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Abstract 

This policy brief considers the interconnected themes of economic recovery and the Just Transition (JT) - 

achieving net-zero emissions through greater social justice, linked to Presidency Priority 2 – Economic 

stability and transformation: setting the course for economic recovery, financial stability and for a 

sustainable, social and just global economic system. This sits within the strategic purpose of the G7 to 

promote democracy and pluralism. There are several related challenges in achieving Net Zero as we seek 

to ‘build back better’ following the COVID era. These include the conceptual challenge of understanding 

the relationship between different types of crises; reducing class gaps that have been exacerbated by the 

pandemic and making ecological sustainability a possibility for low-income groups and vulnerable 

populations that are most impacted by the climate emergency. The Policy Brief starts by describing the 

multi-layered crisis and locating the JT in relation to other sustainability initiatives and concepts. The JT is 

then conceptualised through a multi-level social ecosystem model that embraces different levels of 

society from the micro- to the macro-, with a particular emphasis on the middle scalars (meso and exo) 

that embrace communities, organisations, and local/regional economies and governance. These are 

underpinned by local democracy. The Brief explores different dimensions of the JT, with specific 

reference to technical and vocational education, including higher education (TVET) and the role of TVET 

institutions in relationship to local and regional JT systems. Proposals include recommendations that 

TVET institutions collaborate, in a pluralistic way, with each other, with wider civil society partners and 

climate campaigners to generate the skills in support of a comprehensive Just Transition Action Plan.   
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Challenge 

The challenge of intersecting environmental and social crises  

The climate emergency constitutes an existential crisis, being the greatest singular challenge facing 

humanity in the 21st Century. But it is not the only challenge. Global heating intersects with other crises, 

notably the COVID pandemic and the Ukraine-Russia war that are exacerbating existing social, economic 

and spatial divisions. It follows, therefore, that proposed solutions should seek not only to address the 

leading crisis, but also to understand the relationship between these multiple challenges in order to 

address them in a holistic and transformative way. This is the combinational thinking behind the ‘Just 

Transition’ that was founded on the argument that any climate strategy needs to promote social and 

climate justice. 

 

The conceptual challenge – the Just Transition and other green initiatives 

The concepts of the Green New Deal, the Green Industrial Revolution, the Green Transition and the Just 

Transition constitute a new lexicon. Given the relative novelty of ecologically informed strategies, it is 

important to clarify their respective definitions so as to better comprehend the concepts, policies and 

practices associated with each and their possible relationship. 

Green New Deal (GND) – invoking the memory of Roosevelt’s New Deal, the GND is a call for public policy 

to address the challenge of the climate emergency. The GND is formally recognised in the EU and is known 

as a European Green Deal (European Commission, 2020).  

The Green Transition (GT) – is primarily associated with the target of moving towards net zero carbon 

emissions by 2050. However, climate campaign groups (e.g. Extinction Rebellion, 2020) have argued that 

richer countries need to achieve net zero by 2035-2040 if we are to stand any chance of restricting 

increases in global temperatures to 1.5°C; a target enshrined in the Paris Accords. This is far more structural 

than just ‘greening’. 

Green Industrial Revolution (GIR) – this refers to a range of specific economic and industrial policy 

proposals from political parties and governments that are associated with the creation of new higher 

skilled, more satisfying and better paid jobs. 

The Just Transition (JT) – the JT was pioneered by the trade union movement to secure workers’ rights and 

livelihoods when economies are shifting to sustainable production to combat the climate emergency and to 

protect biodiversity (Newall and Mulvaney, 2013). The JT was also born out of a growing recognition of 

systems of environmental racism where low-income communities of colour and low-income communities 

have been (and continue to be) disproportionately negatively impacted by hazardous pollution and 

industrial practices (Climate Justice Alliance, 2021). Moreover, the JT also recognises global inequalities in 

which communities in the Global South are already being impacted by a heating climate, leading to growing 

food insecurity (Deutsche Welle, 2021). 
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At its most practical, the JT aims for better jobs, improved health and a better living and natural 

environment that will benefit, in particular, the most vulnerable. In an effort, however, to achieve the twin 

aims of decisive climate action and social justice, the JT is also conceived as societally and globally 

transformative involving a movement from an extractive, consumer and exploitative economy to a living 

and caring economy and society, based on regeneration, co-operation and the deepening of democracy, to 

embrace multiple civic, national and global accountabilities (see Figure 1). The JT should, therefore, be 

viewed as largely ‘bottom-up’ rather than top ‘down’ process. 

Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Climate Justice Alliance (2021) 

Source: Climate Justice Alliance 2021 

The Just Transition can, therefore, be best understood as a multi-layered and values-led ‘organising 

concept’ in which the policies of the Green New Deal, the targets of the Green Transition and the strategies 

and practices of the Green Industrial Revolution can be located, related and amplified by linkages to social 

and climate justice.  

 

The convergence of different types of sustainability thinking – the case of the Doughnut Economy 

It is invariably the case that fundamental transitions involve the convergence of different but related forms 

of thinking. The sustainability transition challenge is no exception. In addition to the relationship between 

different ‘green’ concepts, it is helpful to consider the contribution of new radical ideas about the purposes 

and organisation of national economies and the global socio-economic system in the 21st Century. This 

brings us the illuminating concept of the ‘Doughnut Economy’ (Raworth, 2017). 
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Figure 2. The Doughnut Economy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Raworth, 2017. 

 
The Doughnut Economy metaphor provides a principles-based model to supersede existing market based 

economic thinking with a sustainable economic approach.  It envisions a world where everyone has enough 

to meet their needs (the inside circle of the doughnut) while not exceeding the capacities of the biophysical 

world (the outside circle of the doughnut).  In the context of a discussion of the Just Transition, the 

Doughnut Economy model provides a firm foundation of economic thinking and potential policy for the 

different levels of the Just Transition Ecosystem.  Allied to the concept of the ‘Circular Economy’ (Mas Tur 

et al. 2019), the concept of the Doughnut Economy is being translated at the local level in, for example, 

Amsterdam to create a fully circular city-based economy (DEAL, 2022). In terms of conceptual convergence, 

it could be suggested that the Doughnut Economy provides a principles-based model to be integrated into 

the Just Transition change dynamic. 

 

The activity challenge – relating working, living and learning 

Thus far JT frameworks have focused on national policy, for example the Scottish Just Transition 

Commission (Scottish Government, 2021). While national leadership and frameworks are very important, 

the challenge runs much deeper because of the need to develop different levels of societal activity that 

connect policy to everyday life so that the JT can become a democratic and participatory concept. In terms 
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of the roles and relationships of vocational and higher education, this means linking the roles of working, 

living and learning in support of the Just Transition. 

 

Proposals 

Proposal 1. Developing the concept of a multi-layered Just Transition Ecosystem, with overlapping 

democratic processes. 

The concept of ecosystem used here analyses the interaction of a range of factors and forces functioning as 

a multi-level social and political organism to produce a new level of sustainable development. The model 

illustrated in Figure 2 is a spatial and social adaptation (Hodgson and Spours, 2015; 2018) of 

Bronfenbrenner’s human ecological theory (1979) to conceptualise place-based vocational education that 

takes place in localities and sub-regions. The social ecosystem model (see Figure 3) is applied to the 

dynamics of the Just Transition that places particular emphasis on the ‘exosystem level’ to reflect the 

complexities of ‘middle-range’ civic, economic, political and skills activity operating between the micro and 

macro system levels (Grainger and Spours, 2018). 

 

Figure 3. A multi-layered Just Transition Ecosystem  
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1. JT Microsystem - the transitioning of human relations and everyday life 

It is becoming increasingly clear that the targets of the Green Transition will not be achieved without 

significant and rapid changes in everyday beliefs and the ways in which we lead our lives (e.g. changes to 

the way we travel, generally consuming less – particularly meat - conserving household energy and 

recycling more). While some will want to portray these as losses to be resisted, the fact is that the Just 

Transitioning of the human microsystem could lead to significant gains in terms of the quality of human 

relations and lived existence – the idea of a life well-led in the ‘Good Society’ in which we learn to live with 

less but are not poor (Knight, 2017).  

2. JT Mesosystem – from Civic Anchor Institutions to the Just Transition Organisation 

Applied to the JT, the mesosystem level concerns the role of public, private and third sector organisations 

in driving the JT locally and regionally. Reflecting the multi-level nature of the JT concept, the Just 

Transition Organisation (JTO) builds on the idea of a ‘civic anchor institution’ that are tied to a particular 

place by virtue of their mission, histories, physical assets and local relationships and with the ability to 

make a strategic contribution to the local economy (CLES, 2021). It is possible that a multitude of 

organisations, large and small, could become JTOs by placing sustainability and inclusion at the heart of 

organisational purpose and being prepared to collaborate in order that their distinctive contribution can 

work in synergy with the specialisms of other similarly committed organisations.  

3. JT Exosystem – networks, local governance and regional economies 

Inter-organisational collaboration could prove to be a key factor in addressing the complex problem of 

transitioning with place-based networked collaboration able to achieve both a synergy of different 

specialisms and also opportunities for mutual learning. The JT local system would comprise different types 

of organisational innovation – economic and technological; educational and political/civic.  

Figure 4 illustrates the potential roles of five different social partners which provide distinctive forms of 

innovation. The collaborating organisations would be bound together by a shared mission that includes a 

profound commitment to ecologically and economically transform ‘the place’ and an agreed area plan with 

JT targets, processes and evaluation criteria.  
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Figure 4. – Social partners in Just Transition local systems

 

The JT exo-system will also include city region or sub-regional economies because these are the terrains on 

which new green jobs and technologies can be developed. It is commonly understood that new green jobs 

are highly skilled because of the demands of engineering and technology in both the public and private 

sectors. This assumption underpins the promise of green jobs being better paid jobs.  

However, for the Just Transition to be truly economically and socially comprehensive, will also involve the 

transformation of jobs which provide the essential goods and services for everyday life, in what has been 

termed the ‘foundational economy’ (CRESC, 2013). New ideas and practices are emerging about changes to 

forms of consumption including net zero restaurants, bars, beverages and non-waste shopping 

(BigHospitality, 2021). Consideration should also be given to implications for health and social care in what 

has been referred to as the ‘caring economy’ (The Care Collective, 2021). With a focus on production, 

consumption and caring, it may be that the greening of the foundational economy could have a 

disproportionate impact at the micro-level by helping people think about leading more sustainable and 

quality-based everyday lives.  

4. Macrosystem - wider national policy, societal and global contexts  

While thus far the emphasis of the JT ecosystem has been on its lower and intermediate levels, the 

establishment of the JT requires national leadership to provide the strategic investment and the policy and 

governance frameworks. 
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Proposal 2. Defining the roles and relationships of Vocational and Higher Education  

The position and identity of vocational and higher education (TVET) institutions within the JT ecosystem 

TVET institutions are generally large middle-range organisations whose activity and influence straddle the 

meso- and exo- levels of the JT ecosystem. They can have budgets in the millions, can cater for tens of 

thousands of students and employ hundreds if not thousands of staff. They have particularly critical roles in 

skill development, economic and social innovation and knowledge production. They focus on several levels 

of provision and thus are rightly seen as institutions that promote education progression and transitions 

both to work and higher study and through these functions they can play important social inclusion roles. 

Higher education provision can be vocational and academic. Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are also 

known for their research innovation roles. For the most part TVET and HE can determine their own 

curriculum according to regionally and nationally expressed needs. This democratic accountability 

strengthen their influence. 

TVET institutions understandably pride themselves on their specialisms. Here, however, we are talking not 

only about the distinctive roles of vocational and higher education institutions, but also their relationships. 

While the concept of the Just Transition has both national and global meanings, it is at the sub-national 

levels that the concept is applied in practice. However, to realise the JT process at these middling 

ecosystem levels will involve identifying the key contribution of each social partner so that together they 

can achieve ecosystem synergy.  

Key roles and responsibilities of TVET institutions  

Applying this emergent JT ecosystem framework to the world of TVET leads to the initial identification of a 

range of key activities that would represent a significant expansion of the roles and responsibilities of TVET 

institutions as place-based organisations (Grainger and Little, 2019). 

Increasing the scope of action - relating working, living and learning - TVET is normally thought about as 

connecting the worlds of learning and work. However, the concept of the Just Transition places sustainable 

living centre stage. Therefore, TVET institutions should also see the support for sustainable living as a key 

responsibility and how this can become a feature of all forms of provision.  

Moving beyond the academic/vocational divide – the sharp divide between general and vocational 

education was problematical before the climate crisis – now it is redundant and an obstruction to more 

expansive educational thinking and practice. JT-informed general education would include applied 

elements and JT vocational activity would include theoretical elements, the combination of which would 

create new linkages between what has traditionally been seen as separate educational tracks.  

The Just Transition provision role – inclusive combinational economies require combinational TVET – if the 

Just Transition is to be truly inclusive and involve a diversity of economic and social organisations, then 

diverse and combination economies will require ‘combinational TVET’. This will emphasise not only high-

skill approaches and graduate jobs, but also the remaking of other forms of employment at intermediate 

and foundational skill levels.  
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Rethinking skills - skills utilisation and skills escalators – attention is increasingly turning to the concept of 

‘skills utilisation’ which focuses on how skills are used in the workplace to support workplace innovation. 

But the question remains as to the ways to ensure a focus on skills utilisation at different economic and 

functional levels in an inclusive economy. Here it may be useful to consider the concept of ‘skills escalators’ 

that aim to provide a continuous ladder of progression from TVET provision, into the workplace and then 

onto lifelong learning (Colechin, et al. 2017).  

Becoming magnet institutions and transition network building – part of the idea of being a civic anchor 

institution is becoming a magnet for other often smaller organisations and, in the process, forming new 

productive networks around particular specialisms.  

Research, specialist knowledge production and general ecological awareness - TVET institutions have a 

key role to play in the development of new forms of specialist societal, technological and economic 

knowledge in their research and innovation incubator roles. Working closely with high tech companies, 

TVET institutions can use their research and specialist knowledge to place themselves at the forefront of 

the Fourth Industrial Revolution and the use of artificial intelligence and machine learning to aid the JT. At 

the same time it will be important for these institutions to work with other civil society partners to increase 

levels of ecological and social awareness in the wider population that could be understood as an 

ecologically informed ‘general intellect’ (Spours, 2017).  

 

Implementations  

An Action Plan framework for TVET and higher education institutions and their social partners 

Such is the sense of urgency following COP26, the principles, roles and responsibilities outlined in the 

previous section will need to be rapidly translated into first steps action plans. Beyond collaborative 

behaviour, TVET institutions could develop a set of JT responsibilities within a democratic and 

regional strategy. The G 7 should support this aspect of devolution to regional and civic entities.  

1. Mission review to become a JT organisation – adopting a Just Transition mission statement which 

extends the mission of the civic anchor institution.  

2. Curriculum and provision – undertaking a JT curriculum review which aims to:  

• bring about the ‘greening’ of the TVET curriculum  

• develop new JT related provision in a range of strategic areas (e.g., heating and construction, 

transport, land-use, hospitality; environmental engineering) and at different levels including 

apprenticeships 

• identify key barriers to curriculum and qualifications change. 

• Support regional and civic strategies and requirements 
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3. Research and development – taking steps to establish a JT research culture that will identify new inter-

disciplinary R&D themes in collaboration with key social partners with the aim of producing new JT 

knowledge and general awareness, but also a new generation of JT intellectuals to form local 

leaderships. 

4. Network building – The G7 should encourage the establishment of JT local networks and system with 

TVEY and HE institutions playing a leading role in them. 

5. Remaking inclusive labour markets – collaborating with local government and regional partners in a JT 

labour market review to identify potential Green Transition skills, emergent new forms of employment 

and where existing forms of employment need be moved in a JT direction (also termed as transition 

out). The review would wish to identify existing inequalities in order to increase the employment of 

women, diverse ethnicities and disabled people in a remade labour market. 

6. Collective planning – contributing towards a Phase 1 of a JT local and regional plan that would be 

undertaken, in a pluralistic manner, by a JT network. 

7. Human development – involving the whole community and workforce though the participation of civil 

society organisations and trade unions in plans for human development so that all sections of society 

can participate in and benefit from the Just Transition. 

8. The facilitating role of government (the macro) – a key lesson from the past is the need to establish a 

positive reciprocal relationship between the different system levels. This is what might be understood 

by the JT ecosystem dynamic. Network and institution building for the Just Transition will require macro 

national facilitation in the form of funding, more flexible curriculum and qualifications frameworks and 

supportive forms of accountability. Many a network has foundered in the situation in which it tried to 

develop one set of aims only to be measured by another and quite different set of priorities. The 

success of the Just Transition Ecosystem will depend on everyone from bottom to top facing in the 

same direction.  
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