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Green and just regional path development

Will Eadson a and Bregje van Veelen b

ABSTRACT
Path development and path creation are prevalent concepts in efforts to understand regional economic
change and innovation. A recent focus has been on ‘green’ path development: industrial change
associated with environmentally beneficial products and services. This provides a moment to take stock of
the path development literature to date and ask: What or who is it for? In this article we use the concept
of just transition to explore ways that (green) path development concepts could be more attuned to
concerns for human and environmental well-being as opposed to economic growth and innovation as
goals in themselves. Building from Geographical Political Economy approaches and injecting
complementary cultural economic and sociological perspectives, we generate a conception of green and
just path development. This conception builds a more variegated understanding of path development as
a theory of change, focusing on negotiation, struggle, inclusion and exclusion in path development
processes, and leaning to a stronger orientation towards outcomes for people and places, especially
implications for work and communities. This matters for understanding what the purpose of investigating
path development is, and what counts as ‘success’ in evaluating path development processes.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 24 August 2022; Accepted 18 January 2023

KEYWORDS
path development; path creation; just transition; decarbonization; regional development; diverse economies

JEL CLASSIFICATIONS
R11; R58

1. INTRODUCTION

A large body of literature in regional studies and economic geography is focused on industrial
path development: how economies embed and change over time, reinforcing existing industrial
trajectories or evolving into something different (Binz & Gong, 2022). Changing economic
development trajectories also has potential implications for the distribution of economic out-
comes. However, without intervention existing patterns of uneven development and exclusion
will likely persist through economic restructuring, albeit potentially moving some contours of
those patterns (While & Eadson, 2022). These implications have been largely overlooked in
the path development literature (Mackinnon et al., 2019). In this article we argue that path
development as currently conceptualized and operationalized does not easily lend itself to
such questions, nor questions of justice more broadly.

This is especially important in the context of decarbonization, given the wide-ranging and
urgent industrial change required. Although there has been emerging concern for ‘green’ path
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development (Trippl et al., 2020), evidence for environmental or socio-economic outcomes
remains scarce (Gibbs & Jensen, 2022). And while those investigating path development
have incorporated learning from different branches of transition theories (Gibbs & Jensen,
2022; Mackinnon et al., 2019), less attention has been paid to questions of justice (Coenen
et al., 2021).

We argue that the concept of just transition can complement existing understanding of
green path development. Just transition is concerned with ensuring decarbonization does
not entrench new or deeper forms of inequality and injustice, and more optimistically to
address existing inequalities (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013). The path development literature
has provided important frameworks for understanding processes of industrial change that
are useful for considering just transitions in terms of how and where industries will emerge,
decline or transform. We argue that those working in the field of regional studies need to
engage with these overlaps.

As such, in this article we begin a conversation between the path development and just
transition literature to propose an original synthetic concept of green and just path develop-
ment (GJPD). We think this is important because path development as a theory of change
needs to better account for underpinning normative assumptions and logics behind under-
standings of such change, as well as the outcomes of these processes. Our conception
involves: (1) an expanded gaze for path development analysis, considering a wider set of
logics and actors within path development processes, paying particular attention to pro-
cesses of negotiation, inclusion and exclusion; and (2) a reworked analytical framework
for path development as theory of change, shifting analytical emphasis towards the politics
of path development.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. We next briefly outline recent path
development debates before homing in on ‘green’ path development literature. We then outline
key facets of an expanded analytical gaze for GJPD, cueing up a revised framework for path
development as theory of change.

2. PATH DEVELOPMENT: WHAT IS IT FOR?

Path development1 is a core concept in regional studies and economic geography. This includes
growing focus on innovation and industrial change for sustainability transitions; sometimes
called ‘green’ path development (e.g., Dawley et al., 2015; Jakobsen et al., 2021; Nilsen &
Njøs, 2021).

Martin and Sunley (2006) set out key terms and questions relating to literature to that date
on regional path dependence, situated in evolutionary economic geography (EEG). This paper
and other contemporaneous contributions, including by Boschma and Frenken (2006) and
Martin (2010), ignited a boom in scholarship considering the question of ‘how new paths
come into being’ (Martin & Sunley, 2006, p. 13, original emphasis). They set out a series of scen-
arios whereby regions can ‘escape lock-in’ (p. 419) and create new industrial paths, which remain
central to contemporary debates on path development, as highlighted in a series of recent
articles that have set out to provide a ‘comprehensive understanding’ of (Hassink et al.,
2019), ‘rethink’ (Mackinnon et al., 2019) or ‘unravel’ (Trippl et al., 2020) regional path devel-
opment. These articles have detailed the roots and trajectories of the path development litera-
ture. We do not propose to do so again here. Instead we note two trends within the recent path
development literature: examining the role of different types of institution, and of agency, in
determining path development.

First, a recurring critique of path development literature as rooted in EEG is lack of concern
for how institutions shape path development processes and outcomes. In the words of Trippl
and Tödtling (2018, p. 1779), this reinforces ‘a neoliberal policy approach that restricts the
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role of public interventions to setting up a suitable regulatory frame and supporting an entrepre-
neurial climate’. Various attempts have been made to complement EEG approaches with
insights from alternative sociological, political science and geographical traditions. Boschma
and Capone (2015) employ a Varieties of Capitalism framework in combination with EEG
approaches to emphasize the role of national institutions in shaping path development (in
their case through a focus on industrial diversification). The Varieties of Capitalism framework
reminds us not only of the importance of state actions but also of markets as institutions. Has-
sink et al. (2019) take this further to note the importance of multi-scalar analysis of institutional
influences, including policy institutions and the state, as well as anchor institutions such as uni-
versities and research institutes. Mackinnon et al. (2019) offer a compelling contribution to this
theme through advocating a Geographical Political Economy (GPE) approach to path devel-
opment, which situates such processes within ‘wider dynamics of capital accumulation’
(p. 120), incorporating a wide range of institutions including financial institutions, labour
regimes, market construction, infrastructural organization and state regulation. Informal insti-
tutions (such as informal networks between individuals and firms as well as sets of attitudes and
beliefs) are also important (Chlebna & Simmie, 2018).

Second, there has been growth in concern for how (and by who) agency is exercised in path
development, particularly different types of actors beyond individual firms (Grillitsch & Sotar-
auta, 2020). This has centred on entrepreneurship within firms: entrepreneurs identifying and
seizing opportunities for new competitive advantage through adaptation or creation of new
paths. However, a broadening focus on different types of actor and institutions has fostered
interest in changing institutional rules and norms (institutional entrepreneurship) and building
place-based capacities for leadership (place leadership) to mobilize and connect different actors
(Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020). Others have worked to conceptualize different forms of agency
(e.g., Bækkelund, 2021; Trippl et al., 2020). Without denying the value of these conceptualiz-
ations, here we are less concerned with forms of agency than who or what possesses agency in
path development processes (see below).

2.1. Enduring blind spots in path development
Despite recent advances to produce more situated and complex theories of change, there
remains a lack of serious attention to the following question: What or who is regional path
development for? A simple answer might be that regional path development analyses seek to
explain relative regional economic change and potentially offer solutions for how places and
regions might develop new economic trajectories. This response sets up a different question:
What is economic development for?

Implicit within the path development literature is that innovation and regional economic
growth is important for well-being of places but specific outcomes for people and places are
rarely interrogated (although see Breul et al., 2021). Gibbs and Jensen (2022) point out that
this extends to lack of consideration for environmental benefits or otherwise of new ‘green’
industrial pathways. These questions are particularly important for mission-oriented change
such as green economic restructuring. GPE perspectives (Mackinnon et al., 2019) have helped
foreground questions of uneven development, as have those interested in ‘dark phases’ or
fragility of regional path development (Blažek et al., 2020; Chlebna & Mattes, 2020; Jolly &
Hansen, 2021). Mackinnon et al. (2019) draw attention to recent work that has emphasized
value capture and labour relations in the spatial organization of production networks: ‘New
paths may generate new forms of inequality and exploitation through, for instance, the growth
of low-value and precarious employment, uneven resource allocation, and the exclusion and
displacement of some groups’ (Mackinnon et al., 2019, p. 121). They also highlight how shift-
ing production geographies or decline of industries in particular places will not always be fully
compensated by creation of new paths, potentially reinforcing spatial inequalities over successive
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rounds of restructuring. We can reach beyond recent preoccupation with path development to
foundational work by Massey (1984) on the spatial divisions of labour to further understand
how interaction between changing global production networks and regions can ‘layer up’ to
embed inequalities. Such work directs focus to what matters beneath the sometimes-abstract
concern for changing industrial paths: the well-being of people, in places and enhancement
of non-human well-being as an end in itself as well as being the foundation of human
well-being.

Further, despite increasing attention to different forms of institutions and agency, many
actors remain excluded from path development analyses. This might be because those actors
are also excluded from the path development processes being studied. But it is important to
understand and uncover who is being denied agency (and how) as well as to investigate who
can effect change. Rainnie (2021, p. 43) argues that ‘the concept of agency at a local level is
at best undercooked’, also highlighting an ‘inclusionary bias’ in analyses which focus on partici-
pation in networks rather than non-participation or processes of ‘linking and de-linking’ (citing
Bair & Werner, 2011). Lack of detailed consideration of ‘who is path development for’ and the
role of agency beyond those included in path development processes also highlights need to bet-
ter account for politics and power relations, which remain muted in the literature.

Finally, work on path development has mostly focused on new technological advancements
and related industries at the expense of other forms of economic development (see section 3.2).
Therefore, this provides a relatively narrow basis for understanding what forms path develop-
ment might take and – by extension – the outcomes associated with those change processes.

3. GREEN AND JUST PATH DEVELOPMENT

Green economic restructuring is producing new economic geographies with implications for
regional path development (While & Eadson, 2022). Decarbonization as a driver of economic
restructuring has prompted a growing branch of ‘green’ path development literature either expli-
citly using that term (Gibbs& Jensen, 2022; Sotarauta et al., 2021; Trippl et al., 2020) or through
a focus on regional path development in ‘green’ industries (e.g., Chlebna&Simmie, 2018;Cooke,
2012; Dawley, 2014; Zhao et al., 2021).

Interacting with literature on sustainability transitions (Köhler et al., 2019; Markard et al.,
2012), green path development literature has brought new insights for understanding how tran-
sition to an environmentally sustainable economy might be achieved, as well as to path devel-
opment literature. Sustainability transitions literature has been identified as particularly helpful
for identifying legitimation processes in achieving change (Gibbs & Jensen, 2022; Mackinnon
et al., 2022); and literature on the agency of incumbent actors to support or stymie transitions
(Mori, 2021) further elaborates agency in the ‘dark side’ of path development. Green path devel-
opment is directly related to multilevel policy change, and so is a particularly good case for high-
lighting how regulatory and market construction regimes shape path development. Path
development theories are especially helpful for understanding how green restructuring processes
take place in different regions, and for highlighting potential causes of geographical differen-
tiation, especially if situated within wider concern for GPE of uneven development.

In addition to sustainability transitions literature, we believe a different set of literature
focusing on green economic restructuring can make an important contribution to path develop-
ment scholarship, helping to overcome some key blind spots outlined above and take forward
debates about inequalities, exclusion and politics in path development processes: that which
focuses on the concept of ‘just transition’. Although sustainability transitions and just transition
literatures share use of the term ‘transition’, they tend to begin from different standpoints.
Broadly, just transition literature is more rooted in political geography and sociology as opposed
to sustainability transitions’ leaning towards evolutionary economics and innovation studies.
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3.1. Just transition and green path development
Just transition is a concept with its own lengthy history. It was initially rooted within political
struggles for labour rights in industrial change as labour movements in the United States during
the 1980s sought to ensure protection for workers whose jobs were put at risk by new environ-
mental legislation. The trade union movement has continued to be an important force for just
transition, more recently centring on mitigating negative implications of decarbonization for
workers in fossil fuel and high-emitting industries (International Labour Organisation
(ILO), 2015). This has been accompanied by academic literature concerned with conceptualiz-
ing just transition as a labour-oriented challenge (Clarke & Lipsig-Mummé, 2020; Stevis &
Felli, 2020), also inspiring work on place-based implications of decarbonization (Duffy &
Whyte, 2017). A second branch of literature considering just transition as relating to different
forms of justice in decarbonization processes has helped to foreground questions of partici-
pation, inclusion and exclusion (Wang & Lo, 2021). These overlapping branches provide useful
insights for analysis of green path development. From an economic geography perspective, the
focus of earlier literature on labour processes and outcomes and broader questions about uneven
development is particularly important, while literature on just transition as a question of justice
more broadly conceived provides useful frameworks for considering ‘whose agency’ in path
development. Both perspectives on just transition are helpful for expanding understanding of
place within a GJPD framework, as we elaborate below.

To date the just transition literature has been less strong on investigating mechanisms of
change, in particular decision-making by firms and investors: for instance, ‘the role and respon-
sibility of private sector actors… is surprisingly absent from much of the current debate about
JT [just transition]’ (Snell, 2018, p. 554). Similarly this literature has also tended not to engage
in a deeper understanding of how the state operates as a range of institutions and actors engaged
in shaping place-based processes and outcomes. There is much then that path development ana-
lyses can bring to understanding processes for just transitions.

Bringing together path development theorizations with the just transition literature and
related concepts with a more avowedly political approach to decarbonization processes can
help to understand how different routes to path development might achieve different forms
of transition which might be more or less ‘just’ in terms of processes and outcomes. We high-
light four ways a just transition sensibility can support analysis of green path development more
attuned to questions of what path development is for, who matters within path development
processes, and related questions of power and control. We argue for an expanded view of:

. Economic development.

. Labour (also highlighting expanded view of agency).

. Place.

. Political struggle.

Through this expanded gaze we seek to create potential for different ways of understanding
process and outcomes for path development. This informs how we consider GJPD as a theory of
change (see section 4).

3.2. An expanded view of economic development
GJPD requires an expanded view of economic development. Development of new industrial
paths is not just about whether x or y industry becomes embedded within a place but also
about how economic change interacts with places as more-than-economic entities and people
within those places. Some of this concerns how investment is attracted or endogenous growth
is fostered, but concern for these changes is a narrow view of path development. GJPD research
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needs to consider how potential and existing economic futures unfold for different (intercon-
nected) places and what that means for well-being of those places (and the people who live in
them).We consider three conceptual and empirical expansions required to achieve this: frompro-
duction orientation towards systems of provision; considering different potential economic devel-
opment trajectories; and towards a more diverse conceptualization of economic activity.

First, GJPD requires moving beyond the production-oriented focus found in much existing
literature to a concern for systems of provision, considering different aspects of production, dis-
tribution and consumption cycles. This is important for considering green futures where, for
instance, circular economy principles and overall reduction in resource use might be essential
to success.

Second, GJPD needs to consider potential for different forms of economic futures, beyond a
focus on ‘high value’ industries. Deep decarbonization might not be possible within the current
focus on economic growth as a Key Performance Indicator for economic success, yet path devel-
opment literature has tended not to consider this possibility:

While mainstream economic geography is doing increasing research on green manufacturing and ser-

vices, with a few notable exceptions, its predominant conceptual approaches to emerging modes of econ-

omic orientation continue to examine economic transitions somewhat unreflexively within the context of

traditional growth paradigms. (Schulz & Bailey, 2014, p. 277)

GJPD could usefully investigate what regional path development might look like from a
degrowth perspective, and how this might support socially and environmentally positive out-
comes. Changing development logics means thinking about how alternative economic activities
might become embedded in places and regions. GJPD therefore requires moving beyond the
analysis of high-growth ‘frontier’ sectors to a clearer focus on supporting sectors and business
models that support alternative economic models, such as well-being economies, or focus on
reforming the foundational economy to support human and ecological well-being. Again,
this implies a ‘refocus from growth per se to purpose-driven economic strategies that prioritize
public services and redistribute incomes’ (Wahlund & Hansen, 2022, p. 171). This kind of
expanded gaze requires consideration of shifts across and relations between more than one
industry, or ‘interpath dynamics’ (Fraggenheim et al., 2020). This is particularly pertinent
when considering how regional path development might be trained towards circular economic
models essential to sustainability transitions. Here development of industrial symbiosis becomes
critical, requiring coordinated strategies of path development across different industries
(Henrysson & Nuur, 2021).

Third, thinking beyond frontier sectors requires a further expansion if we want to consider
path development as if it matters. This means supplementing a political economic gaze (as set
out by Mackinnon et al., 2019) with contributions from cultural economy to explore what
counts as economy in the first place. An expanded view of economic development would
account for a more diverse economic perspective (e.g., Gibson-Graham, 2006). This is partly
needed to better understand ‘classic’ path development through high-tech, high-growth indus-
try. For example, such growth increasingly implies a growing reliance on automated processes,
which has implications for where economic gains are realized. For instance, automation creates
uncertainty about how wealth creation is transferred to workers if the need for labour is reduced,
which in turn changes how we think about possibilities for locales to benefit from path devel-
opment processes. Considering path development as a process helps to expand our way of think-
ing about potential economic paths which do not foreground the formal, waged economy as the
primary source of well-being to people in communities.

An expanded view of ‘the economy’ in path development also means expanding views of
interpath dynamics: for instance, in some scenarios new industrial activities might displace
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informal subsistence activities (Bainton et al., 2021). Considering the economy in this way is
important to understanding path development because it helps us situate our understanding
of human ‘assets’ within systems of relation that produce conditions in particular places and
different industries. It also enjoins us to think more broadly about the outcomes of path devel-
opment processes, for instance: How does industrial change impact on, for example, the gen-
dered division of labour or other forms of intersectional inequalities? How do new industrial
developments impact on other pathways built on informal or subsistence economies?

3.3. An expanded view of labour
As noted in section 2, a concern for our reassessment of path development literature is to
emphasize different potential sources of agency within path development processes. These
sources include a range of actors often not considered within the path development literature,
such as civil society activists, community groups and individual citizens. We draw particular
attention to the potential agency of workers.

Labour processes in the path development literature have largely been framed as a question
of resource or ‘assets’: workers who can be harnessed to achieve path development goals through
either utilization of existing skills and knowledge or retraining to provide the required skills (at
the right price). Workers as assets which can support path development is one important way of
understanding industrial change. However, this viewpoint denudes labour of agency. We argue
for an expanded view of labour through a more detailed focus on how waged labour shapes and
is shaped by path development processes.

First, labour-perspective just transition literature reminds of workers’ roles as agents in shap-
ing path development through organized collective action, most commonly through trade
unions. The history of industrial change shows how path development shapes and is shaped
by labour agency. For instance, the birth of manufacturing also created physical spaces for labour
to organize on the shop floor and demand changes to working conditions, in turn prompting
change in industrial processes. Elsewhere, Mitchell (2009) discusses how a shift from coal-
to oil-based energy systems allowed for different ways of spatially organizing production pro-
cesses to initially limit opportunities for collective worker action. Massey (1984) also extensively
researched similar processes of labour control through her spatial divisions of labour approach to
economic geographies.

Further, the ‘unpredictability’ of human labour (especially its ability to exercise agency) is
linked tomechanization and automation of economic processes, driving innovation and industrial
change (Lin, 2022). Following this theme, growing literature on labour and decarbonization
highlights that green path development processes do not imply improved working conditions
(Pearse & Bryant, 2021; While & Eadson, 2022). Indeed, if we assume green path development
continues within prevailing economic restructuring logics, investment in new green plant, pro-
ducts and businesses potentially creates a point for reducing worker agency through automation
of processes, and continued casualization and flexibilization of what work remains (Lin, 2022).

Just transition literature has also shone a light on labour’s collective agency through trade
unions to accelerate and hinder green path development processes. As well as supporting better
working conditions for workers in green industries, research has found that primary concern for
workers’ welfare can lead to opposition to green industrial change. Normann and Tellmann
report on Norwegian petroleum unions proposing to ‘work actively to maintain and further
develop the oil and gas industry’ (LO Union, 2017, p. 257, cited in Normann & Tellmann,
2021). However, such trends are not universal. Stevis (2018) notes the spatially uneven nature
of unions’ approaches to green industrial change, which in the United States often relate to
interplay of political contexts at local, regional, state and national levels.

In summary, labour matters to understanding path development because worker agency can
make a difference to processes and outcomes of industrial change. Understanding outcomes for
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workers is also essential if we understand the purpose of economies (and, by extension, study of
path development) to support livelihoods and well-being. In that sense new path development
should support increased access to ‘good quality’ work (however that might be defined). Greater
focus on labour processes also matters because it highlights that path development is not a pol-
itically neutral process. Indeed, industrial change is marked by political struggle, often between
labour and ‘capital’ (see section 3.5). We also need to link understanding of diverse economic
pathways with relations between diverse forms of work which go beyond waged labour (as out-
lined in section 3.2).

3.4. An expanded view of place
Path development literature emphasizes the importance of place to economic development. Just
transition literature could benefit from greater engagement with path development concepts.
These concepts provide a basis for understanding how economic processes happen within
places, and increasingly incorporate how these place-based processes are situated within global
production networks and innovation systems: discussion that is often missing from place-based
just transition literature which tends to focus more on local experience of change (Stevis & Felli,
2020). Emerging work on green path development also identifies the need to consider effects of
industrial change beyond those places, for instance, other sites along systems of provision or
spatial displacement effects of closing high emissions industries in a place (Chlebna et al.,
2022). Understanding these spatial implications as well as firm decision-making and processes
of mobilizing institutions and assets for industrial change in just transition literature would be
particularly enhanced by reference to contributions from path development literature.

That said, there are calls for more theoretical engagement with ideas of place, as well as scale
and space within studies of green industrial change (Binz et al., 2020), and recent literature on
just transition taking a ‘sociology of place’ perspective can provide insights in support of this aim.
This literature has focused on how path dependent economic processes and activities become
internalized as local economic identities, which in turn play a role in reconfiguring places and
communities resulting from decarbonization processes. It emphasizes how change is antici-
pated, experienced and lived with ‘on the ground’ (Ceresola & Crowe, 2015; Evans & Phelan,
2016; Olson-Hazboun, 2018). Such literature also usefully complements existing concern for
materiality in path development (Steen & Njøs, 2019) to highlight the symbolic role of material
infrastructures, buildings, etc. in producing path dependent identities: for example, the dis-
mantled winding gear of a coal mine as often displayed at the boundary to former mining
towns in northern England as a reminder of place identity and heritage.

This literature also shows complex ways people make sense of change and what that might
mean for public acceptance of new path trajectories. For example, Mayer (2018) found that
communities historically dependent upon fossil fuel extraction are no more likely to support
packages for workers facing difficulties than other communities. This helps better understand
potential points of resistance or support in mobilizing different publics for industrial change.
Socio-cultural factors shape path development processes: social identities can be impacted by
industrial change, and these identities can also mediate other change processes.

Such an approach also points to difference within communities, and the importance of
recognizing legitimate difference, which is sometimes picked up in justice-perspective just tran-
sition literature as recognition justice:

acknowledgement of divergent identities, cultural histories, and power dynamics, and how these may

interact with proposed changes.… Space is particularly important to recognition justice in terms of

recognising specific place identities and how these may shape the acceptability of transition measures.

(Garvey et al., 2022, p. 2)
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Such recognition is important for understanding how different people might react to industrial
change as well as for producing just outcomes.

3.5. GJPD as a process of political struggle
The final point of our expanded gaze emphasizes path development as a process of political
negotiation and struggle. This understanding is central to labour-perspective just transition lit-
erature (Snell, 2018). To understand path development processes and outcomes, it is necessary
to study these negotiations.

It is potentially useful to consider GJPD as embroiled within a broader interplay of market
embedding and disembedding as detailed by Polanyi (1944). Regional path development is
partly about the possibility of harnessing economic flows to benefit a particular place, itself a
form of spatially embedding markets. Pragmatically GJPD involves continuing negotiation
between market and civic goals, which draws attention to different actors within processes of
path development. Here we need to pay attention to how different state, community, civil
society and trade union actors can engage with path development processes to socially embed
economic activities within places as forces for positive change for those places: for instance,
the creation of good or better working conditions and pay; better local environments; financial
flows into local infrastructure and amenities; etc.

Seeing path development as a political process also shifts our analytical gaze towards inves-
tigating how different ties are or are not formed between actors and the forms of power enacted
in doing so. This means focusing on how different groups of people and organizations are
brought together to what ends (Breul et al., 2021). But it also means more thoroughly interro-
gating what binds these groups together in pursuit of path development goals, and what
decision-making mechanisms and fora operate to negotiate actions towards those goals. How
those decision-making fora are convened, who is involved, what specific mechanisms and
devices are employed to hear different voices and make decisions is critically important to under-
standing how decisions are made (Marres & Lezaun, 2011). This is not just about who is
included in processes, but also how they are involved: What agency do different voices have
within decision-making? This is a question of procedural justice as highlighted in justice-per-
spective just transition literature (McCauley & Heffron, 2018).

It matters normatively to understand how dominant or hegemonic views are (re)produced,
but it also matters for understanding path dependency and change in path development, includ-
ing unpicking how logics and principles of development are (re)produced through such pro-
cesses. This helps to foreground questions of power, negotiation and conflict. Such analyses
require understanding of relative levels of resources among different actors, and interrogation
of decision-making processes or methods of participation. They also need to recognize conflict
and unresolved dilemmas as necessary, unavoidable aspects of participation, which are as impor-
tant to path development processes as consensus-building (Eadson & van Veelen, 2021). There
are also pragmatic reasons for considering how different publics are enrolled, mobilized or
excluded from path development processes. Citizens’ acceptance of new industrial pathways
can hinder or accelerate change processes, and the form of participation makes a difference
to public acceptance (Espert et al., 2016; Nurdiawati & Urban, 2022; Öhman et al., 2022).

4. IMPLICATIONS FOR GJPD AS THEORY OF CHANGE

A corollary of expanding our path development gaze is a reconsideration of how we conceptu-
alize path development as a theory of change.We build from our discussion above to set out four
implications for path development as theory of change, which is summarized in Figure 1.
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First, consideration for different potential economic models for path development (see sec-
tion 3.1) and for path development as a process of political struggle (see section 3.5) implies a
need for greater interrogation of logics of path development. As Pike et al. (2007, p. 1260) argue:

Individuals and institutions with social power and influence can seek to impose their specific interests

and visions of local and regional development but these may be contested.… It is, then, critical to

ask whose principles and values are being pursued in local and regional development.

We need to interrogate whose principles are being pursued but also what different logics are at
play and how they are reproduced through path development processes, as well as which (and
whose) logics or principles are excluded. In other words, who is driving change, to what end, and
what are the assumptions underpinning those goals? This matters for understanding potential
outcomes of path development as well as for examining the processes themselves, particularly
when seeking to understand who might benefit in what ways.

Figure 1. Green and just path development (GJPD) as theory of change.
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Second, our expanded gaze implies need to expand thinking about process and agency in path
development as set out above. This includes acknowledging a greater range of actors in path
development processes, unequal capabilities to exercise agency, and processes of negotiation
between different sets of actors. Figure 1 spotlights a zone of negotiation between different
actors, where focus on processes of assembling coalitions, and especially the dynamics of
inclusion, exclusion and maintenance of those coalitions is critical. The diagram contains
illustrative examples of key actors in those negotiations. It emphasizes workers and citizens
as important actors in path development (even where this importance is defined by absence
from formal decision-making mechanisms). Our conception especially requires attending to
decision-making processes and development and maintenance of different kinds of ties between
actors, focusing on who is included (and excluded) by what means.

The zone of negotiation is shaped through consideration of key analytical factors outlined in
our preceding discussion (see section 3): socio-technical and material, political economic, cul-
tural economic and sociology-of-place interpretations of change factors (acknowledging overlap
and connections between these approaches). Socio-technical and material factors is partly cov-
ered in existing literature on the overlaps between green transitions and path development – for
instance the role of innovation systems, and material resources – as well as questions about
specific devices and spaces of engagement and communication which are critical to the process
of negotiation, especially question framing and inclusion/exclusion of actors (Marres & Lezaun,
2011). Drawing from Mackinnon et al. (2019), political economic factors focus on how nego-
tiations are shaped by multilevel governance arrangements, systems of provision (and associated
value chains), and governance arrangements for other sets of actors beyond firms, which
includes labour regimes. Sociology of place factors encourage thinking how (for example) iden-
tity, lived experiences, memory and heritage shape negotiations and outcomes for industrial
change (see section 3.4). Finally, cultural economic factors prompt consideration of diverse
economic models and activities (see section 3.2), as well as how markets are constructed through
negotiation (Eadson & Foden, 2019) as part of path development processes. Figure 1 highlights
how principles and logics of path development feed into and are constructed by these nego-
tiations, as are different path development mechanisms identified in mainstream path develop-
ment literature which act as different drivers of change, like diversification, transplantation,
upgrading or indigenous innovation (Mackinnon et al., 2019).

Third, our discussion above argued to extend analysis of outcomes from first order outcomes
about the extent industries embed and grow or decline in places, to examining critical factors of
human and ecological well-being: livelihoods, participation in economic decision-making, rec-
ognition of differential rights and needs, and environmental impacts. This also means making
interrelations between different forms of outcome a focus of study: for instance, relations
between different forms of work, and between economic processes and place-making.

Finally, bringing this together, we need to interrogate how different kinds of logics and pro-
cesses lead to different outcomes for who and where. This requires paying particular attention to
spatial context and the variety of forms that path development takes in different settings. From
here we can build new, more variegated, typologies of path development that can account for the
variety of logics, processes and outcomes we need to investigate in order to further our under-
standing of path development. There is a challenge for empirical studies to engage with GJPD
to produce such typologies.

5. CONCLUSIONS

This article has set out how path development literature could usefully engage with just transition
concepts to enhance its power as a theory of change, in doing so developing a novel conception of
GJPD. This has implications for scholars of industrial change in different contexts across
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regional studies and economic geography, as well as for those who approach similar challenges
from the perspective of just transition, often situated within political geography or sociology.

When thinking about green path development, engaging with just transition reminds us
to consider path development as a more or less socially and spatially just process, with more
or less socially and spatially just outcomes. These are important because economic change
must be evaluated through its contribution to human and ecological well-being. Lessons
from path development scholarship to date are critical to unpicking these processes to
understand mobilization and modification of different types of assets, forms of entrepre-
neurship, and mechanisms of path creation. It will also require development of more var-
iegated typologies of path development to capture, for example, different models of
participation and decision-making and the different types of outcomes that result. For
instance, do different asset ownership structures, financial models or social dialogue pro-
cesses lead to different modes of path development? How does interaction with different
types of global systems of provision and associated divisions of labour impact on the benefits
people-in-places receive from new path developments? These more nuanced models are best
developed through bringing together theoretical insights with empirical research: a chal-
lenge for future research.

Further, arguably, a guiding concern of path development literature has been to understand
how industries emerge and evolve in some places and not in others rather than assess the logics
or outcomes for those processes beyond the location, growth and decline of different industries.
However the choice of analytical gaze and focus of such analysis on some aspects of change
rather than others is a normative decision. Arguing for a shift in that gaze to consider different
ways of looking at the path development ‘problem’ should not be seen as an attempt to impose a
normative framework on an ‘agnostic’ set of concepts: it is rather to expand thinking to better
account for change processes by situating them more fully within different social actions and
concerns. Changing our success parameters might also change how we seek out ‘successful’
path development cases. It will certainly require a more diverse empirical focus: it will remain
important to critically analyse path development through ‘high value’ innovation, and therefore
to consider emergent industries, but equally it will mean looking at how places foster well-being
through other path development routes.

In summary, a move towards a conception of GJPD is about acknowledging the potential
need to attend to different economic development logics to achieve economic development
that fosters human and ecological well-being. It is not enough to consider processes of economic
change on their own merits: the logics, processes and outcomes all require a more critical lens
utilizing a wider range of analytical tools. Fundamentally this is about producing a politics of
path development.
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