actors, namely UNFCCC, ILO, ETUC/ETUI, ITUC, TUED, and CJA. 

5. Conclusions 

In this article we examine the role of labour and environmental movements (and their subsequent iterations, climate and energy 
justice organisations) in formulating and advancing the Just Transition, and the competing claims, visions and objectives of other 
actors on the road toward more transformative justice in low-carbon energy restructuring. We establish the JT’s labour and envi-
ronmental roots and scrutinise academic and grey literature to examine – through their narratives, framings, and implementations – 
the future JT plans put forward by the private sector, government, unions, and advocacy groups. We find that across five central 
themes (depth & urgency, scale & scope, identity & inclusion, material equity, and participation & power), labour and environmental or-
ganisations that promote the JT, both together and separately, offer more transformative visions than other actors for “how” post- 
carbon restructuring should be carried out and “who” should be included. 

The prevalence of Green Growth strategies among government and private actors suggests that the JT’s union roots in negotiation, 
strong social safety nets, and robust public employment (Mazzocchi, 1993) have been eroded through the process of internationali-
sation, resulting in a preference for investment, innovation, and ecological modernisation as seen in the European Green Deal. While 
some union and multilateral approaches like social dialogue and public support are moderately more expansive, they comprise 
affirmative, not transformative, remedies to injustices. Other union narratives result diverse: while some center jobs, we also observe 
transformative visions in democratic practice, public management and international solidarity. This is particularly notable when 
unions connect with CEE organisations, the actor group with the most radical and inclusive JT visions of intersectional forms of 
oppression and exclusion. 

On the one hand, the JT, through its combination of economic and environmental concerns and its potential for alliance-building, 
represents a trajectory toward deeper and faster decarbonisation by accommodating the demands of those formerly in opposition to 
energy transition. The alignment of and alliances between formerly conflicting groups is itself an accomplishment and an important 
step towards a more democratic transition and future. Alliances create a more unified and well-positioned front to demand action from 
governments and restructure ownership. They also push unions to expand representation into the networks of advocacy groups and 
their broader priorities. The international uptake of the JT concept is itself a relative expansion in democratic participation and a move 
towards future transformative justice. 

That said, the transformative potential of the JT is limited when increasingly shaped and controlled by powerful actors, as insti-
tutionalised JT narratives appear to preserve the status quo. As an organising term, the JT could be losing its transformative con-
notations as it becomes more mainstream (TNI, 2020), presenting a challenge for unified JT mobilisation. Some actors appear to be 
abandoning the term for its job-centric connotations, opting instead for different nomenclature (LNS, 2016). These nuances in lan-
guage are quite prevalent across academic literature as well, with the differentiation made between “transitions” and “trans-
formations” (Fazey et al., 2018; FotE Europe, 2021). Also, other more radical initiatives (e.g.: Bizi https://bizimugi.eu/ and Attac 
France https://france.attac.org/) are moving towards non-conformist terminology and use expressions such as “metamorphosis” to 
denote desired changes. 

Whether or not “Just Transition” remains the rhetorical axis around which campaigns organise, or new terminology is adopted to 
refer to the labour-environment nexus (JT in meaning if not in name), we argue that alliances and solidarity between organised groups 
will be the strategic and ideological force that drives inclusive and deeply restructured decarbonisation futures. We observe that CEE 
justice perspectives and advocacy, strengthened by like-minded labour networks and their strikes and collective bargaining, can serve 
as actionable approaches towards more expansive JT pathways. As crises augment injustices, the potential of unified struggles against 
status quo patterns of power and distribution will be necessary counter-currents in tackling these unprecedented challenges of climate 
change and rising inequality in this globalised era. 
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