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Abstract

The focus of this research is on social justice issues in the transition to a low carbon future.
Our relationship with the environment, but also the relationships within our own species
and across species need to change to increase justice and sustainability via more even
distributions of power and resources. These relationships include, but are not limited to,
relations between global north and south, between rich and poor and between the human
and non-human world. These are issues of moral concern, as well as practical priorities
for individuals, all levels of government and organisations all over the world, either
because they are already suffering the effects of environmental problems, discrimination
and disadvantage, or because they need to reduce the negative impacts these issues could

have both now and in the future.

By focusing on just transition (both as a concept and a process), and linked to this, high
consumption, this research critically explores the social justice implications of low carbon
transitions at primarily the conceptual, but also the empirical level. It proposes generosity
as a guiding principle for low carbon transitions, as an alternative or complement to
justice, in order to overcome some of the limitations of justice when radical changes are
necessary, and to emphasise the need for more equitable resource distribution. This PhD
operated across multiple research projects and therefore required methodological
flexibility. As such, a range of complementary methodological tools were employed,
including literature reviews, semi-structured interviews, Q methodology and secondary

data analysis.

There are three primary contributions to knowledge associated with this programme of
research. Firstly, a conceptual contribution: by questioning the use of justice as the virtue
behind low carbon transitions and positioning generosity as an alternative guiding
principle, which, it is argued, can operate as a catalyst for justice. Secondly, a
methodological contribution, through a novel application of Q methodology to explore
policy makers’ perspectives about the operationalisation of a just transition in South
Yorkshire. And finally empirical contributions, by exploring just transition through a
detailed case study in South Yorkshire, contributing new insights into how just transitions
are interpreted within a particular place and the attendant implications for social justice;
and by investigating high consumption as a key, but overlooked social justice issue

associated with the transition to a low carbon future.



Acknowledgements

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my supervisors, Aimee Ambrose and Will
Eadson, for their support, guidance, and expertise throughout the entire journey of my
doctoral research. Your dedication to my academic and personal growth has been
instrumental in shaping this thesis and my development as a scholar. Your mentorship has

been truly inspiring.

I extend my heartfelt thanks to the Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research at
Sheffield Hallam University, where I had the privilege to conduct my research. The
resources, collaborative environment, and intellectual exchange within this research
centre were pivotal in the successful completion of this work. I am indebted to my

colleagues and fellow researchers for their camaraderie and insightful discussions.

To my beloved wife Joanne, your unwavering love, patience, and encouragement
sustained me during the most challenging phases of this journey. Your belief in me has

been my constant motivation, and I am deeply grateful for your support.

I also want to express my gratitude to my family. To my parents, Marisa and Pablo, your
endless support, encouragement, and belief in my abilities have been the foundation upon
which I have built my path. To my sister, Eva, your commitment to making the world a
better place has been an inspiration to me throughout this journey. Your unique blend of

humour and profound understanding has been immensely important.

Lastly, I extend my gratitude to all those whose work, research, and contributions have
laid the groundwork for my own. Their dedication to advancing knowledge has been a

source of inspiration.

This thesis is a culmination of the collective effort, encouragement, and support from all
of you. I am genuinely appreciative of the support and resources that allowed me to

dedicate myself to my studies.

Thank you all for being a part of this remarkable chapter in my life.



Table Of Contents

Candidate Declaration .................coooiiiiiiiiiii e e i
ADSEFACE ..o e et et e bt et b ebeeebeeeteeen il
ACKNOWIEAZEIMENTS...........ooiiiiiiiiiiiiieec ettt et s tee e et eee e e etree s esebeeeeneans il
Table of COMENLS ..........cccoooiiiiiiiiiiie e et eee e saee e s e see e ens v
List of Tables and FigUres ..............cccccciiviiiiiiii it e s e erree e e e v
Lo INEOAUCTION ....cooiniiiiiiiii et ettt 1
1.1 Social Justice in Low Carbon TranSitions...........c..eeeeeveererveeeeeeriveeesneneennns 4
1.2 JUSE TTANSIEION ..uteienieieniiieiiietee sttt ettt e et et eeateeenneeeaneeens 7
1.3 AIMS and ObBJECHIVES .....oeviiriiiieeeiiiieciieee e eieeeerree et ee e ereeaeaeeereaeeseeree s 18
2. MEEROAS. ..o e s 21
2.1 Research Philosophy and Analytical Framework............ccccccevvvieniieennnenne 21
2.2 POSTHONAITLY....cceiiiiiiiiieieitiiee e ettt e e et sree e sasbee s etaeaesnsreee s 27
2.3 Outputs and Methods Used .........cccueeeeciiiieiiiieier e 28
3. PubliCations.......cocoiiiiiiiie e e e 37
3.1 High consumption, an unsustainable habit that needs more attention.......... 37
3.2 Lessons for a Just Transition from the COVID-19 pandemic...................... 67
3.3 Transitions for zero carbon futures: from just to generous...............ccuveenee. 88

3.4 What is an urban just transition? Grappling with an unsettled concept in an
INAUSIIAL TEZIOM ...cevieiieiieieiiiees e ettt e e e et e e s ereeeaeesesrereeseereeaens 120
3.5 Uneven consumption and the work of being a high consumer .................. 139
3.6 Alternatives to justice for a thriving transition............ccceeeeeveeeervveeeeeennen. 161

3.7 High consumers of energy and resources and the work of being wealthy:

towards a research agenda ............eeeevviieeiiiieeit e e e 180
3.8 High consumption in the UK: an exploration of secondary data ............... 193
3.9 It’s high time to talk about the climate impacts of high consumers........... 212
4. Discussion and Conclusion..............ccocciiiiiiiin i, 221
4.1 INEOAUCEION ...ttt et e ettt e e eens 221
4.2 Aims, Objectives and Research Questions Revisited..........cccoeeevvieinneene 225
4.3 KEY FINAINES ..oeeeiiiiieiieieciiie ettt ee s e cree e enveaeesssseeeenneneas 237
4.4 Contribution to the LIterature............ccoovveiiieriieni s 241
4.5 Summary of LIMItations ..........cccevvvieriieieeiiieiieeeeeeeeerieeeeeveeeeeneesveeeeneis 243
4.6 Directions for Future Research...........ccoueeviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiecee e 244
4.7 CONCIUSION. ....ueiiiiieiiiieeiiie ettt sttt e eetee s st ste e enteesaraeens 245
REFEIENCES ........ooiiiiiiiiiiie ettt e 247
Appendix A: Level of Contribution for Each Publication..................................... 257
Appendix B: Q-S0rt ANalySis ............cccooviiiiiiiiiiir e e 261



List of Tables and Figures

Table 1. List of publications ..........c.ovuiiiiiiiii i, 2
Table 2. Ten broad personal values and their defining goals (Schwartz, 2022) ....22
Table 3. Overview of methods applied..............oooviiiiiiiiiiiie 25
Table 4. Data sources for secondary analysis ............c.ooevviiiiiiiinriiiinnennnn. 31

Figure 1. Proposed circular motivational continuum of 19 values with sources that

underlie their order (Schwartz ef al., 2012)...........ccooiiiiiiininn.n. 23



Vi



Chapter 1. Introduction

The function of this chapter is to briefly introduce the focus of my research, the questions
and issues it is concerned with, the contributions it makes and to set them in the context
of key concepts and arguments from the literature. This thesis is comprised of a set of
publications united by a focus on social justice in the context of low carbon transitions.
As the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2023) states in its latest report,
human emission of greenhouse gases (GHG) has caused global heating. We reached a
1.1°C increase in global surface temperature above 1850-1900 levels between 2011-2020.
The report also states that unsustainable energy use, land use, lifestyles, and patterns of
consumption and production have all contributed to that temperature increase.
Importantly, historical and ongoing contributions vary significantly between and within

regions, countries, and between households and individuals.

Climate change caused by human actions is already impacting weather and climate
extremes worldwide, causing widespread harm to food and water security, human health,
economies, society, and nature. The IPCC report explains how this harm is felt most
acutely by vulnerable communities who have historically contributed the least in terms of
GHG emissions. The communities and ecosystems that are at the greatest risk are those
that are already in a fragile state, such as coastal communities, small island nations, and
areas dealing with issues related to food and water scarcity. For a transition to a low-
carbon future to be just, emissions reduction must be combined with achieving a safe,

prosperous and self-determined future for groups most at risk.

My research (see Table 1 for a list of publications) has been concerned with critically
exploring the just transition concept, commonly used by researchers and policy makers
in the context of transitions to low carbon societies and economies. Understanding just
transition in a more all-encompassing manner than is typical within scholarship in this
area, | have explored issues around those who have historically benefitted most from
carbon-intensive systems and are causing the most emissions, as they are better placed to
reduce their impact while maintaining reasonable living standards than other population
groups. This began with an exploration of consumption inequality and particularly
arguing for a greater focus in policy and research on domestic high consumers of energy,
transport and food, and the value of targeting them with consumption reduction policy

initiatives. I then undertook work in South Yorkshire using a mixed-methods approach of



my own design (Q methodology and semi-structured interviews). This project explored
how decision-makers interpret the concept of just transition within a specific, place-based
context in an old industrial metropolitan region. The selection of this case study stemmed
from a gap in academic literature: despite the considerable attention devoted to the
concept of just transition, there remains a distinct lack of explicit investigation into the
perspectives and viewpoints held by policy stakeholders on the topic of urban just
transitions. This study sought to address this critical void by examining how these
stakeholders perceived and interpreted the notion of urban just transitions in the context
of the specific places in which they work, and what approaches to operationalisation of
just transition they envisioned. This work prompted me to take a step back and question
something that appears somewhat taken for granted within scholarship surrounding low
carbon transitions, by critically exploring whether justice is in fact the right concept to
underpin our transition towards a low carbon society and to experiment with alternative

guiding principles, such as generosity and care.

This programme of research — which was advanced through my participation in a series
of research projects undertaken with my supervisors and independently — resulted in the

following set of publications, which form the foundation of my PhD submission

(compiled in chapter 3):
Publication | Title Type of publication Level of
number contribution
1 High consumption, an Journal article (published) | First author

unsustainable habit that
needs more attention Journal: Energy Research

& Social Science

2 Lessons for a Just Book chapter (in press) Sole author
Transition from the
COVID-19 pandemic Book Title: Making a
Global Just Transition

Possible

Editors: Darren McCauley,
Tracy-Lynn Field, Raphael
Heffron, and Iain Todd.
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Publisher: Edward Elgar
Publishing Ltd

Transitions for zero
carbon futures: from just

to generous

Journal article (under

review)

Journal: Futures

Sole author

What is an urban just Journal article (being Second
transition? Grappling with | revised) author
an unsettled concept in an
industrial region Journal: European Urban

and Regional Studies
Uneven consumption and | Book chapter (in press) Second
the work of being a high author
consumer Book Title: Post-Carbon

Inclusion

Editors: Ralph Horne,

Aimee Ambrose, Gordon

Walker, Anitra Nelson.

Publisher: Bristol

University Press
Alternatives to justice for | Book chapter (in press) Second
a thriving transition author

Book Title: Post-Carbon

Inclusion

Editors: Ralph Horne,

Aimee Ambrose, Gordon

Walker, Anitra Nelson.

Publisher: Bristol

University Press
High consumers of energy | Conference proceedings Contributing
and resources and the (published) author




work of being wealthy: ECEEE 2022 Summer
towards a research agenda | Study on energy

efficiency: agents of

change.
8 High consumption in the | Project report (published) | First author
UK: an exploration of CRESR
secondary data Report for South

Yorkshire Sustainability

Centre
9 It’s high time to talk about | Project report (published) | Contributing
the climate impacts of CRESR author

high consumers

Table 1. List of publications

1.1 Social Justice in Low Carbon Transitions

Historically, the study of justice has focused on what people owe one another, and what
obligations human beings might have to treat each other fairly in a range of domains,
including over matters of recognition and distribution. Before the 1990s, political
philosophers theorised about justice mostly in relation to the state, but contemporary
phenomena like intensified globalisation and potentially catastrophic ecological collapse
have expanded thinking about justice issues to a global scale (Brock & Hassoun, 2023).
Social justice is, in general, a societal value founded on equality and fairness principles.
Therefore, morality, or the values on which people base judgments on right and wrong,
underpin social justice (Tanner & Harvey, 2013). This creates multiple, subjective
interpretations of equity and social justice, not least in the context of equitable low carbon
development. For example, some focus on living members of our species, such as
utilitarian views that usually call for ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’
(Bentham, 1996). Others focus on inter-generational equity (Page, 2006) or extend equity

considerations to other species or even the non-living world (Pepper, 1993).

Social justice is fundamentally a principle which applies to the division of benefits and
the allocation of burdens within a group, “a just distribution justly arrived at” (Harvey,
1988 p. 98). It is also a principle associated with the institutional arrangements which
guide the activities of production and distribution. It is therefore a manifestation of both

distributional justice and procedural justice, but its applications are arguably a
4



manifestation of generosity as well, because questions of what is to be distributed and
among whom are of central importance for social justice to be achieved. As will be
explored, I posit that the application of generosity as a guiding principle can help ensure
that more types of benefits and burdens and more social groups are considered in the

pursuit of social justice.

The recognition that social justice and sustainability are interrelated concepts has grown
through public and academic discourse. This recognition has primarily been driven by the
environmental perspective that acknowledges that without incorporating social concerns,
any ecological agenda, including sustainability, cannot extend beyond a conservation
agenda (Tanner & Harvey, 2013). Agyeman and Evans (2004) argue that while
'environmental' sustainability is essential, sustainability cannot be limited to an
environmental concern. For a society to be truly sustainable, broader social needs, social

welfare, and economic opportunity must be integrated with ecological concerns.

It is vital to mitigate climate change and adapt to it as part of the transition to a more
sustainable world (Tanner & Harvey, 2013), but climate change mitigation and adaptation
policies must not neglect their own impacts on inequalities. All human developments are
founded on the Earth's system. Therefore, further widespread human welfare
enhancements must also ensure the sustainability of the planetary system (Rockstrom et
al.,2009). One of the ways to achieve such sustainability is to avoid harmful interference
with the planetary climate system through GHG emissions, which place inequitable
burdens on those least responsible for the interference (Adger er al., 2006). Another
approach entails implementing low carbon transitions that specifically counter poverty,
inequity, and inequality, such as supporting indigenous communities to protect forests
through payment or widening access to clean energy for more people to enjoy the

associated health benefits (Angelsen et al., 2012).

There are moral and ethical concerns underpinning the transition to a more sustainable
world (Tanner & Harvey, 2013). In particular, there are ethical concerns with low carbon
transition approaches that impose GHG emissions mitigation obligations on developing
nations that have historically contributed little to the climate change problem (Barker et
al., 2008). Such ethical concerns are especially prominent when considering low-income
countries whose industrialisation levels remain low. These nations have a history of low
emissions and currently have low per capita emissions, although the situation is complex

due to factors like net emission transfer from developed countries and outsourcing of
5



carbon-intensive production, both measured at the national level (Jiang er al., 2018).
Additionally, these low-income nations are often afforded less power in the context of
international negotiations regarding climate change and how to counter it. Consequently,
this procedural inequity generates distributive inequity by creating barriers to equitable
decision-making (Adger ef al., 2006). Any initiatives towards a more sustainable future
need to take into account that poor people are more likely to suffer environmental damage
than rich people, and communities which have been discriminated against due to
colonialism and racism have a greater chance of suffering it than white people (Martinez

Alier, 2003, 2020).

No single definition exists for the concept of social justice in the context of low carbon
transitions. Different groups interpret the relationship between social justice and climate
change differently based on their particular values and interests (Adger et al., 2006).
Coming up with a common standardised framework for ensuring a balance between low
carbon goals and social justice equality and fairness goals still presents a significant
challenge (Drupp et al., 2021), but a deliberation and negotiation process involving all
stakeholders and underpinned by a shared vision for socially just low carbon transitions
is critical to moving to a more sustainable world (Barker ef al., 2008). The IPCC (2018)
identified public participation in adaptation planning as a means to enhance capacity to
cope with climate change risks, not only to increase knowledge sharing, but also to

mitigate any potential resistance and unanticipated consequences of adaptation measures.

Building upon the insights gained from this literature, my research has been shaped by a
comprehensive understanding of the evolution of justice concepts, especially in the
context of low carbon transitions and sustainability. This broader perspective extends
beyond traditional notions of justice, encompassing the interconnectedness of social
justice and environmental sustainability. Additionally, it has prompted me to explore
alternative guiding principles such as generosity and care as potential foundations for
transitioning to a low carbon society. This body of literature has also highlighted the
moral and ethical dimensions of climate change mitigation, particularly regarding the
historical contributions and power dynamics within and between nations, and emphasised
the importance of inclusive stakeholder engagement and public participation in shaping

socially just low carbon transitions.



1.2 Just Transition

1.2.1 History and current importance of the just transition concept

The following sections summarise the history of the just transition concept and some of
the key challenges policy makers and scholars face, in order to set the scene for my
critique of just transition. The just transition movement developed in the US during the
1980s and 1990s, by organised workers who saw their industries endangered (Abraham,
2017; Doorey, 2016; Pinker, 2020). As environmental regulations threatened jobs that
relied on fossil fuels, unions tried to achieve just transitions for their workers. These were
programmes that guaranteed re-training, new jobs or early retirement for workers
displaced by new environmental legislation. Environmental justice organisations also
collaborated in forging just transition strategies. While recognising the imperative to
gradually eliminate industries that were detrimental to the well-being of workers,
community health, and the environment, these strategies aimed to establish fair and

equitable opportunities for workers to transition to alternative employment.

This approach was therefore founded on the joint efforts of labour and environmental
organisations in advocating for a shift away from environmentally harmful industries, in
solidarity with communities directly impacted by these industries. For example, in the
late 1990s the OCAW union promoted just transition as a response to a prevalent threat
of destroying jobs, wielded by many employers to maintain the loyalty of workers who
might otherwise oppose their company's exploitative or environmentally damaging
practices (Young, 1998). This divisive tactic often led to the fragmentation of natural
allies, including trade unions, environmental organisations, and community activists,
rather than their coming together in a united front against employers willing to prioritise
profit over protecting the environment and preserving jobs. The just transition approach
envisioned by OCAW advocated for a fundamental principle: that workers who lost their
jobs due to trade agreements or the prohibition or gradual elimination of toxic substances
should not experience a net loss of income. They should not bear a disproportionate
burden, in the form of their own lost wages, to achieve broader societal objectives related
to global trade, environmental regulation, or corporate profit. Moreover, just transition
acknowledged the severe repercussions of layoffs on communities and proposed
comprehensive community support, including full compensation and reparations for
damages such as the loss of tax revenue. This historical example underscores how the

collaboration between environmental and labour organisations has significantly shaped
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the development of the just transition concept. However, this collaboration is not
universal. Trade unions can sometimes oppose climate policies because they fear that
ambitious mitigation measures would lead to job losses (Vesa et al., 2020). This raises
the question of whether the divisive tactics opposed in the past by the development of the

just transition concept are still relevant today.

In the UK, the Committee on Climate Change (2019) stated that ensuring a just transition
is very important for a net-zero emissions target, given the large and rapid changes
required. It warned the UK government that if the potential negative impacts of moving
towards net-zero emissions are not managed, and if those affected are not engaged in the
debate, the transition will stall due to opposition. The decarbonisation of energy systems
will impact workers in industries which depend on fossil fuels and the communities in
which they live (Healy & Barry, 2017; Johnstone & Hielscher, 2017). The social and
economic impacts of a transition to a low carbon economy will not be distributed fairly
between people and places, with places that lose jobs and those who lack the skills and
resources to invest in energy efficiency and low-carbon technologies in clear

disadvantage (While & Eadson, 2019).

My research has been significantly influenced by the historical development of the just
transition concept, tracing its roots back to the organised efforts of workers and
environmental activists (see publications 2, 3, 4 and 6). This historical backdrop
highlights the need to address the potential negative impacts of transitioning to a low-
carbon economy on workers and communities, by prioritising people’s wellbeing and
environmental sustainability. Ensuring a fair transformation of current practices towards
a more sustainable future will require robust collaboration, active engagement of multiple
stakeholders, and a fundamental rethinking of governance approaches to optimise
resource utilisation. By integrating sustainability considerations into policy frameworks,
establishing clear regulatory guidelines, fostering collaboration, implementing incentive
(and disincentive) mechanisms, and enhancing transparency and accountability, a
comprehensive governance strategy could mitigate the potential challenges associated
with the transition and also propel society towards a more equitable, sustainable, and

resilient future.

1.2.2 International examples of just transition frameworks
In the last decade there seems to be a wide international agreement about using ‘just

transition’ as a framework that combines the protection of the environment with job
8



creation in a socially just way (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013; Pinker, 2020). For example,
the International Labour Organization (ILO, 2015) approved the guidelines for a just
transition towards environmentally sustainable economies and societies for all, and The
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UFCCC, 2020) released a
technical paper with the main objective of assisting countries “in the process of just
transition of their national workforces, and the creation of decent work and quality jobs

in relation to the implementation of climate change mitigation policies” (p.5).

The EU announced The Just Transition Mechanism, which aims to ensure that the
transition towards a climate-neutral economy happens in a fair way and leaves no one
behind (European Commission, 2020). In Canada, the federal government created the Just
Transition Task Force for Canadian Coal Power Workers and Communities, which aims
at facilitating its phase-out of coal (Government of Canada, 2019). Similarly, the Scottish
government held a Just Transition Commission between 2019 and 2021 and a second

Commission began in 2022 (Scottish Government, 2020, 2023).

In all these cases, governments are collaborating with key stakeholders (e.g., industry
representatives, trade unions, NGOs, community organisations) to manage major and
politically challenging transitions. As the socio-economic and industrial context where
the just transition needs to take place will vary, a vital part of the process is correctly
identifying and creating the conditions for all stakeholders to be part of the decision-
making process, especially those who are more likely to be negatively affected by
decarbonisation. Additionally, it is imperative to ensure that the transformative essence
of the concept is preserved and that the principles of a just transition are not diluted or co-
opted by governments or companies making false claims of supporting a just transition
merely for appearances. Genuine commitment to a just transition necessitates more than
collaboration; it demands a steadfast dedication to equity and the well-being of all,
especially those most vulnerable to the impacts of decarbonisation. Publications 3 and 6
delve into the ethical underpinnings of the just transition concept, proposing generosity
and care as alternatives or complements for the principle of justice in guiding this

transformation.

1.2.3 A multifaceted concept of just transition
Contemporary scholars associate different meanings to the term ‘just transition’, beyond
its original use in the 1990s. For example, Heffron & McCauley (2018) identified three

research areas operating independent versions of just transition frameworks:
9



. Climate justice literature emphasises sharing the benefits and burdens of climate

change from a human rights perspective.

. Energy justice uses an energy life-cycle perspective and looks at how every

individual’s right to a share of energy to meet their needs is met.

. Environmental justice aims to involve all citizens in the development,

implementation and enforcement of environmental laws.

Heffron & McCauley (2018) draw on those three previously mentioned research areas, as
well as legal geography to propose the JUST framework, a just transition framework that
is intended to be results-driven. The framework uses five key forms of justice
(distributive, procedural, restorative, recognition and cosmopolitan), as well as an
awareness of issues related to location and time to address key questions that need to be
resolved under each element of justice and within the limited timeframes for action.
Heffron (2020) has recently used the framework to explore justice issues in mineral
extraction. Publication 2 examines the impact the COVID-19 pandemic could have on the
achievement of a just transition in the medium to long-term future from the perspectives
of those five tenets of energy justice, to facilitate the identification of unjust practices as
well as explore some opportunities and challenges for a just transition in a post-pandemic
world. These forms of justice are yet to be fully integrated in a just transition policy
framework. Publication 2 points at the possibility of doing so and the strengths and

limitations associated to such a framework.

1.2.4 Participating in a just transition: who matters, to who?

Although the term ‘just transition’ might be useful to overcome the dichotomy of
‘environment or jobs’, it also requires a clear vision of what is just and what the transition
should aim for. The widespread use of the concept might create difficulties in terms of
priorities and definition that did not exist 30 years ago and dilute the strength of ‘just
transition’ as a plausible integration of the labour movement, the environmental
movement, civil society organisations, political organisations, and researchers for a
common goal (improving the quality of the environment and ensuring the well-being of

all).

In practice, cooperation between agents of the state, unions, and private companies often

reinforces the power of relatively small groups of people in policy formation (Crepaz &

Lijphart, 1995; Brand & Pawloff, 2014; Della Porta, 2006). This can block necessary
10



transformations for a just transition and contrasts with more democratic understandings
of decision-making and agenda-setting. However, as Scruggs (1999), Crouch (2006) and
Abraham (2017) noted, interest groups, through effective negotiation and agreement,
could also generate economic adjustments to compensate those affected negatively by

new environmental regulation.

According to McCauley & Heffron (2018), the process of moving towards a post-carbon
society must seek fairness and equity with regards to different dimensions of inequality,
such as ethnicity, income, gender and other issues related to global justice, within both
developed and developing countries. This transition must take place at a global scale and
connect effectively with multi-scalar realities at the same time. It requires the
development of principles, tools and agreements that ensure both a fair and equitable
transition for all individuals and communities. In practice, there is some evidence of the
appropriation and manipulation of the concept by actors that are more interested in
greenwashing that just transitions (Stevis & Felli, 2020). As Bainton et al. (2021)
explained, few major mining companies have engaged with the just transition concept
yet, but the ones which have done so seem to have anticipated the position different
stakeholders will expect from them (in terms of corporate social responsibility).
Consequently, they are meeting shareholders expectations by framing their commitments
to the environment, communities and workers as part of a just transition. As well as using
the term to improve their reputation, co-opting the discourse of their critics might also be
a way to achieve a gradual creep in the meaning of ‘just transition’ so it aligns with the
companies’ interests without the need to alter their practices in a significant manner. For
example, framing purely financial decisions as ethically considered steps towards a just

transition.

Heffron & McCauley’s (2022) critical examination of current just transition policies
reveals a concerning trend: the gradual phasing out of the fossil fuel industry, starting
with coal, may not effectively facilitate the global shift toward low-carbon economies.
The creation of EU just transition funds could inadvertently lead to ongoing subsidies for
the fossil fuel sector, as coal, oil, and gas will need to be phased out in turn. This approach
might unintentionally prolong the transition period, hindering progress in achieving the
Energy & Climate 2030 goals and targets (European Commission, 2021). According to
the same authors, we have witnessed a reluctance to subsidise renewable energy in recent

years. However, during the same period, there has been growing support for just transition
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policies that inadvertently provide subsidies to the fossil fuel industry. This makes clear
that standard market dynamics are not being applied to the fossil fuel sector. The
progressively decreasing costs of renewable energy technologies, and the stance of public
policy and legislation against fossil fuel intensive processes should mean that these

industries become less competitive and attract less funding.

Literature which critically examines just transition has significantly shaped my research
by shedding light on the evolution of the concept, its multiple interpretations and its
growing prominence in various contexts (academic, policy, industry). This has brought
to the forefront the challenges arising from its broad utilisation, particularly the struggles
related to setting priorities, establishing clear definitions and misappropriation for
commercial interests. Furthermore, this literature has underscored the importance of
recognising the dynamics of power within collaborations among state entities, unions,
and private companies, which can either facilitate or hinder essential transformations. It
has also emphasised the need to address multiple dimensions of inequality, such as
ethnicity, income, and gender and intersections between them, at both global and local
levels in the pursuit of a socially just transition. Additionally, this literature has drawn
attention to the potential co-optation and manipulation of the 'just transition' concept by
actors with varying interests, raising concerns about its potential dilution and deviation

from its transformative roots.

1.2.5 Balancing Low Carbon Transitions: Development, Justice, and Social
Considerations

Low carbon transitions from fossil fuel to renewable energy sources have great potential
to provide solutions on a global scale to the challenge of minimising GHG emissions,
hence reducing the rate of climate change and increasing access to clean, affordable
energy. These solutions are especially critical at a time characterised by increased
environmental changes driven by the increased focus on international economic
development (Valentine et al., 2019). As mentioned above, the international policy
community recognises that low carbon transitions are part of a process of change that
simultaneously meets several goals, including facilitating access to renewable energy,
making the economy environmentally sustainable, providing decent work, and reducing
poverty (Siciliano et al., 2021). Importantly, these transitions must achieve these goals
while ensuring climate change mitigation and environmental protection and repair

(Prober et al., 2019), but there is often an emphasis on economic growth and employment.
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Therefore, some argue that while low carbon transitions integrate climate change
objectives with development goals, they prioritise development (Fisher, 2013). This
development-first approach is based on the idea that sustainable development strategies
that facilitate social and economic prosperity while tackling climate change reinforce each

other mutually (Sathaye et al., 2007).

However, critics of this approach highlight that this agenda does not consider equity and
justice principles, instead taking a "techno-managerial" strategy that excludes the
procedural and distributional aspects of social justice (Munro, van der Horst, & Healy,
2017). They therefore argue that it is necessary to incorporate justice-based strategies for
equity in resource allocation and access, as well as better decision-making regarding
energy (Sovacool et al., 2021). Civil society and governmental actors have increasingly
highlighted the importance of and urgency for integrating social justice principles in the
transition to a more sustainable low-carbon world (Sovacool et al., 2021). Climate justice
and energy justice have emerged as crucial principles in the pursuit of a just transition
towards a more sustainable world. These concepts stem from the imperative to integrate
social justice considerations into transition efforts, particularly with regard to equitable

decision-making processes and the fair distribution of costs and benefits (Jenkins, 2018).

Part of my research (see publications 1 and 8) has had a particular focus on energy use
and energy generation, which are key issues in relation to climate change mitigation.
Together, power generation and transport accounted for more than two thirds of all GHG
emissions in 2019. The industry and buildings sectors accounted for the majority of the
remaining third (IEA, 2021). The concept of energy justice becomes relevant, and is
particularly useful for linking policy and technology with the underpinning philosophical
and ethical issues that shape energy systems (Guruswamy, 2010; Sovacool & Dworkin,
2014; Pellegrini-Masini et al., 2020). This concept becomes central when thinking about
how to apply justice principles (mainly distributional, procedural, and recognition justice)
to energy policy, energy production, energy consumption, energy activism, energy
security and climate change (Jenkins et al., 2016). However, it is important to examine
the causes of injustice as well as identifying what those injustices are. This involves
recognising that energy injustices are often related to large-scale and centralised energy
systems and decision-making processes which are distanced from users, as well as

political, economic, and technical ideologies which perceive conflicts (across places and
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generations) as the unfortunate but unavoidable results of industrial success (Lee &

Byrne, 2019).

Current research also draws out the importance of approaches that feature better
consideration and inclusion of the social dimensions in the decision-making processes
associated with the transition to a more sustainable world. Essentially, just transitions
should involve the equitable participation of various private and public social entities,
such as individuals, civil societies, government agencies, and businesses (McCauley et
al., 2019). This argument posits that achieving socially just low carbon transitions must
entail recognising the diverse social needs and priorities of different parties, ultimately
fostering shared interests (Roberts & Parks, 2006). This involves acknowledging and
incorporating the priorities and perspectives that various sections of society hold
regarding just low carbon transitions. These sections include individuals and groups
involved in policies and projects design and implementation and those affected by these
policies and projects (Williams & Doyon, 2019). It is important to realise that power
disparities often result in the exclusion of many people from decision-making processes,
which raises doubts about the recognition of their needs. The exclusion of these people
could be motivated by a lack of empathy, mediated by place and identity, which can be

linked to a disregard for environmental protection (Brown et al., 2019).

As mentioned above, the 'just transition' concept can be seen as a tool for ensuring a fair
and equitable transition to a low carbon future which has gained significant traction in the
last decade (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013; ILO, 2015; Pinker, 2020). As such, it can be used
to help address the equity and justice dimensions associated with tackling and adapting

to climate change, but it has certain limitations which are summarised below:

e Lack of clarity: The term 'just transition' is often used without a clear definition,
leading to confusion about its meaning. Different stakeholders may have different
interpretations of the concept, which can lead to challenges in implementation and
misappropriation (Wang & Lo, 2021).

e Lack of implementation: Despite being widely discussed, the implementation of
just transition' policies has been limited (Snell, 2018). This may be due to lack of
political will, funding, and capacity at the local, regional, and national levels.

e Limited focus: The concept of 'just transition' has primarily focused on the impact

that the move to a low-carbon future has on male miners and their communities.
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While this is an important aspect, it overlooks the complex gender dimension of
the transition (Walk et al., 2021), as well as the impact on vulnerable groups such
as children, and low-income households. Also, the 'just transition' concept often
focuses on the transition from carbon-intensive industries to low-carbon
alternatives, but it may not fully address the systemic changes needed to achieve
a truly sustainable and just society. For example, issues which arise from historical
injustice (such as “rent theft” and “the crime of poverty”) must be addressed or
campaigns for a just transition that promote a cleaner energy system will end up
reproducing the central problems associated to inequality (Obeng-Odoom, 2021).

e Tension with economic growth: There is a tension between the 'just transition'
concept and the drive for economic growth. Some argue that a move to a more
sustainable future and a 'just transition' can only be achieved if economic growth
is limited or halted (Burke, 2020; Barry, 2021), while others argue that economic
growth is necessary to fund the transition and can be one of the aims of a just
transition (Zhang & Wang, 2018; Loewen, 2022).

e Power imbalances: The 'just transition' concept often assumes a level playing
field, where all actors have equal power to negotiate the terms of the transition.
However, power imbalances between different stakeholders can make it difficult

to achieve a truly just transition (Eberhard, 2021).

1.2.5 Just transition and high consumption

High consumption is not generally addressed in just transition literature, but it is arguably
a key issue if we are to achieve justice in low carbon transitions, and particularly relevant
when thinking of just transition as a whole-system approach to justice in the transition
process, which can help in identifying systemic solutions encompassing environmental
and socio-economic considerations (e.g. Abram et al., 2022). Studies reveal that
consumption is a more relevant factor for global environmental impacts than other
socioeconomic, demographic and material determinants (Wiedenhofer et al., 2013).
Consumption has a strong correlation with income. Accordingly, the income inequalities
that characterise today's capitalist world translate to significant consumption inequalities,
which in turn generate unequal environmental impacts. According to Teixido-Figueras et
al. (2016) income distribution is the main contributor to the distribution of materials and

fossil energy. This supports the idea that the world's wealthiest citizens contribute
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disproportionately to and drive the most significant global environmental impacts

(Nielsen et al., 2021).

More specifically, overconsumption is made problematic by the fact that the
contemporary world features a predominantly linear economic model. This model entails
extracting environmental resources, transforming them into products, using them, and
discarding them. Studies have established a positive relationship between affluence and
biophysical resource consumption. These growth-driven economic models have, in
addition to increasing income inequality, exacerbated resource consumption and the
associated ecological stresses on vital planetary support structures (Wiedmann et al.,

2020).

Accordingly, because consumption levels determine the total environmental impacts,
there is a need to address income and consumption inequalities by reducing consumption
in addition to greening it (Dyrstad et al., 2019). Sustainability approaches can help
identify opportunities for waste reduction, needs reassessment, and product innovation
towards reducing resource overconsumption and contributing positively towards
achieving a more sustainable world. Such approaches are critical to reducing the existing
inequalities within and between the world's nations while ensuring the fulfilment of the

UN Sustainable Development Goals (Wiedmann et al., 2020).

One such approach is implementing a circular economy, which acknowledges the finite
nature of environmental resources. It is hence designed to maintain the circulation of these
resources for the most extended period possible by adopting strategies like repairing,
recycling, sharing, reusing, and remanufacturing (Schroder, 2020). In addition to focusing
primarily on developing strategies and technologies that maintain the continued
circulation of these resources, a circular economy also incorporates the concepts of
natural systems restoration, the substitution of non-renewable materials with renewable
ones, and wastage elimination. Along this line of thinking, degrowth proponents focus on
decreasing material and energy consumption, which would most likely result in a GDP
decline (Kallis, 2011). Their main objective is to meet basic human needs and ensure a
‘good life’ (Rosa & Henning, 2017), while reducing the environmental impact of the
economy to a sustainable level, looking at building a fair system for all. This would
represent a shift from capitalist economies and a transition towards more ecologically

viable economic models (Fournier, 2008; Jackson, 2009; Kallis, 2011; Foster, 2011),
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which involves valuing well-being, sustainability and equity indicators over GDP when

assessing progress.

However, it is also critical to establish the potential impacts that such a restructuring will
cause. For instance, transitioning to a more just circular economic model will potentially
have negative implications on several low- and middle-income nations that are heavily
reliant on linear industries like mining, agriculture, textiles, production on non-repairable
consumer goods, and exporting these products to higher-income countries. The need for
social justice manifests in the fact that these nations will require the international
community's support through targeted aid programmes, especially if the global demand
for the commodities they export declines. The economic model restructuring will also
potentially impact the employment sector. Accordingly, it is crucial to integrate social
protection measures to protect the poor from carrying potential consequences of the
circularity model, such as worsening health impacts, reduced job opportunities, increased

unemployment, or poorer working conditions (Schrdéder, 2020).

High consuming households in the developed world have rarely been the focus of
academic studies or policy initiatives, although they arguably have a huge potential to
reduce their environmental impact without compromising wellbeing. The study of high
consumers is also bound up with issues of energy justice, as data suggests that lower
income households are more likely to make changes to their consumption in order to
conserve resources, potentially compromising their health and wellbeing further
(Kolokotsa & Santamouris, 2015; Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy,
2017). Furthermore, those who are more likely to be affected by climate change often
have a smaller environmental impact, while the largest polluters are less likely to suffer
the worst effects of climate change in the near future. This raises ethical concerns related
to responsibility, global solidarity and intergenerational justice, and highlights the
importance of generosity as a principle which could underpin a transition to a fairer, more

sustainable future.

The effects of wealth inequality on consumption must be acknowledged, but we also need
to look at how power and social relations shape consumption (Middlemiss, Isenhour &
Martiskainen, 2019). For example, high consumers have high carbon footprints, but they
also set social and material aspirations for wider society (see publications 1 and 8).
Importantly, power relations also play a dual role in influencing individuals' capacity to

shape their needs (Butler, 2022): On one hand, these dynamics influence people's ability
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to actively define or determine their needs. On the other hand, once needs are established,
these same power structures can influence the fulfilment of those needs, potentially
hindering some individuals from realising them due to systemic inequalities and
oppressive forces, and in the case of high consumers, locking them into unsustainable

practices due to their sense of identity and status.

Exploring the relationship between just transition and the issue of high consumption, has
had a profound impact on the direction of my research. It has illuminated a crucial
dimension often overlooked within the just transition discourse: the role of high
consumption in environmental justice and sustainability. The exploration of the impact of
high consumption on the environment has illuminated how income inequality translates
into unequal environmental contributions, while also urging a re-evaluation of resource
utilisation. The ethical dimensions of high consumption raise important considerations
about responsibility, global solidarity, and intergenerational justice that should not be
disregarded. They also point at generosity and care as vital principles for achieving a
socially just and environmentally sustainable future, ensuring a more equitable

distribution of benefits and burdens during the transition.

1.3 Aims and objectives

Influenced by the key arguments summarised above and the gaps within them and seeking
to challenge the taken for granted concepts underpinning them (e.g., just transition), my
research set out to critically explore the social justice implications of transitions to low
carbon futures at both the conceptual and empirical level. This was achieved through case
studies gathered through my research work with the Centre for Regional Economic and
Social Research (CRESR) of specific issues (e.g., high consumption, just transition) and
places (e.g., South Yorkshire) using a number of different methods (e.g., semi-structured
interviews, Q methodology). In doing so, I aimed to challenge, expand and where possible
unify current conceptualisations of just transitions and related concepts, and to improve
their accessibility for policy makers and practitioners, contributing to the elevation of the
debate around just transitions out of conceptual ambiguity. The overarching questions my

research addressed were:

o How does high consumption reflect and contribute to social and environmental
inequalities in the context of transitioning to low carbon futures, and what are the

social justice implications? (see publications 1, 5, 6, 8 and 9).
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e What does just transition mean and how is it interpreted in context in a specific
place in relation to the process of transitioning to a low carbon future? (see
publication 4).

e How adequate is justice as the guiding virtue for low carbon transitions? How
might the concept of a just transition be usefully expanded to encompass
complementary virtues and a broader range of considerations? (see publications

2,3 and 7)

1.3.1 Significance of the Research Questions
The research questions outlined above hold both theoretical and practical significance.

Firstly, expanding the concept of just transition beyond distributive justice opens avenues
for exploring a broader range of moral considerations. While distributive justice focuses
on equitable resource distribution, in publication 2, I sought to incorporate other
dimensions of justice, such as recognition, procedural justice, restorative justice, and
cosmopolitan justice to the application of just transition principles, drawing inspiration
from Heffron's (2020) framework. Understanding the intersectionality of these different
dimensions within the framework of just transition is essential for addressing the complex
and interrelated nature of social justice issues in low carbon transitions. But the
identification of some limitations of justice and the disproportionate impact of high
consumers also led me to position generosity as a principle which could guide the
transition to a low-carbon future, as a complement to or as a catalyst for different types
of justice (publication 3), aligned with historic demands of the labour and environmental

movements.

Secondly, by examining how decision-makers interpret the concept of just transition
within a specific, place-based context, publication 4 offers valuable insights into the
challenges and opportunities associated with transitioning to a low-carbon future. It
specifically focuses on how policymakers in South Yorkshire address the economic,
livelihood, cultural, and identity shifts resulting from the energy transition. The goal of
this research was to uncover how stakeholders on the ground interpret and apply the
principles of just transition, drawing from real-world experiences. The findings from this
study can serve as a valuable resource for policymakers, organisations, and individuals,

helping them navigate the complexities of low-carbon transitions.
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Lastly, investigating the contribution of high consumption to social and environmental
inequalities in the context of low carbon transitions is crucial for understanding the
underlying mechanisms that perpetuate injustice. By emphasising the cultural and
psychological dimensions of high consumption, and its impacts on the environment, this
research could inform strategies and policies aimed at reducing consumption patterns that

exacerbate inequalities and environmental damage.

There are three primary contributions to knowledge associated with this programme of

research:

1. A conceptual contribution. Questioning the use of justice as the default virtue
behind low carbon transitions and positioning generosity as an example of an
alternative guiding principle, which can operate as a catalyst for different types of
justice.

2. An empirical contribution. Exploring just transition through (1) a case study in
South Yorkshire, contributing new insights into how energy transitions play out
or might play out in the context of specific places and the attendant social justice
implications; (2) investigation of high consumption as a key, but overlooked
social justice issue associated with energy transitions.

3. A methodological contribution. Applying Q methodology to explore policy

makers’ perspectives about a just transition in South Yorkshire.
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Chapter 2. Methods

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the research methods employed in
my research. It begins with an exploration of the research philosophy and analytical
framework underpinning the investigation. The chapter then delves into the specific
methods used and discusses my positionality within the research. Finally, it offers

insights into the outputs and the methodologies applied throughout the research process.

2.1 Research philosophy and analytical framework
The socially constructed categorisations of nature and society lead to the separation of

social and environmental justice. A focus on a single, combined, justice movement called
‘socioenvironmental justice’ provides an alternative (Heynen, Kaika, & Swyngedouw,
2006; Neo & Pow, 2015). The merging of social justice and environmental justice
interests not only assumes that people are an integral part of the environment (Di Chiro,
1996). It is also ontologically grounded at the nature-society intersection (Castree, 2001),
providing a good starting point for exploring social and ecological stability, rights, and
democratic organisation at local and global levels. I agree to some extent with merging
social and environmental justice on a categorical level (as humans are part of nature), but
for semantic nuance and practical reasons I prefer to look at social justice and
environmental justice as often interrelated but different from each other. As Bookchin
(1986) noted, the comparison of human societies to ecosystems allows us to order reality
in a non-hierarchical way, but we must not fall into the trap of reducing social injustices
to unavoidable natural processes. Moreover, the human antagonism with the rest of nature
has not been resolved yet. Making a distinction between social justice and environmental

justice allows for useful comparisons between those two connected domains.

Social questions related to race, class or gender are often issues of central concern when
thinking of environmental justice (Mohai, Pellow & Roberts, 2009), but the environment
is not always a central concern when thinking of social problems, and perhaps it does not
need to be (e.g., researchers and activists can position themselves against child labour
without the need of including an analysis of its ecological impact). Just transition is a term
which emerged as a demand of the labour and environmental movements. The focus of
this study then is social justice, as a term that encompasses issues related to the

organisation of members of our species and their relationship with the rest of nature.
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Many environmental issues, such as unsustainable energy use, can be interpreted as
reflections of existing social relations and power dynamics. To delve deeper into the
underlying values shaping these dynamics, I turn to Schwartz's model of values (Schwartz
et al., 2012, see Table 2 and Figure 1). This widely accepted psychological model sheds
light on the values that influence human behaviour and decision-making, offering insights
into the motivations behind unsustainable economies and unfair social organisation. This
model delineates various values, among which power and achievement stand out in the
context of global competition and conflict. From a geopolitical perspective, energy
emerges not merely as a commodity but as a strategic tool in foreign policy, influencing

power relations and, at times, fuelling international conflicts (Méansson, 2014).

Value Defining goal

Self-Direction independent thought and action, expressed in choosing, creating and
exploring

Stimulation excitement, novelty, and challenge in life

Hedonism pleasure or sensuous gratification for oneself

Achievement personal success through demonstrating competence according to social
standards

Power control or dominance over people and resources

Security safety, harmony, and stability of society, of relationships, and of self

Conformity restraint of actions, inclinations, and impulses likely to upset or harm
others and violate social expectations or norms

Tradition respect, commitment, and acceptance of the customs and ideas that
one’s culture or religion provides

Benevolence preserving and enhancing the welfare of those with whom one is in
frequent personal contact (the ‘in-group’)

Universalism understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and protection for the welfare

of all people and for nature

Table 2. Ten broad personal values and their defining goals (Schwartz, 2022).

Contrary to viewing the geopolitical landscape as amoral, it becomes apparent that the
pursuit of power and achievement, as per Schwartz's model, can indeed lead to outcomes
that may be deemed amoral but are influenced by favouring those values over existing
alternatives. Power and achievement, if unchecked, have the potential to shape decisions
in ways that prioritise self-enhancement over other ethical considerations. Recognising
this, it becomes crucial to acknowledge them as values underpinning certain geopolitical
issues. Consequently, in the governance of an energy transition towards fair, low-carbon

alternatives, the values of universalism and benevolence gain significance. By
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understanding and addressing the values that underlie decision-making processes, we can

strive for a more just and sustainable approach to global energy transitions.

Attempting to inform a value shift in decision makers would be an understandable
response to this problem. However, working within existing multilevel value structures
to facilitate an effective adaptation to social-ecological threats might be a more effective
strategy (Manfredo et al., 2017). As I argue in publication 3, prosocial forms of generosity
are already aligned with benevolence and universalism. More egoistically motivated
versions of generosity, in which self-improvement and self-interest are central, might
provide opportunities for a more just, more sustainable future without the need of a

massive shift in the social values of those societies where power and achievement are

favoured.

Figure 1. Proposed circular motivational continuum of 19 values with sources that

underlie their order (Schwartz et al., 2012).
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My research has human beings and how we conceptualise the world at the centre. Not
because of a perceived intrinsic superiority of humanity over other species, but because
many of the environmental problems we experience today are profoundly affected by
social developments and vice versa. It is very likely that human societies, the ways in
which we develop social relations, and the attitudes we develop towards the rest of nature
as aresult of human relations will determine the future of the biosphere (Bookchin, 1982).
As Parker (2010, p.212) explains, our challenge as a moral species “is to find ways to
design human social and economic structures collectively in order to enable the

flourishing of the wider moral community”.

Bookchin (1986) explained that we can experience ‘the other’ in an ecological manner,
as variety that enhances the unity of phenomena and enriches wholeness. From this
perspective I see the value in calling into question ontological categories associated with
Western science, which make a distinction between nature and society, as well as between
science and other ways of knowing. However, I do not think this necessarily involves
ascribing to the idea of multiple existing realities, although relational ontologies, or ways
of'being in the world that are based on different ecological-social relations beyond nature-
society binaries (Goldman, Turner & Daly, 2018) can enrich our understanding of the

world.
2.1.1 Ontological and epistemological positioning

My approach is ontologically realist because it assumes the existence of actual events that
occur in reality, and so are available for observation and analysis. It also assumes that
these events are caused by real processes which operate even when they are not being
observed (Bhaskar, 2008; Sayer, 2000). It is epistemologically relativist in that it
recognises that empirical observations of these actual events are mediated by the social
and cultural practices in which I am entangled as an observer (Archer, 2020). Critical
realism offers a philosophical stance that transcends disciplines, fitting research designs
and methods to the particular problem in hand. It also provides a good foundation for a
critique of barriers to social justice. As Bhaskar (1997, p.146) stated “the process of
explanatory critique (or metacritique), in isolating the causes of error in socially
inadequate conditions of being (socially constitutive category mistakes), gives us a mode
of transition to a negative evaluation on those causes and a positive evaluation on action

directed at their removal”.
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One of the main challenges for this research programme, given the wide scope of topics
related to social justice in low carbon transitions, was being flexible enough to allow for
exploration of new ideas while keeping the boundaries of the research clear and
manageable. The nature of the research questions that emerged during my research
required the use of quantitative and qualitative data, as well as critical analysis. Corsini
et al. (2019) found that research publications about energy transitions tend to focus on
technological innovation for energy production and consumption, rather than focusing on
the role different groups of people and theoretical concepts play in planning the energy
transition to reduce emissions, with the latter being closer to my interests. My research
contributes to redressing this imbalance. The variety of questions I addressed required

methodological flexibility depending on specific projects, as detailed in the table below.

2.1.2 Overview of methods applied

Method Description Rationale for  using
method
Literature review Systematic collection, | Reviews are wuseful to

synthesis, and critique of

previous research
(Baumeister &  Leary,
1997). 1Its purpose is

creating a firm foundation
for advancing knowledge
and facilitating  theory
development. By
integrating findings and
perspectives from many
empirical studies, a
literature review can often
address research questions
in a more comprehensive
way than other studies

(Snyder, 2019).

evaluate theory or evidence
in a certain area or to
examine the validity or
accuracy of  different
theories (Tranfield et al.,
2003). They also reveal
gaps in knowledge/ areas
of inquiry that are under
researched and establish
the state of the art on which
new contributions can

build.

Secondary data analysis

Identification and thorough

evaluation of previously

There are large amounts of

data  being  collected,
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collected data in an area of
interest and re-examination
in the context of different
research questions or lines
of inquiry

2010).

(Vartanian,

compiled, and archived by
researchers all over the
world. Many of these
databases  are  easily
accessible, which is a cost-
effective and convenient
way to utilise large samples
without having to collect

big amounts of data.

Semi-structured interviews

Data collection strategy in
which the researcher asks
participants a series of
predetermined but open-
ended questions

2008).

(Given,

Semi-structured interviews

are useful to gather

qualitative ~ data  from
participants. This allows
researchers to appreciate
the  interpretations  of
participants and to analyse
the social contexts,
constraints and resources

within which they act.

Q methodology

A form of analysis of
human subjectivity, which
allows  researchers to
discern people’s
perceptions of the world
using  factor  analysis
(McKeown & Thomas,

2013).

Q methodology combines
the openness of qualitative
methods with the statistical
rigour of  quantitative
analysis. It provides a way
of establishing patterns
among individuals,
eliciting the wvariety of
discourses about a
particular theme. Instead of
measuring their responses
against predetermined

concepts, in Q studies
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participants are
empowered to speak for
themselves, and the
methodology facilitates the
emergence of  novel

concepts and explanations

at the interpretative stage.

Table 3. Overview of methods applied.

2.2 Positionality
My interest in investigating ways of making society fairer while improving sustainability

has been influenced by my personal history and experiences. [ was born in Madrid in
1986, although I grew up with strong ties to a rural village in Toledo. I migrated to the
UK in 2012 to work, improve my English and study Environmental Science. I lived in
Sheffield for two years. After that, I spent a year living in an ecovillage in Almeria. For
my undergraduate dissertation I used an ethnographic approach (participant observation
and interviews). I conducted this study during the time I lived in Almeria, exploring how
ecovillages can promote pro-environmental values and serve as inspiration for sustainable
practices. I then moved back to Sheffield to finish my undergraduate degree in

Environmental Science at Sheffield Hallam University in 2016.

After that, I studied for a postgraduate diploma in Sustainability and Adaptation at the
Centre for Alternative Technology in Wales. During that course, I was introduced to
futuring exercises, which were originally developed within the armament and fossil fuel
industries. I came to question whose values and whose vision of the future guided scenario

planning in those contexts, and what accounts of history were used to elucidate trends.

I then moved to Brighton and after that to Edinburgh. I have been exposed to different
ways of living, which has shaped my perspective on the environment and the moral issues
in the transition to a low-carbon future. Until I got funding for a MRes in Social Science
and the PhD programme which culminated in this research project, I always had to work
to sustain myself, often in low pay jobs, in warehouses, in the hospitality sector, as a
cleaning operative, or in a tap factory. Those jobs have shaped a class consciousness
which influences my approach to research and to the just transition concept. I do not
romanticise working class or poverty whatsoever, but I am fully aware of how power

imbalances and access to resources make certain discourses (e.g., “we all have to play our
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part in the transition”, “we all need to reduce our consumption”) both unfair and
ineffective. There are power imbalances which we need to take into consideration, and
those who have historically benefitted the most from fossil fuel intensive systems have to
reduce their impacts the most. The wealthy are in a better position to reduce their

environmental impact while maintaining decent standards of living.

My PhD studies initially focused on developing innovative methods to investigate our
changing relationship with heat and how psychological, cultural, economic, and
technological variables shape our energy practices and environmental impact. This focus
evolved, partly due to the limitations the COVID-19 pandemic imposed on face-to-face
social research during a significant part of my PhD studies and, partly because high
consumption and just transition emerged as important topics of inquiry through my

participation in research projects within CRESR.

As a critical realist, I acknowledge that my personal and social identities influence my
perspective and approach to research. My positionality as a Spanish, white, male,
cisgender, working-class social scientist with an environmental science background
informs how I interpret and analyse theories and data, as well as my relationships with
research participants. Sometimes in an obvious way, for example my Spanish accent
might have impacted my ability to build a rapport with participants of the study in South
Yorkshire. At other times my background might affect my understanding in ways I am
not fully aware of, because of the complexity and fluid character of my identity, and
because of the blind spots linked to my standpoint. I am committed to engaging in
reflexive practices that allow me to critically reflect on my positionality and the potential
biases and power dynamics that may arise in my research. I strive to approach research
with humility, openness, and a willingness to learn from the diverse perspectives and
experiences of others. In that sense, my research is just one more of “a variety of
worldviews and practices relating to the collective search for an ecologically wise and

socially just world” (Demaria et al., 2023, p.62).

2.3 Outputs and methods used
2.3.1 High consumption (publications 1, 5, 7, 8 and 9)

a) Literature review
The work on high consumption started with a literature review (publication 1), which

comprised an analysis of articles, books and reports related to high consumption, to

characterise what high consumption is, and make the case for further investigation of and
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policy responses to the phenomenon. A literature review is a type of research method that

involves an in-depth analysis of previously published scholarly articles, books, and other

sources related to a particular topic or research question. This type of research method is

commonly used in fields where a deep understanding of existing knowledge and theories

is critical for developing new insights and ideas. As high consumption remains an

underdeveloped area of research, we made use of the strengths of literature review as an

exploratory method:

Identifying gaps in existing knowledge. One of the main strengths of literature
reviews is that they help researchers to identify gaps in existing knowledge. By
analysing the literature, we identified areas where there is a lack of research or
where current research is limited.

Providing a comprehensive overview of existing knowledge. Another strength of
literature review is that it provides a comprehensive overview of existing
knowledge on a particular topic. By analysing a large number of sources, we
developed a deep understanding of the current state of knowledge on high
consumption and gained a more nuanced and precise understanding of concepts
and theories related to the topic.

Developing research hypotheses and questions. Another strength of literature
review is that it can help to develop research hypotheses and questions. As well
as the gaps in knowledge mentioned above, we identified trends and developed
research questions for further research, some of which were addressed within the
ECEEE conference paper (publication 7), a book chapter (publication 5) and the
secondary data analysis work (publication 9).

Identifying potential research participants and collaborators. We identified other
researchers who were working on similar topics or who had expertise in a
particular area related to high consumption, and some of them were interviewed
alongside NGO practitioners for the study published in the ECEEE paper
(publication 7) and further developed in a book chapter (publication 5). The aim
of this exercise was exploring the ways in which participants characterised and
quantified problematic consumption, how they addressed consumption behaviour,
their suggestions for targeting high consumption, and whether they had any
suggestions for how sustainable and desirable levels of consumption could be

described and attained.
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The data sources reviewed were varied in terms of disciplinary focus, hence the use of a
targeted literature review approach to identify empirical studies and theoretical texts that
could provide insights on the topic, rather than a more systematic approach. We identified
texts by searching in Google Scholar and the Scopus database for the terms “high
consumers”, “high consumption” and “overconsumption”. We then screened the results
and excluded sources focused on a narrow type of consumption (e.g., health sciences
articles on pathologies related to high consumption of alcohol). The reference lists of
eligible papers, books and reports were used to identify additional sources related to the
topic (snowballing). The analysis was organised around wider systemic issues related to
high consumption (from psychological, socio-political and economic perspectives), and
the three primary areas of consumption in focus (energy, transport and food). To enhance
rigour and validity, we adopted triangulation of researchers, data, and theories. This

helped us get a more complete understanding of the research problem.

The findings of the literature review have to be seen in light of some limitations. The first
is a bias towards the developed world due to that being where we live and where the
literature is focussed, plus the snowballing leading to further sources set in that context.
The second limitation concerns the paper looking at the issue from a limited number of
theoretical perspectives (social theory, ecological economics, moral psychology and
environmental science), but that may just reflect where most of the academic activity has
taken place. Within resource and space constraints we attempted to map out the key
dimensions of the debate. However, the complex nature of the topic requires a
multidisciplinary approach, and a more systematic, exhaustive review of the current
evidence on problems associated to high consumption could probably include a broader
range of areas of research less explicitly related to the topic, as well as more evidence and

critical perspectives from the developing world.

Another limitation is that we may not have had access to all the relevant information on
the topic. Some information may have been unavailable due to copyright restrictions,
language barriers, or limited availability of some publications. Also, there might be
valuable sources which were not listed in the databases we searched in, or which used
different keywords around the topic of high consumption to the ones we identified. This
can lead to incomplete or biased information, which may limit the scope and quality of

the literature review.
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Literature review as a method is also limited by the lack of original data. Unlike other
research methods such as surveys or experiments, literature reviews do not involve
collecting original data. Instead, they rely on existing data and information. This can limit
the ability of researchers to develop new insights and ideas, as they are working with data
that has already been analysed and interpreted by other researchers. However, it can lead
to different applications and interpretations of existing insights, which amounts to an
effective and efficient use of data.

b) Secondary data analysis

After the literature review (which I led), we explored secondary data sources (see Table
4) to examine existing patterns of high consumption in the areas of energy, transport, and
food. The purpose of this research was to gain insights into the nature and spatial
dynamics of high consumption, with the scope being limited to the UK for easier
comparison across datasets. The study (see publication 8) used five geographical areas as
case studies: Sheffield, London, and County Durham in England, Edinburgh in Scotland,
and Powys in Wales. These locations were selected to provide a diverse geographical
spread and because preliminary investigation revealed these locations as having well

above average or highly polarised levels of energy consumption.

Dataset Published Lowest spatial
granularity

National Travel Survey DAT (2019) Region

Sub-national ~ total  final  energy | BEIS (2018) Region

consumption

Lower and Middle Super Output Areas | BEIS (2019) LSOA

domestic gas consumption

Lower and Middle Super Output Areas | BEIS (2019) LSOA

domestic electricity consumption

Road transport energy consumption BEIS (2018) Local authority
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Dataset Published Lowest spatial

granularity
Sub-national residual fuel consumption | BEIS (2018) Local authority
Detailed household expenditure by | ONS (2018) Region

countries and region

Table 4. Data sources for secondary analysis.

A range of secondary data sources linked to the three areas of interest (energy, transport,
food) were identified and explored to enable a relatively quick identification of existing
patterns of consumption across these areas. Secondary analysis was chosen for a scoping
exercise before undertaking further research. Attention was paid to the publication date
of the data as well as the level of spatial granularity provided (such as the Lower Super
Output Area (LSOA)) in order to appraise the suitability of the datasets for providing
insights into current spatial variation in consumption and concentrations of high
consuming households. The research scope was limited to the UK as this allowed for
easier comparison across datasets, while offering an illustrative example of the nature and
dynamics of high consumption. Following data scoping, charts were produced in Excel
focusing on the key identified variables, and geographical mapping of the data was carried
out in QGIS. These maps were compared with maps of the Index of Multiple Deprivation

to look for correlations.

Descriptive analysis was conducted for each of the datasets in order to understand the
broad range of consumption patterns, including mean consumption, and to identify
geographical areas with notable patterns of consumption (either high or low). Analysis
was carried out in Microsoft Excel with the exception of the National Travel Survey

which was analysed in SPSS given the size and complexity of its datasets.

This research confirmed the correlation between high-income and factors such as high-

energy consumption, frequent air travel and multiple car ownership.

A limitation of using secondary data is that the data collection was not designed to answer
the specific research questions of this study, although it did include indicators directly

related to the research questions. The geographic areas for which consumption data were
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available are often insufficiently granular to provide detailed insights in terms of where
high consumers are located or how high consumption is distributed. Due to this, we were
unable to address spatial patterns of consumption beyond the regional level within the

transport and food analysis.

Nevertheless, as well as confirming the correlation between high income and high
consumption in those areas, the study provided valuable exploratory insights to help guide
the next stages of the research agenda. For instance, the study identified gaps in the data
that need to be addressed in future research. The study also highlighted the importance of
considering geographical location and associated place-based factors and influences
when examining consumption patterns and identifying areas where targeted, contextually
sensitive interventions may be required.

¢) Interviews

After identifying a tendency for qualitative researchers to rely heavily on interviews to
understand perceptions and experiences, often without sufficient critical analysis,
Silverman (2017) encouraged qualitative researchers to move beyond traditional
interview techniques and adopt more sophisticated analytical frameworks to better
understand human behaviour and social phenomena. This perspective is based in the idea
that the context in which narratives are created plays a significant role in shaping the
meanings attributed to individual experiences. Questioning alone does not directly extract
these meanings, nor are they solely conveyed through truthful responses. Instead,
meanings are deliberately constructed as part of the interview process (Holstein &

Gubrium, 2016).

Thematic analysis (TA) is a qualitative method designed to identify, analyse, and interpret
patterns of meaning, or themes, within qualitative data (Clarke and Braun, 2016). TA
offers a methodological tool characterised by flexibility across theoretical frameworks
and research paradigms. It involves the generation of codes to capture pertinent features
of the data and the subsequent development of themes guided by a central organising
concept. TA's objective transcends mere data summarisation, aiming instead to identify
and interpret key features pertinent to the research question. Its adaptability extends to
various research designs, sample sizes, data collection methods, and meaning generation

approaches.
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TA acknowledges the importance of the context in which narratives are created, echoing
Silverman's recognition that the interview process involves deliberate construction of
meanings. The versatility of this methodological tool allows researchers to tailor their
analytic approach to the epistemological and ontological assumptions underlying their
research questions, aligning with Silverman's call for critical analysis that considers the

broader contextual factors shaping perceptions and experiences.

For our study on high consumption, in parallel with the analysis of secondary data
sources, we conducted interviews with seven academic and NGO practitioners who work
in the field of sustainable consumption. The purpose of the interviews was to gain insights
into how problematic consumption was characterised and quantified in the working
practices of participants, how their work addressed consumer behaviour, their suggestions
for targeting high consumption, and whether they had any working definitions or
suggestions for how sustainable and desirable levels of consumption could be described

and attained.

The interviews were semi-structured to retain a focus upon a consistent set of themes
whilst making allowance for new and unanticipated themes to emerge from the research
participants. Detailed notes were taken by researchers during the interviews, which were
then analysed and summarised thematically. Participants were selected purposively
because of their known interest in the field of sustainable and equitable consumption, with
some snowball sampling where participants suggested other people to interview. The
participants' views were anonymised, and the study received ethical approval from the

University’s Ethics Review system.

2.3.2 Just transition (publications 2, 3, 4 and 6)

a) Theoretical work
My theoretical work on just transition draws together theories of virtue ethics and ethics

of care, to develop the alternative concept of a generous transition (see publication 3). It
also explores how distributional, recognition, procedural, cosmopolitan and restorative
justice can be used in combination to think about current and future just transition policy
initiatives. For example, I looked at the opportunities and challenges associated with
developing a framework based on those forms of justice (as tools for theory development,
decision-making and policy interventions) after the coronavirus pandemic (see
publication 2), but this is an exercise which can be replicated in other contexts (e.g.,

specific transitions at various geographical levels, such as city initiatives or national

34



strategies) and expanded by placing generosity as a guiding principle. I also explored how
a generosity focussed philosophy might have led to different approaches and outcomes in
relation to the example of loss and damage policies (see publication 3).

b) Empirical work

We used a mixed methods approach in South Yorkshire to explore the phenomenon of a
just transition within a specific geographical context (see publication 4). Paying attention
to the historical particularities of the place and the context in which the transition is
happening, we investigated issues around the just transition concept and its
implementation. The study looked into the meaning attached to just transition and into
how policymakers thought it could be implemented it in the region. Stakeholders were
found by examining the composition of the LEP and MCA decision-making boards and
by speaking with MCA policy experts to find additional important stakeholders who were
not directly represented on these boards. We found 40 potential participants, and 21 of
them consented to participate in the research. These included two educators, three
politicians, eight representatives from the private sector, two from civic society, and six
from public sector organisations. The proportions from the various sectors roughly

mirrored the representation on regional boards.

The focus of the study was to examine how stakeholders understood the term ‘just
transition’ as a potential framework for action. The research design was prefigurative in
nature. Just transition was an unfamiliar concept to many stakeholders and was not yet a
part of the region's official policy discourse. We thought focusing on a process of
prefigurative sensemaking would provide a good standpoint for understanding how

policy-makers address novel concepts like just transition.

I'led the Q-methodology part of the study. While Q-methodology (Brown, 1980) has been
utilised by researchers to understand stakeholder preferences for policy development in
other areas (Black, Kopke, & O’Mahony, 2019; Carr, 2019), its use in just transition
studies is novel. Q-methodology combines the openness of qualitative methods with
pattern-identification through statistical analysis. The method is particularly useful for
exploring perspectives on complex problems where there are differing views like just
transition. The process involved providing participants with a set of statements (50 in our
study) which they placed into a bell shape grid in relation to an overarching question
(‘What is a just transition for South Yorkshire?’). The sorting process used a scale ranging
from "least like how I think" to "most like how I think”, and the grid forced the
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distribution of statements. Forced distribution is an important feature of Q-Methodology,
which can be explained by comparing a Q-Sort and a questionnaire to explore the same
research question: If a 50 statement questionnaire had been used and a participant had
been asked to mark if they agreed or disagreed with each statement using a standard Likert
scale, a participant could have agreed with all statements equally, or at least agreed with
a large number of the statements equally. If the participant is forced to rank the statements
they agree with in a hierarchical manner, with only a few spaces for statements on the
extremes, the participant needs to think more critically about the topic, which allows the

researcher to have a deeper insight into the most salient views on the topic.

Statements were derived from existing literature on just transition, climate action and
different models of economic development for low carbon transitions. These were sense-
checked through a panel including other academics not directly involved in the study and
with three policy stakeholders at the South Yorkshire Mayoral Combined Authority

(SYMCA). Decisions on the final set were made by the research team.

I used statistical factor analysis to group sets of responses, identifying patterns which
were interpreted as answers to the overarching question ‘What is a just transition for South
Yorkshire?” (See Appendix B). The sorting exercise was combined with qualitative
interviews (digitally recorded and professionally transcribed), providing rich qualitative
data. The sorted statements served primarily to prompt discussion around conceptions of
just transition for South Yorkshire. The study was conducted in 2020 and 2021 during
periods when there were restrictions on social contact due to COVID-19. Research was
conducted remotely, which meant employing a slight variation on the Q-method, in which
respondents were invited to complete the Q-sort online in advance of an interview during
which they reflected on their choices. Qualitative data was coded and analysed using
NVivo 12 qualitative data software. Analysis involved an iterative process, moving
between empirical data and theory, as well as between different interpretations between
respondents, and between the researchers. The use of Q methodology is a novel approach
for understanding what a just transition means for stakeholders in the UK. As such, in the
context of this thesis it constitutes a methodological contribution by introducing a
methodology to an audience that might not be familiar with its existence, via transfer
(Bergh et al., 2022). Internationally, there is a recent example of a similar study in
Belgium (La Gioia et al., 2023), which uses Q methodology to analyse the various points

of view on just transition in Belgium at a national level.
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Chapter 3. Publications

In this chapter, I present the outputs that contribute to the overarching research questions
outlined in Chapter 1. These publications and the methods used are summarised in
Chapter 2.

High consumption, an unsustainable habit that needs more

attention
Alvaro Castano Garcia', Aimee Ambrose!, Anna Hawkins?, Stephen Parkes!

!Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research (CRESR), Sheffield, UK
’Department of the Natural and Built Environment, Sheffield Hallam University,
Sheffield, UK

Abstract

High consumers contribute to environmental degradation through their own consumption
practices and the setting of societal material aspirations. This review of research on
individual, social and structural aspects of high consumption shows that high consuming
households remain largely unstudied, despite their likely significance for ensuring the
well-being of current and future generations. The contradiction between the apparent
impact of high consumers and their exclusion from research and policy initiatives
highlights the need to initiate a research agenda on the topic of high consumption. This
paper sets the scene for a research agenda which seeks to gain a better understanding of
the role of high consumers in transitions to more sustainable consumption practices; the
psychological, social and structural drivers of high consumption; the precise
environmental impact of high consumers; their geographical distribution and the barriers
to engaging them in sustainable consumption initiatives.

Keywords
Sustainable Consumption, High consumption, Overconsumption, Energy, Transport,
Food

Introduction

High consuming households have rarely been the focus of academic studies or policy
initiatives, although ostensibly many of them have a huge potential to reduce their
environmental impact significantly. Because they are poorly understood, we do not
know what contribution it might make to urgent carbon reduction efforts were we to
target high consuming households as part of consumption reduction initiatives. As
Dubois et al. [1] explained, we need to both better understand the potential contribution
of households in climate policies, and locate households as a higher priority in climate
policy strategies. The study of high consumers is bound up with issues of energy justice,
as data suggests that lower income households are more likely to take steps to reduce
their consumption in order to conserve resources, potentially compromising their health
and wellbeing further [2, 3].

This paper is linked to an ongoing international project which conceptualises high
consumers as a form of hard to reach energy users and seeks to characterise and better
understand high consumers (in the context of the developed world), the scale of their
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contribution to carbon emissions and other forms of environmental degradation and
therefore the value of targeting them with policy and engagement initiatives. Here we
provide a review of what is already known and understood about high consumers and
make the case for further research in this area. We consider the concept of high
consumption in the context of the UN's Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and
from a critical social theory and ecological economy perspective, and explore some of
the difficulties around arriving at a definition of high consumers. We then provide an
overview of key debates around consumption, development and growth and situate the
concept of high consumers within this. We also cover the subject of consumption
inequality, as well as individual, social and structural aspects of high consumption. A fter
that, we address the literature related to three of the primary areas of consumption:
energy, transport and food, as these are the main sources of individuals’ environmental
impact in developed countries [4]. The conclusion summarises the findings of the
review and proposes a research agenda on high consumption.

Methodology

This literature review comprises of an analysis of articles, books and reports related to
high consumption, to characterise what high consumption is, and make the case for further
investigation of the phenomenon. The data sources reviewed are varied in terms of
disciplinary focus, hence the use of a targeted literature review approach to identify
empirical studies and theoretical texts that could provide insights on the topic, rather than
a more systematic approach. We identified texts by searching in Google Scholar and the
Scopus database for the terms ‘“high consumers”, ‘“high consumption” and
“overconsumption”. We then screened the results and excluded sources focused on a
narrow type of consumption (e.g. health sciences articles on pathologies related to high
consumption of alcohol). The reference lists of eligible papers, books and reports were
used to identify additional sources related to the topic (snowballing). The analysis was
organised around wider systemic issues related to high consumption (from psychological,
socio-political and economic perspectives), and the three primary areas of consumption
(energy, transport and food). To enhance rigour and validity, we adopted triangulation of
researchers, triangulation of data, and triangulation of theories.

The findings of this study have to be seen in light of some limitations. The first is a bias
towards the developed world due to that being where we live and where the literature we
accessed is focussed, plus the snowballing leading to further sources set in that context.
The second limitation concerns the paper looking at the issue from a limited number of
theoretical perspectives (social theory, ecological economics, moral psychology and
environmental science), but that may just reflect where most of the academic activity has
taken place. Within resource and space constraints we have attempted to map out the key
dimensions of the debate within this paper. However, the complex nature of the topic
requires a multidisciplinary approach, and a more systematic, exhaustive review of the
current evidence on problems associated to high consumption could probably include
more areas of research, as well as more evidence and critical perspectives from the
developing world.

What is Sustainable Consumption and Production?

In September 2015 UN member states set the SDGs, intended to be achieved by 2030.
Goal 12, Responsible Consumption and Production, requires a shift to sustainable
consumption and production in developed and developing countries. The UNEP [5]
affirms that Sustainable Consumption and Production (known as SCP) is a holistic
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approach and is about systemic change. This goal is divided into three more specific
objectives: (1) Decoupling environmental degradation from economic growth, (2)
applying life cycle thinking, and (3) identifying opportunities for developing countries
for a transition to more resource efficient, environmentally friendly and competitive
technologies, which could bypass the more inefficient and polluting phases of
technological progress followed by developed countries. This systemic approach is
further developed in the targets which countries use to measure their progress towards
Goal 12 of the SDGs. Although all these targets (and many of the SDGs) are arguably
interrelated, the ones which are more directly related to high consumption on a household
level are:

a) Target 12.1: Implement the 10-year framework of programmes on sustainable
consumption and production, with developed countries taking the lead, taking into
account the development and capabilities of developing countries. This 10-Year
framework was adopted in 2012, and followed reaffirmation by the world’s governments
that changing unsustainable patterns of production and consumption is an essential
requirement for sustainable development [6]. It involves resource efficiency initiatives,
at national and regional levels, which aim at decoupling environmental degradation from
economic growth.

b) Target 12.3: By 2030, halve per capita global food waste at the retail and consumer
levels and reduce food losses along production and supply chains, including post-harvest
losses. To meet this target, many changes are required in food production and distribution,
but food waste at different stages is arguably linked to the problem of high consumption
(especially if we understand disposal as a form of consumption and we look at the full
process of food production, distribution and consumption). Looking at the problem of
waste disposal as a consumption issue highlights the importance of waste distancing in
the context of economic globalisation. Geographic and mental distance tends to make
people think that waste generation and disposal is someone else’s responsibility [7].

c) Target 12.5: By 2030, substantially reduce waste generation through prevention,
reduction, recycling and reuse. This target is focused on waste reduction too, but it is not
limited to food products and makes explicit use of prevention and reduction as strategies
to reduce waste generation, although it does not mention high consumption specifically.

d) Target 12.8: By 2030, ensure that people everywhere have the relevant information and
awareness for sustainable development and lifestyles in harmony with nature. This target
assumes that environmental education campaigns are an efficient way to promote some
of the systemic changes needed to make progress towards SCP.

Using this framework, the UNEP calls for a policy approach which includes tools that
aim at phasing out undesirable products and behaviours, and tools that focus on expanding
the market for more sustainable products while incentivising more sustainable behaviour
[8]. As we will see, this might be a very limited framework because of the dominant
cultural values in capitalist economies, and because of contradictions between different
SDGs. For example, Goal 8 (which involves sustained per capita economic growth) seems
to be incompatible with sustainable consumption. The UN recognises this when it sets as
an objective ‘decoupling environmental degradation from economic growth’, but it is
unclear to what extent this is possible within the next decade (if at all). Even if this
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objective were possible, implementing policies focused on reducing the impact of high
consumers would probably accelerate the progress towards sustainable consumption.

What does critical social theory say about overconsumption?

Drawing from critical social theory, Anantharaman [9] argues that questions of power,
legitimacy, authority and justice have not been addressed enough in the field of
sustainable consumption. According to her, the focus of research should be in the
relational and structural power within sustainable consumption examples, in order to
analyse how they challenge or reinforce existing patterns of oppression and
marginalisation. According to Di Muzio, the wealthiest people have a desire for social
status and demonstrate their superiority through unequal intraclass consumption [10]. He
argues that the consumptive practices of the rich are contributing to put global society
into an unsustainable quest for perpetual economic growth. This growth project
complicates social changes based on ideas of fairness between humans and threatens
vulnerable populations with the worst effects of environmental collapse. De Graaf ef al.
agree with this view of materialism [11], but they focus on wider social dynamics and
explore cultural changes and technological progress as causes of increasing demands and
rapid obsolescence.

Dutta stated that there is a tendency in climate change mitigation policy to target
production and producers [12]. But one could also look at high consumption, and gear
policy towards changing consumption patterns. This is still a relatively new approach, but
a promising strategy for policy-makers targeting high consumers might be focusing on
target 12.5 of the SDGs and aim for robust prevention and reduction regulations, perhaps
combining a fairer taxation on overconsumers, information campaigns as suggested by
target 12.8, and legislation that restricts advertising of certain products. This type of
strategy is not as popular due to the potential effect these measures would have on the
dominant paradigm of continuous economic growth, which is also a SDG. Although by
looking at historical data and modelled projections, decoupling GDP growth from
negative environmental impact seems impossible [13, 14]. Also, the SDGs targets
acknowledge the difference in consumption rates between developed and developing
countries, but do not take into account the different levels of consumption by individuals
or companies within those countries. Understanding how consumption varies within
countries, and not just between them, might be a necessary step towards reducing different
dimensions of inequality. Tackling the problem of overconsumption requires a complex
understanding of the economic and social issues that make it possible, which in turn calls
for comparing consumption patterns not only between, but also within communities.

There are conflicting views of how living standards should be evaluated. Some see
welfare as highly correlated with GDP per capita, but there are often significant deviations
[15]. Other authors favour evaluating living standards by focusing on different personal
perceptions and widely accepted values in a society [16] or improved health [17]. Some
have argued that sufficiency rather than development should inform policy-making [18].
However, most people do not want to embrace voluntary simplicity, or scale down their
access to goods and services which they consider to enrich their lives, as Bookchin noted
[19]. For example, Hirsch [20] shows how people in the UK see buying birthday presents,
alcohol and eating out as minimum necessities. Bookchin also explained that looking at
consumerism can only provide limited explanations if one ignores the role played by
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producers in shaping public taste and guiding and incentivising purchases [19]. Another
critique of the sustainable development approach recognises the need to resist ideas of
economic development and politics dependent on Western modernity and historicity [21].
This approach calls for alternatives to development, as opposed to alternative forms of
development. From the post-development perspective, the global framework for
development represents an extension of imperialist systems, which perpetuates
unsustainable expectations of growth and consumption.

Overconsumption from an ecological economy perspective

Brown and Cameron looked at definitions of overconsumption and found that most of the
literature providing these definitions was in the field of social theory and the starting point
was a critique of consumerism [22]. The main focus of this approach is on questioning
the idea that consumption is the best way to achieve happiness. From this perspective,
overconsumption is the excessive use of goods and services which departs from a false
belief that owning and using an increasing quantity of a range of goods and services is a
normal motivation and an acceptable cultural desire, as well as the more likely way to
achieve personal happiness, status, and national success. If one accepts this kind of
definition, a certain consumption level is only excessive if the quest for material goods
and services does not lead to happiness. According to Dupor and Liu, the happiness of an
individual is also related to the consumption of others [23]. They think overconsumption
exists because individuals do not anticipate the negative effect of their own consumption
on jealous others. Moving away from definitions which are linked to happiness, Brown
and Cameron favour an approach which focuses on our relationship with the environment
[22]. Here, the focus shifts from overconsumption of goods and services to the overuse
of natural resources. They recognise this standpoint is related to the one developed in
social critique, but a focus on the environment allows a distinction. On one hand, there
are those who aspire to achieve happiness through the use of goods produced from
abundant resources or goods which use very few natural resources. They may
overconsume goods and services but not natural resources. On the other hand, people
might not consume a good above what is needed for subsistence or because of a false
belief that they would achieve happiness, but they would still cause a depletion of the
resource if it is a scarce one and the rate of extraction exceeds the rate of regeneration.

Trying to incorporate in their analysis a variety of technical issues, which must be
addressed in order to progress towards sustainable consumption, they defined
overconsumption as “a large, unique form of common pool resource dilemma in which:
(a) the size of the pool of resources is often unknown; (b) people differ in their access to
resources and their preferences for resources; and (c) people must make their decisions
about the use of goods and services without a clear understanding of the types and
quantities of the resources used in their production” [22, p.30]. Although both terms are
likely to overlap in many cases, using the term ‘high consumers’ instead of
‘overconsumers’ enables a focus on impacts of consumption beyond resource depletion,
as well as comparing consumption patterns within and between different populations.

How are consumption, development and growth understood in economics?

Recognising some of the unwanted effects of markets, economists such as Stern [23] or
sociologists such as Arvidsson [24] argued that there is space in current economies for
the inclusion of more ethical, collaborative and sustainable practices. They believed that
by improving technologies and collaboration practices, as well as by implementing
carbon taxes (in the case of Stern), a transition towards a more ethical, low-carbon
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economy was possible. They held that continuous capital accumulation and GDP growth
was compatible with positive environmental and social impacts. This is arguably the most
influential narrative for the UN, as goal 8 of the SDGs shows (countries should aim to
sustain per capita economic growth). This would explain the objective of decoupling
environmental degradation from economic growth in order to shift towards responsible
consumption and production, although there is no empirical evidence of the existence of
a decoupling of economic growth from environmental degradation, and such decoupling
seems unlikely to happen in the future [13, 14]. Stern does not address the differences in
consumption rates by different individuals, countries and businesses and the implications
of higher consumption for environmental degradation [23]. But ecological footprints vary
across nations, and in terms of social classes, the wealthy generate more negative
environmental impact than other income groups due to excessive consumption [25], [26].
This perspective also seems to overlook the rate at which commons (public assets as well
as community management systems) are being privatised and commercialised [27]. This
private control of ecosystems, public spaces in cities, social institutions, communications,
etc. endangers the ability of communities to choose the way they relate with their
environment through a democratic process.

Some political economists and ecological economists do make those links between
consumption and environmental issues [28, 29]. They argue that the concepts of
‘sustainable development” and ‘green growth’ focus too much on adapting technologies
and educating the public, while preserving some problematic theoretical assumptions.
They explain that if they address environmental and social issues in a way that takes for
granted an unrealistic idea of perpetual quantitative growth (measured in GNP or GDP),
economists and policy-makers are acting before engaging in necessary debates.
According to them, those debates should be framed around what constitutes development,
what are the most just ways to satisfy needs and desires, and how consumption could be
a way to enhance human welfare instead of an end in itself. All of those topics should be
addressed bearing in mind we live on a finite planet. Also, as environmental and social
issues are often connected, there are opportunities to improve our relationship with the
environment at the same time as we improve other aspects of society.

Along this line of thinking, degrowth proponents focus on decreasing material and energy
consumption, which will most likely result in a GDP decline [30]. Their main objective
is to meet basic human needs and ensure a ‘good life’ [31], while reducing the
environmental impact of the economy to a sustainable level, looking at building a fair
system for all. This would represent a shift from capitalist economies and a transition
towards more ecologically viable economic models [30], [32, 33, 34], which involves
valuing well-being, sustainability and equity indicators over GDP when assessing
progress.

Why looking at consumption inequality?

According to Attanasio and Pistaferri, using consumption as well as income to phrase the
debates around inequality offers some advantages [35]. Especially in cases in which the
distribution of income is wider than that of consumption, or when changes in consumption
over time are smoother than changes in income levels. As a way to measure wellbeing at
a household level, a welfare analysis should look at factors such as the value people assign
to leisure time and the quality of goods they consume, as well as the quantities. Going
beyond looking at components of income, they show how inequality in the consumption
of products and services in the US has increased considerably over the last few decades
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(see Figure 1), as measured by different authors [36, 37, 38, 39] using a variety of
empirical strategies. This reflects an increase in inequality in welfare and well-being,
which often parallels income inequalities but can be analysed separately. This might be
an exceptional case, as the US is becoming more economically unequal in relation to
multiple economic dimensions [40]. Also, the increase in consumption inequalities does
not track income inequalities so closely in every country. Looking at the case of Canada,
where the increase in consumption inequalities has increased less than income inequalities
in the last two decades, Boyer argues that the rich were already consuming a great deal at
the beginning of the period [41]. As there is a limit to what an individual can consume,
the gains in wellbeing must have been more important for the lowest incomes.
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Figure 1. The evolution of consumption inequality over time as measured by different
papers [35].

There is no widely accepted, clear definition of ‘high consumer’ in the literature. The
definition can be associated with overconsumption and be context dependent, linked to
psychological traits, or it can be based on quantitative classifications used on particular
studies, which look at specific resources. This complicates the agreement on the definition
of a high consuming household, and how to prioritise households for consumption
reduction measures. However, income is a major predictor of household consumption
related environmental impact [42, 43, 44, 45]. For example, CO» emissions per household
in the UK increase with income [46] (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Annual Household CO» emissions (tonnes) and income deciles [46].

Both direct emissions (mostly from domestic fuel and electricity use), and indirect
emissions (embodied in food, consumer goods and services, including imports) are mostly
driven by income, but household composition, and employment status are also significant
variables [47, 48]. At a global scale, Hubacek et al. estimate that the top 10% affluent
households emitted 34% of global CO2 in 2010, while the 50% of global population with
the lower income were only responsible for 15% of emissions [45]. According to Kartha
et al. the richest 10% were responsible for 49% of emissions in 2015, whereas the bottom
50% were responsible for 7% of emissions (see Figure 3). Emissions grew between 1990
and 2015, but this growth occurred overwhelmingly in the higher-income half of the
world’s population [49].
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Figure 3. The ‘champagne glass’ of global carbon inequality in 1990 and 2015, showing
the shares of annual global carbon emissions in each year that are attributed to individuals
in three global income groups. The global population is arranged by income vertically,
and the corresponding share of annual global carbon emissions is represented horizontally
[49].

Geographically, due to increased population in urban areas, consumption and carbon
footprints are spatially concentrated in high-income cities and suburbs [50]. High
consumption at a household level often appears at the same time across different domains
[44, 51, 52]. Therefore, although there might be difficulties in terms of definition and
identification, targeting higher consumers with consumption reduction measures, should
make a more significant contribution towards reducing emissions (and decreasing the
extraction of resources) than focussing on larger groups of lower consumers.

Kenner explored the links between inequality and overconsumption within countries. He
recognises the need to reduce overconsumption across society, but looking at the current
levels of inequality he focused on the ecological footprints of high-net-worth individuals
(HNWIs) [53]. He found four challenges in trying to get HNWIs to reduce their ecological
footprint: (1) some of them may be disconnected from the reality of the ecological crisis;
(2) they have more resources to adapt to climate change; (3) environmental taxes may
have less effect on these individuals because they can afford to continue polluting; and
(4) they may not engage with sustainable consumption information initiatives (perhaps
because they are not formulated with this audience in mind).
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What drives high consumption?

Hakansson found that papers looking at ‘over-consuming agents’ often discussed them in
terms of psychological aspects or personality traits [54]. Overconsumption is described
as something certain minorities or psychologically weak individuals carry out. This is in
line with the findings of Humphery that problematic consumption is often described as a
behaviour of weak individuals rather than being an effect of deeper, underlying structures
of society and economic systems [55].

Giddens views consumption as a set of social practices, influenced by social norms and
lifestyle choices, and also by the institutions and structures of society [56]. Giddens'
model makes a distinction between 'practical' and 'discursive' consciousness. Every day;,
routine actions are mostly performed in practical consciousness. But intentional or more
goal-oriented behaviours need previous elaboration in discursive consciousness. This
insight is important in developing strategies to change habitual behaviours, such as
sustained high consumption. There is a great diversity in human motivation for high
consumption. Behaviours are driven by habit, emotion, coercion, and calculated expected
utility, as well as interpretation of internalized rules and principles [57]. Davies et al.
recognise the complexity of the individual, social and structural factors that influence and
support current patterns of high consumption [58]. They see potential in using a social
practice framework to identify effective interventions aimed at improving the
sustainability of everyday consumption. They also look at a Multi Level Perspective as a
useful framework for the analysis of strategies for system transitions, which has had some
impact in policy arenas. However, they accept that this framework is limited in terms of
its vertical conceptualisation of processes (which overlooks certain horizontal
interactions in micro, meso or macro levels), and it does not engage with the normative
dimension of sustainability. Jackson explains that since many environmentally significant
behaviours are routine in nature, sustainable consumption policy must find ways of
addressing and re-negotiating habitual behaviour [59]. Drawing on Giddens’ theory, he
observes that habit formation has its own rules and dynamics, an approach for changing
habits is to ‘unfreeze’ existing behaviour to raise the behaviour from the level of practical
to discursive consciousness. This process is more effective in a supportive social
environment.

How people demonstrate their status and identity in society influences their consumption
habits as well [48, 60]. Kasser & Kanner state that consumerism and the culture that
surrounds it (advertising, consumption, materialism, and the capitalist economic system)
promote a set of values that encourages an unsustainable relationship with the rest of
nature, and negatively impact personal, social, and ecological well-being [61]. Schwartz
lends support to their view, by showing how more market driven, competitive societies
have a cultural preference for self-assertive, mastery of human and natural resources
rather than relating harmoniously to them [62].

Several researchers have suggested that moral values are key for understanding how
people behave in situations related to the environment [63, 64, 65, 66, 67]. According to
Schwartz, values are beliefs tied to emotions that refer to desirable goals in life, form a
hierarchical system, and serve as guiding principles in the life of a person or other social
entity [68, 69]. They are abstract constructs that transcend specific situations.
Environmental values in particular, refer to beliefs about how humans should view and
treat the environment, which serve as moral reference points for how individuals and
societies interact with their surroundings [70]. The concept of welfare, especially the well-
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being of others (either future beings or those living in the present) is an issue of moral
concern. Thus, adapting our consumption practices to sustainable standards is a decision
guided by certain moral judgements, which are influenced by how we experience the
world and by how we want the world to be in future. Psychological factors are important
determinants of individual pro-environmental behaviour and also influence the
implementation and acceptance of certain public policies [71].

A variety of studies show the existence of measurable pro-social and pro-environmental
values that transcend individual self-interest [66, 72, 73]. The relationship between pro-
environmental values and behaviours is complex, and influenced by many other factors,
such as attitudes [74, 75, 76], norms [63, 67, 73, 77], self-identity [78], perceived
behavioural control [79], people's everyday lifestyles [80], and perceived social
consequences [67]. The relationship between values and behaviours is not a simple, linear
one, but studies show that self-transcendence values often show a positive relation to pro-
environmental attitudes and behaviours; by contrast, self-enhancement values are
negatively related to pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours [64, 65, 66, 77, 81]. The
tension between self-transcendence and self-enhancement values shows in the use of
‘citizens’ as people willing to serve the common good, ‘consumers’ who are supposed to
seek pleasure, or ‘consumer-citizens’ who engage with political issues through ‘tasteful’
consumption [82]. The complex interactions between different sets of values within
individuals also shows in the fact that doing good deeds can increase people’s willingness
to transgress their morality [83].

Inequality in terms of consumption exists within and among countries. From a
geopolitical perspective, high-consuming countries have the military strength and the
economic power to build their prosperity by unequal exchanges. These states (and their
businesses) extract raw materials at low cost and use low-paid human resources from
peripheral countries, then export waste, pollution and outdated goods in exchange [84].
The behaviour of these countries and corporations, which is normal and acceptable in
capitalism, comes from a standpoint which values power and achievement, self-
enhancement values in Schwartz’s theory of basic values [85]; over self-transcendence
values, such as benevolence and universalism.

Kasser showed that countries whose citizens attached relatively higher priority to self-
enhancement in their values also had higher levels of CO, emissions [86], providing
empirical support for the idea that the pursuit of economic success at a national level may
contribute to environmental damage [33, 87]. This challenges the idea of those who claim
that a state is capable of having a strong, growing capitalist economy and simultaneously
protecting the environment. Materialism is negatively associated with both pro-
environmental attitudes and behaviours [76]. Some studies [62, 88, 89] show that the
extent to which nations pursue less regulated, free-market forms of capitalism, directly
correlates with the extent to which their citizens are more likely to endorse values that
concern wealth and competition between individuals. Therefore, it is likely that economic
practices (advertisement, commodification, planned obsolescence) stem from and also
perpetuate cultural values, which in free-market capitalist countries seem to promote high
consumption. This might explain why the ‘most successful’ (e.g. the ones with higher
incomes) are often the ones which consume more and produce more pollution. According
to the OECD, everything else being equal, a person with a higher level of consumption
has a higher level of economic well-being than someone with a lower level of
consumption [90], although high consumption lifestyles negatively affect other people
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and the environment [91]. If one looks at different types of consumption; domestic energy
use, private transport and food are the main sources of individuals’ environmental impact
in developed countries [4]. These are likely to be the types of consumption where high
consumers could make a more significant reduction.

High consumers of energy

Energy consumption varies greatly across households of similar demographic types, as
energy use is influenced by physical aspects of the home in conjunction with the
knowledge, routines and values of the occupants [92]. Therefore, a transition towards
sustainable energy use requires profound, wide-reaching changes in relevant behaviours,
as well as social and technological transformations. Steg ef al. explain how this transition
can be promoted by changing the context for actions so that the costs and barriers for
sustainable practices are lowered [93]. At the same time, targeting individual factors, such
as knowledge and motivations, can also be a way to engage people in more sustainable
energy behaviour. Although it is only one of the various factors that influence energy use,
income inequality parallels inequality in energy footprints: when looking at income
levels, the energy consumption share of the bottom half of the population is less than 20%
of final energy footprints —less than what the top 5% consume [94]. Multivariate analysis
shows that various factors, such as household size and composition, home ownership,
education level and rural location also play important roles in determining energy
consumption [42, 95]. However, the effects of those factors are mixed, and it is often
unclear how some of them affect high consumption of energy at a household level.
Bounen et al. analysed a sample of more than 300,000 Dutch homes. They found that gas
consumption is determined principally by structural dwelling characteristics, such as the
age of the building, its type and materials used, while electricity consumption varied more
directly with household characteristics, in particular income and family composition.
They estimated that the aging of the population and their increasing wealth was likely to
offset energy-efficient improvements of the building stock (resulting from policy
interventions and refurbishments) in the future [96].

Sovacool investigated how energy services differ according to sector, urban and rural
areas, as well as due to direct and indirect uses. In his analysis of urban households’
energy use throughout the world, he found that the low-income households use a greater
number of fuels and carriers, from dung and fuelwood to gas and charcoal, but less
services. Middle-income households tend to rely on electricity and natural gas, followed
by coal, gas, and kerosene, and they use energy in order to get a broader variety of
services. The households with higher incomes have access to the same energy fuels,
carriers, and technologies as middle-income households, but consume more energy (as
they have more luxury items, as well as multiple sets of the same appliance) [97]. Because
of the low energy efficiency of the housing stock, energy consumption in the domestic
sector could be reduced in many countries, as people inhabiting inefficient buildings must
use more energy to heat their homes [98]. There is a connection between low levels of
energy consumption and poor indoor environmental conditions for low income
households in Europe [2], which shows a difficulty in reducing the energy use in those
households, as this would increase the negative effects of inadequate housing on their
health and wellbeing.

Yang & Timmermans looked at how green energy policy instruments in the EU are used
to overcome different barriers for technology adaptation and household energy
consumption behaviour [99]. Regulations and tax instruments are the two most widely
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applied instruments in the household sector. This shows the popularity of a market-based
approach, reflected in the use of tax, incentives, subsidies, fees and charges as tools for
adaptation. Some studies show that as income rises, households are less sensitive to
energy price increases [100, 101, 102], which means that price mechanisms might not be
the most effective way to promote efficiency among high-income segments of the
population. High-income households are also less vulnerable to energy-price hikes than
their poorer counterparts [103] and often unwilling to reduce their energy usage [95].
Lutzenhiser showed how when faced with increases in price, low-income households
often cut back consumption and make lifestyle changes, whereas middle and higher
income households are able to maintain consumption or purchase more efficient
equipment such as newer appliances that use less energy [104]. This raises the question
of whether different energy policy instruments are needed for different households
depending on their income.

A fuel transition from biomass to fossil fuels and electricity has accompanied economic
growth and increasing urbanisation in developing countries [105]. Alam et al. analysed
this transition in Hyderabad, India, and looked at how these technologies might be less
polluting and more efficient, but government policy favoured the highest incomes, as they
had access to more fuel and better equipment [106]. Mundaca et a/. analysed more than
10,000 national and city-level policies in order to quantify the nature and evolution of
policies promoting the adoption of low-carbon energy technologies. They found a
widespread use of economic incentives (mainly subsidies) internationally. At a local level,
cities focused on technology and infrastructure policies, but policy efforts do not address
behavioural factors (i.e., cognitive, motivational and contextual aspects) in a direct
manner, and no policies addressed high income households explicitly [107].

According to a smart meter customer experience study by the Department for Business,
Energy & Industrial Strategy in the UK, the most likely to look at how much energy they
were consuming at least weekly were social renters (55%, compared to 43% among owner
occupiers) and those with a total household income of less than £16,000 a year (53%,
compared to 40% among those in households with an income upwards of £50,000). More
cost-conscious households were more likely to use their in-house display (IHD) to track
how much they were spending on energy. Using their THD to check that every appliance
was off when they went out or went to sleep was also more common among respondents
on low incomes. A quarter of those on lower incomes wanted further information about
how their smart meter worked (25%) and how their IHD worked (22%). This was
significantly more than those in the highest income category (for whom the corresponding
values were 12% and 11%, respectively). Although it provides some important insights
about smart meter adoption, this study did not analyse data from high consuming
households as a separate entity [3].

Albert & Maasoumy explain that energy providers aim to increase their customer
satisfaction and engagement, as well as promoting certain environmentally-friendly
initiatives [108], and as customer data has recently become more detailed and readily
available, research on demand-side management has used consumption readings and
demographic information to focus on three main areas: (1) Modelling building
performance and consumption patterns of populations in order to improve programs such
as time-of-use tariffs and personalised energy-saving advice [109], (2) collecting data
from households and individual appliances to reconstruct end-use signals from an
aggregate signal [110], and (3) studying the effect of occupancy, weather and building
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characteristics on household energy consumption [111]. This kind of research might
provide evidence to identify high-consuming households, but it seems none of these
approaches have been used yet to target high consumers as a group in order to try and
identify any common characteristics and improve their individual performance if
possible. White & Sintov warn that time-of-use electricity billing might produce some
economic and conservation benefits, but these rates could affect vulnerable households in
a negative way, which should be considered separately in rate design, in order to avoid
exacerbating energy injustices [112]. Price support and price relief have traditionally been
the most common measures to address energy poverty [113]. These price regulations do
not target low income households and also seem to weaken price incentives for producers
and consumers alike. Retail electricity companies are starting to use new technologies to
make prices more flexible and responsive to the market, but this is aimed mostly at
reducing energy bills, not at changing the behaviour of any consumers.

According to Aune, energy cultures involve everyday practices, but also interpretations
of energy, energy-related artifacts, and energy policies [114]. Therefore, private energy
consumption is a result of a combination of activities, preferences, values, technologies
and material structures, with domestication (understood as the conglomeration of the
house, its artifacts and activities) at its core. Any behavioural change initiatives and new
technologies have to address different images and practical constructions of what home
is, as information and the use of energy-efficient technologies do not spread in a simple,
linear manner. Drawing on culture-based approaches to behaviour, and soft systems
thinking, Stephenson ef al. developed the Energy Cultures framework, which states that
consumer energy behaviour can be understood by looking at the interactions between
cognitive norms, material culture and energy practices [115]. A transformation towards a
sustainable society will require significant cultural changes along with material and
behavioural changes at different levels (in households, businesses, etc.) [116]. Energy
policy still relies heavily on a top-to-bottom approach and often understands
implementation of technology in a linear way. Perhaps a different understanding of the
interactions which shape consumer behaviour would facilitate a move towards more
sustainable practices. For instance, Eksin et al. developed a simulation which shows that
communication about consumption between neighbouring energy users improves welfare
and that power providers could lower consumption by adjusting their target profits [117].

High consumers of transport

In the UK, households with high incomes, high education and with children are more
likely to have high emissions, which are mainly driven by high indirect and high transport
emissions [42]. The geographical areas in the UK which used more gas and electricity,
used the most energy from private transport as well [52]. In general, the households who
owned cars in urban areas spent less on road fuel than the households who owned cars in
rural areas. There are disparities in car ownership and use by different social groups. As
with other energy uses, the most pronounced is the relationship between income and
travel, but there are also differences depending on gender, age, household structure, rural
location and settlement patterns [118].

According to Sager, the 10% of households in the United States with the highest incomes,
emit around 12 metric tons of CO; per year from using gasoline, whereas the 10% of
households with the lowest incomes produce 3.6 metric tons of CO» per year from private
transport and emit around 18 metric tons for everything they buy all year [119]. He
concludes that income redistribution in the United States might increase total household
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CO; emissions, as the propensity to generate emissions from an additional unit of income
is higher at lower incomes. Andersson looked at the impact of the introduction of a carbon
tax and a value added tax on transport fuel in the years 1990-1991 in Sweden. He
estimates a reduction in emissions of 10.9% during the period of 1990-2005 [120].

Promoting electric vehicles (EVs) might not substantially improve many issues related to
high consumption, considering the unclear CO; gain and higher costs from a life-cycle
point of view [121, 122]. Any improvement in terms of CO; emissions is difficult to
quantify, since it depends on the approach to generating electricity, and the importance of
EVs on replacing fossil fuels is unclear. According to Yang & Timmermans, a large-scale
use of EVs might increase overall car use and traffic in cities, and reduce the use of public
transport and bicycles. They also explain that policies which involve subsidising EVs
might lead to inequality of tax benefits across income levels, since richer households are
more likely to purchase an EV [99].

Shove et al. analysed car dependence, and concluded that different forms of energy
consumption, including those associated with private transport, are outcomes of
interconnected patterns of social practices, including working, shopping, educational
activities, leisure, etc. They acknowledge that social practices are always embedded in
material arrangements, and suggest that forms of car dependence emerge through the
intersection of arrangements that are integral to different types of infrastructure and their
connections to social practices [123]. There are also differences in the disposition to
reduce private car use between segments of the population. Andersson looked at moral
factors that influence motivation to reduce private car use in Sweden, and he found that
males, the middle-aged, people with low educational attainment, and rural residents are
less open to decreasing private car use [124]. A higher income is likely to increase the
number of trips and their average length, and income also plays a key role in car
ownership, which reduces the demand for public transport [125]. The association between
income and alternative ways to travel, such as cycling, is not clear in the literature [126],
but car ownership is negatively associated with the likelihood of an individual being a
cyclist [126, 127], and some income inequalities, which favour higher incomes, have been
identified in the availability and quality of cycling infrastructure in cities [128].

In the case of flying, Cohen et al. looked at binge flying as a behavioural addiction,
although they did not focus on income as a predictor. They looked at the tensions between
tourism’s short-term gratifications and the environmental impact of air travel, as well as
between the discourses against excessive flying and the increase in air travel [129].
Westlake explored the influence of high-profile individuals on the intentions and attitudes
of others regarding aviation [130]. He concluded that leading by example, these
individuals could contribute to a shift away from excessive flying. According to Banister
[131], in the UK air travel has become more affordable in the last decades, but this has
not resulted in a higher proportion of the population flying. Instead, the low-cost airlines
have allowed those who were already flying to fly more frequently while saving money
(see Fig. 4). Recent reports [132, 133] suggest that, globally (prior to Covid-19), the
proportion of the population that flies at least once a year in most countries is less than
50%, and, in many cases, much lower than this. The 1% of the world’s population who
flies most often accounted for more than half of the emissions from passenger aviation
[132].
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Figure 4. Number of international flights in 2019 by income (UK) [134].

High consumers of food

FAO and WHO define Sustainable Healthy Diets as “dietary patterns that promote all
dimensions of individuals’ health and wellbeing; have low environmental pressure and
impact; are accessible, affordable, safe and equitable; and are culturally acceptable™ [135,
p.9]. Regarding cultural aspects, the focus is on avoiding adverse impacts on women’s
time allocation, but also on the accessibility and desirability of diets. This definition
recognises the difficulty of promoting diets which have less impact but are not culturally
desirable. For example, looking at meat consumption in Scotland and the cultural, social
and personal values around it, Macdiarmid et al. recommend integrating cultural issues
into the development of dietary recommendations [136]. This focus on cultural values
creates a conundrum when facing high consumption in free-market capitalist countries,
as their typical values are opposed to sustainable consumption.

National dietary recommendations and guidelines are developed to give indications of
what people should be eating, often to address public health concerns, such as obesity,
cardiovascular disease and diabetes [137]. These guidelines can also be a policy tool
aimed at reducing the environmental impacts associated with the food system. For
example, the latest Swedish dietary recommendations emphasise the importance of
making food choices that have beneficial impacts on both human health and the
environment. The report explains that a plant-based diet has a lower environmental impact
compared to a diet with large quantities of red and processed meats [138]. The most recent
UK set of dietary guidelines is also presented as an attempt at helping the population
choose healthier and more sustainable food, but it does not make an explicit distinction
between animal and vegetable sources of protein [139]. The United States guidelines are
focused on healthy eating and do not mention sustainability [140]. None of these
guidelines direct specific recommendations to high consumers of food, beyond looking
at a recommended caloric intake and balancing food groups.

The health consequences of persistent overconsumption of food, such as the worldwide
increase in obesity have been attributed to excess energy intake [141]. The problems of
high consumption of food are related to this excess energy intake by human populations,
but the consequences also depend on the types and quantities of foods people eat [142].
Arguably, avoiding a caloric surplus would also reduce the environmental impact of
excessive consumption. However, Tukker et al. found that a shift towards healthier diets
would only result in minor reductions of environmental impacts in Europe, unless those
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healthier diets included a reduction of meat and dairy intake [143]. For instance, moderate
changes which involve significant less red meat can lead to a reduction of impacts of food
consumption by about 8%. Vieux et al. looked at the effects of reducing energy intake on
diet-associated carbon emissions. When the energy intake did not exceed individual
energy needs, the diet-associated emissions decreased by either 10.7% for low physical
activity, or 2.4% for moderate activity [144]. This supports other studies which state that
reducing total caloric intake to meet energy needs and meet dietary guidelines would lead
to a decrease in emissions and would require less land use for food production [142].

However, choosing healthy and sustainable food choices does not depend exclusively on
personal preferences. For example, Barosh e al. found that households in the lowest
income quintile in Greater Western Sydney, would have to spend up to 48% of their
weekly income to buy a hypothetical healthy and sustainable basket of food, while
households in the highest income quintile would have to spend only 9% of their weekly
income [145]. Bonaccio ef al. looked at the influence of the economic crisis on diet
choices in the Italian region of Molise. They concluded that socioeconomic determinants
play a major role in explaining the adherence to healthy dietary patterns [146]. Maguire
& Monsivais also observed that socio-economic differences in diet choices may
contribute to health inequalities [ 147]. In the UK, Mireku & Rodriguez found that the risk
of adolescent obesity increased with decreasing household income quintiles. After
stratifying by geographic-level deprivation quintiles, this risk associated to family income
persisted both in the most deprived and in the most affluent neighbourhoods but was not
significant in middle-class neighbourhoods [148]. This study did not investigate if there
were any differences regarding the composition (in terms of food types, origin, etc.) of
the caloric intake of different neighbourhoods, but as socioeconomic and environmental
factors play a powerful role in determining dietary intake [149, 150], it would be likely
to vary.

The focus on personal high intake of food as the cause of obesity overlooks factors such
as the complexity of psychological determinants of eating behaviours, low physical
activity leading to a negative energy balance, a dense built environment, pervasive food
marketing, and the increased availability of energy-dense, nutrient-poor food [151]. In the
UK, the individual has been the focus for obesity prevention and intervention, despite
strong evidence suggesting the importance of socio-economic factors, which would
require collective action and multiple sites of intervention, beyond personal responsibility
[152].

Conclusion

In conclusion, while they might be difficult to define and identify in some cases, high
consumers have the potential to make a big difference in relation to human environmental
impact by reducing their use of resources, with minimal consequences for their wellbeing.
High consuming households remain largely unstudied, particularly in an explicit sense,
and consumption reduction policy initiatives are not targeting them specifically. The
evidence presented in this review makes plain their direct and indirect contribution to
environmental degradation through their own consumption practices and the setting of
societal material aspirations. However, without a better understanding of the
psychological, social and structural drivers of high consumption, the precise actual
environmental impact of high consumers, and the barriers to engaging them in sustainable
consumption initiatives, it is difficult to determine what would make any policy
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intervention in this area effective, and what roles high consumers can and should play in
facilitating a transition to more sustainable consumption practices.

As well as acknowledging a significant gap in the literature in the field of high consumers
at a household level (in terms of definition, classification, characteristics and motivations)
from the studies available, this review identified some findings related to high
consumption which could serve as a starting point for a research agenda on this important
topic:

e Consumption inequalities increase with income inequalities, and consumption
varies greatly between different households. As high consumers are responsible
for more emissions and use more resources, households with a higher income are
potentially capable of having a more positive impact through lifestyle changes.

e Different dimensions of consumption (social, psychological, moral, economic,
geographical, environmental...) are interrelated, which creates specific barriers
for changing the behaviour of high consumers in free-market, capitalist
economies.

e Policy initiatives to reduce the impacts of consumption have not explicitly
targeted high consumers as a group yet, and many countries do not recognise high
consumption as an issue, perhaps due in part to the lack of clear, widely accepted
definitions on the topic, but also for ideological and political reasons.

The topic of high consumers offers a ground for theoretical debates around needs, access
to resources, inequalities, intergenerational justice, and solidarity with those more
vulnerable in the present. There are also some research questions about this topic that
require empirical attention in order to better understand who high consumers are, where
they can be found and how they may reduce their environmental impact. Can we identify
groups or subsets of of high consumers that are more receptive to reducing their
consumption? How aware are high consumers regarding the consequences of their
behaviour? What would incentivise more sustainable consumption practices? Which
factors and mechanisms beyond income and lifestyle enable high consumption? This is a
group which has been excluded to a great extent from research and policy-making related
to sustainable consumption and carbon reduction. This has created many gaps in our
understanding of the drivers of high consumption and the barriers we need to overcome
to keep consumption within environmental limits. It is time to initiate a significant
research agenda on this important topic.
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Lessons for a Just Transition from the COVID-19 Pandemic
Alvaro Castano Garcia

Abstract: Drawing upon the principles of energy justice, the chapter identifies existing unjust
practices and examines the unique challenges and opportunities for a just transition in a post-
pandemic world. The pandemic has amplified existing inequalities and intensified issues with
energy sovereignty, thereby underscoring the importance of incorporating justice dimensions in
energy transitions. The chapter argues for the co-production of policy initiatives by communities,
industry stakeholders, and governments to facilitate the implementation of just transition
frameworks. It accentuates the significance of just transition policies towards a sustainable,
socially equitable, and economically viable low-carbon energy system in a world where oil
demand may never return to pre-pandemic levels due to shifts in work patterns, advancements

in fuel efficiency, and the pursuit of climate-friendly policies.
Keywords: Just transition; COVID-19; energy justice; inequalities; co-production; energy policy

Introduction

This chapter looks at the impact which the COVID-19 pandemic could have on the achievement
of a just transition in the medium to long-term future, complementing the long-term historical
view of Holmes in Chapter 2. By examining this subject from the perspectives of five tenets of
energy justice, this chapter aims to facilitate the identification of unjust practices as well as

explore some opportunities and challenges for a just transition in a post-pandemic world.

With the recognition of the urgent need to transition to less carbon-intensive energy systems,
the implementation of just transition principles has become a priority in many parts of the world.
Environmental protection and decarbonisation seem to be central to the recovery after the
pandemic. As the UN Climate Chief stated in 2020: “With this restart, a window of hope and
opportunity opens... an opportunity for nations to green their recovery packages and shape the

21st century economy in ways that are clean, green, healthy, safe and more resilient” (UN,

67



2020). There is a recognition of the need to make sure those transitions incorporate justice
dimensions as well. The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated many inequalities (Blundell et al.,
2020), creating additional economic problems for some economic sectors and regions (Brodeur
et al., 2020). The pandemic has also intensified existing problems with energy sovereignty, as
communities are experiencing the negative impacts of relying on energy systems that are
organised to earn profit and are outside of community control: income reduction and an
increase in energy prices compromise access to privatised energy services, imperilling access.
This problem was mitigated in some countries through direct energy assistance programmes
and temporary bans on disconnections (Mastropietro et al. 2020). Many challenges remain for
the adoption of just transition principles in ensuring workers and communities are prepared for

the inevitable move to low-carbon energy systems.

Communities, in tandem with governments and industry stakeholders, must work towards the
co-production of policy initiatives, to facilitate the implementation of just transition
frameworks, especially in regions most impacted by energy transitions (Henry et al., 2020). This
is particularly important to achieve a fair distribution of the costs and benefits of the energy
transition in the context of recovery from the coronavirus pandemic, a process which is
predicted to be slow, with a period of economic inactivity for years to come (Nicola et al. 2020).
World oil markets seem to be rebalancing after the unprecedented collapse in demand in 2020,
caused by the pandemic and a stronger drive by governments towards a low-carbon future.
However, the International Energy Agency (2021) explained in a recent report that oil demand
in the next 5 years is set to be lower than was forecast before the pandemic, and it might never
get back to pre-crisis levels due to fuel efficiency improvements, increased teleworking, new
policies to reduce oil use in the power sector, etc. This stresses the importance of adopting and
implementing just transition policies in a shift to a low-carbon energy system that prioritizes

sustainability as well as social and economic equity.
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Possible impacts of COVID-19 on a just transition

Cha et al. (2021) emphasise how the energy transition is only one transition, and how other
sectoral transitions, such as automation, digitalization, hybrid working, and health care, will also
require just transitions. Fiscal recovery packages to support the recovery offer an opportunity
to reform an unsustainable, fossil-fuel-intensive economic system. Hepburn et al. (2020)
recommend policy interventions which offer the potential to reconcile both economic indicators
and climate goals after the pandemic: Clean physical infrastructure investment, building
efficiency retrofits, investment in education and training to address unemployment (from
COVID-19 and from decarbonisation), natural capital investment for ecosystem resilience and
regeneration, clean R&D investment, and with low and middle income countries, rural support
spending. The urgency of the transformations required, highlight the need for approaches that
facilitate the transitions while making the process as just as possible. For instance, Newell et al.
(2021) propose a transformative approach to climate justice, focusing on the social and
institutional relations and inequalities that both produce climate change and profoundly shape
responses to it. Here, the focus is on power and its various manifestations, to overcome the

tensions between different understandings of climate justice.

Perhaps due to the need for quick responses during the pandemic, exceptional measures aimed
at restricting people's mobility, and associated changes in labour conditions and energy use have
been implemented using mostly top-down approaches by people in power in companies and
governments. One important question to consider is whether there is evidence of an
international community prepared to deal with the pandemic and its effects as ecological issues
(systemic, involving vital inter-relationships) or as elements of a discourse based on economic
and technological rationality that prioritises saving the economy over saving lives (Rodrigues &
Lowan-Trudeau, 2021). Learning from successes and failures of policy responses during the
pandemic might enhance climate action and prepare humanity for future crises, but there are

important differences between COVID-19 and climate change. For example, most measures
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introduced to overcome a pandemic are temporary and can be lifted once the situation
improves, whereas climate change requires deep, lasting transformations of society, people’s
behaviour and the global economy (Klenert et al. 2020). Those transformations will require a
more participatory approach, as the low level of public concern and the demobilisation of social
actors associated with top-down, authoritarian environmentalism, often undermine climate
policy implementation (Gilley, 2012). As we will see below, this approach also overlooks many

forms of justice.

By developing comprehensive frameworks for analysis and evaluation, justice scholarship could
facilitate the creation of processes that substantially increase the potential for equitable
transitions towards low carbon economies. McCauley & Heffron (2018) argue that one of the
main tasks of justice scholars is reframing the just transition concept beyond its original purpose.
They believe the just transition concept could unite climate, energy and environmental justice
scholarships and go beyond a purely instrumental purpose. COVID-19 recovery could speed up
the energy transition away from fossil fuels, but analyses of recovery stimulus packages suggest
that most fossil fuel producers are more likely to select a "dirty" way out of the crisis than a
"green" option (Le Billon et al., 2021). This path will delay climate action while increasing our
dependency on fossil fuels. Fossil fuel producers must embrace a "green recovery" to change
course. To do this, "just transition" policies can promote global initiatives encompassing

consumption and production measures.

According to Hughes & Hoffmann (2020), a just transition at an urban scale requires moving
from an evaluative perspective to a process-oriented perspective, with the aim of identifying
those policies and processes more likely to bring positive change. Therefore, the academic focus
needs to shift from raising awareness of injustice towards using the principles of justice to better
engage with those political, institutional, social, and economic forces which influence the future
of cities. Although their focus is on just urban transitions, this approach does not need to be

limited to urban transitions and could be generalised to just transitions. Sotiropoulos (2022) calls
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for a holistic conceptualization of justice, which goes beyond fairness and takes considers the
material environment as a constitutive dimension of the actuality of justice. Environmental
justice, he claims, must go beyond issues of unequal distribution and disproportionate exposure
of marginalised people. It must also confront its own distributional logic, which reduces the
concept's potency to an ethical judgement on the current state of the world, in which failing to
live up to a set ideal is viewed to result in environmental calamity. From this perspective, the
COVID-19 pandemic can be seen as an "ethological accident", the effects of which are mediated

by systematic subjugation, colonisation and exploitation of the physical world.

Just transition from the perspectives of five tenets of energy justice

McCauley et al. (2019) identified distributional, recognition, procedural, cosmopolitan and
restorative justice as the main forms of justice cited in the energy justice literature when
addressing issues related to transitions to a low carbon energy systems. Although energy justice
is itself an integral part of a just transition, these five forms of justice have not been extensively
used to think about current and future just transition policy initiatives yet. Some of the typical
tenets of the ‘just transition’ concept also include areas which are often beyond energy justice
(e.g. relationships within the labour market, broader social justice issues or certain historical
considerations). These five forms of justice are often interrelated but have distinct
characteristics. There are specific opportunities and challenges associated with developing a
framework based on those forms of justice (as tools for theory development, decision-making

and policy interventions) after the coronavirus pandemic, which are discussed below.

Distributional justice

The most widely discussed theory of distributional justice (or distributive justice), developed by
Rawls (1971), sees distributional justice as fairness in the distribution of goods and advantages
in a society. Different theories and principles have been used to emphasise different
circumstances and moral factors of distributional justice, such as strict egalitarianism, the

difference principle, equality of opportunity, luck egalitarianism, welfare-based principles,
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desert-based principles, libertarian principles or feminist principles (Lamont, 2017). There have
also been formulations of distributional justice related to energy issues (Bickerstaff et al., 2013;
Sovacool & Dworkin, 2014). In just transitions, distributional justice addresses the distributions
of benefits and burdens across members of a society. On the operational level, this involves
ensuring access to resources for everyone and mitigating the negative effects of transitions for
those who work within and are more affected by the demise of the fossil fuel economy. From a
global environmental justice point of view, distributional justice is also related to questions of
economic growth, security and war, as energy issues have a prominent place in the geopolitical
and economic strategies of ruling elites. Because of this, it is vital to recognise the influence of
political and economic agendas in decision-making processes and, therefore, in the distribution
of benefits and burdens of energy production (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013). If the distribution of
benefits and burdens from the transition to lower-carbon energy sources is not equitably
distributed, some communities and socio-economic groups are more likely to bear the burdens
of such transitions. Those working in fossil fuel dependant industries will be adversely affected
by the transition. However, low-income communities and other disadvantaged groups will also
suffer the consequences of energy insecurity, as well as a lack of opportunities for engagement

with decision-making processes and access to technologies (Carley & Konisky, 2020).

When thinking of the pandemic, the poor, the elderly, and minority groups have been hit much
harder than other groups by the COVID-19 crisis (Wang & Tang, 2020). Lower income groups are
also at greater risk of unemployment and social stress due to physical distancing (Nicola et al.
2020). Therefore, some argue that recovery measures should be primarily directed to these
groups by providing economic aid, assistance for job creation, childcare programmes, and
ensuring access to health care and other social services to improve recovery, resilience and

sustainability (Renn, 2020).

Climate change and other shocks like COVID-19 have unequal implications, which should be

recognised by prioritising policies and initiatives that reduce emissions while providing
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immediate health, social, and economic advantages to vulnerable populations. Using human
health and equity as a compass, policies informed by the pandemic can help accelerate the
transition to resilient, sustainable, net-zero emission societies (Wyns & van Daalen, 2021). As
with just transitions, a just recovery from the pandemic involves addressing the worst effects of
social inequalities. According to Gore (2020), failure to address extreme carbon inequality,
prioritising even more unequal, carbon-intensive economic growth for the wealthy would result
in an unmanageable and irreversible climatic disaster. While the pandemic caused a chaotic and
often inequitable fall in global consumption, it also highlighted that hitherto unimaginable
changes in the lifestyles of the wealthy could be made to the benefit of all of us. Gore also
suggests that taxing luxury carbon, such as SUVs, frequent business class flights, and private jets,
as well as expanding digital and public transport infrastructure, can help to reduce emissions,

reduce inequality, and improve public health.

Drawing from the Social Determinants of Health framework, Hoernke (2020) explains that urban
and public health specialists should work with multi-level stakeholders to address inadequate
living conditions for the most socioeconomically disadvantaged, promote equitable provision of
healthcare and ensure that the almost unavoidable, increasing digitisation of urban life improves
health equity. Higgins-Desbiolles (2020) calls for redefining and reorienting tourism industry
after the pandemic, with a focus on the rights and interests of local communities and local
peoples. As well as specific challenges, the pandemic might create windows of opportunity for
advancing towards distributional justice. For example, Gebreslassie (2020) explains how the
closure of energy intensive business and industries in Africa is becoming an opportunity to
provide sustained and reliable electricity supply to the health system and to households which

previously endured an unreliable and strained energy supply.

Recognition justice
Regarding one of the main debates around just transitions in the academic arena, the ‘jobs vs

environment’ binary, it is important to note that “job losses are not an automatic consequence
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of climate policies, but the consequence of a lack of investment, social policies and anticipation”
(Rosemberg, 2010 p.134). As governments and organisations move towards zero carbon, they
need to mitigate the negative social consequences of their actions. Shifting social,
environmental, and energy realities complicates the adequate planning of climate policies, but
ensuring that the concerns and needs of affected communities are fully understood and
addressed is vital for effective cooperation in a just transition. This cooperation might be further
complicated where there is a gap between policy makers’ understanding of just transitions, and
the complex reality of the concept, whose origins “lie deep in the everyday experiences of

workers and frontline communities” (Stevis et al. 2020, p.2).

As Henry et al. (2020) noted, some think a just transition is related to solutions such as worker
retraining, targeted economic development plans, and public and private investment, whereas
others emphasise the importance of community-level engagement and participatory
governance. Compromise will be an ongoing task, as well as in-depth debates about what a just
transition means in different contexts. Recognition justice is a prerequisite for those
conversations to take place. To frame political movements in terms of recognition highlights the
relational character of justice. This form of justice focuses on what kind of standing an individual
deserves when compared to other persons, instead of only looking at what goods and

advantages a person should have (Young, 1990).

Rajan et al. (2020) explain how decisions about policy priorities during the pandemic,
distribution of scarce resources, and balancing conflicting goals should have included major
stakeholders, in particular those who represent groups that suffer the most, and those who have
expertise on the secondary effects of lockdowns, social isolation measures and movement
restrictions. They warned there was little transparency and little involvement of civil society in
national government decision-making processes. They called upon governments to “recognise
the multidimensional effects and needs of society (...) and consult more broadly (...) across

disciplines, within health and beyond health, based on a true multisectoral paradigm” (Rajan et
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al. 2020, p.6). The imbalance between disease incidence and mortality among minorities across
health conditions, including COVID-19 highlights how problematic their under-inclusion in
research is. This needs to be addressed to improve the accessibility and efficacy of interventions
developed for predominantly white, privileged populations for conditions that

disproportionately impact other groups (Gilmore-Bykovskyi et al., 2021).

A top-down, managerial approach to ‘just transitions’ would limit the potential for the concept
to bring together civil organisations and increase the fairness of the economic and energy
systems. Significant groups affected by the transition would be excluded from the decision-
making process, not recognising their equal dignity and their ability to actively participate in the
life of society. However, to address social and environmental problems in a just manner, those
who have contributed the least to climate issues and are the most affected by them must be

brought to the foreground (Walters, 2022).

Procedural justice

For people to perceive that a transition is just, fairness in legal processes and resource allocation
is vital, and this is the idea of procedural justice. This is particularly relevant in the development
and application of laws but is also important in ensuring the fairness of processes that guide the
decisions behind the siting of new infrastructure, responses to climate change, energy systems

and renewable energy provision (McCauley & Heffron, 2018).

According to Brosemer et al. (2020) the pandemic has created an opportunity for corporate
interests to advance energy agendas that perpetuate carbon intensive and corporate controlled
energy systems. This reflects ongoing procedural injustices of energy decision making. Energy
sovereignty, as the right for communities to control access to energy services, should inform the
design of a post-COVID-19 energy system that is resilient to future shocks and does not deepen
injustices. In healthcare, Cousins et al. (2020) noted how procedural justice applies to the

policies and procedures which were put in place to support the operation of care homes during
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the pandemic. For instance, government advice for care homes in the UK was minimal and weak.
Furthermore, there were numerous revisions and updates to government instructions affecting
care homes, causing confusion. Services must be effective, responsive to people's needs, and
well-led (Care Quality Commission, 2020), but the lack of clear government guidance and
political leadership put these norms in jeopardy. Daniels (2008) advocates for a fair process for
making resource allocation decisions, rather than merely assigning resources based on expected
health outcomes and net utility maximisation. His "accountability for reasonableness" strategy
relies heavily on transparency and participation. In short, decisions and their rationales must be
made public, must be based on objective evidence or reasons and accepted principles, must
have mechanisms for appeal and revision, and must have mechanisms to control and guarantee
compliance with these principles. Although he developed his theory thinking of health needs,
which made Supady & Bode (2020) think it was a useful theory for rationing decisions in the
COVID-19 crisis, this theory could also offer insights on how to make just transitions more

egalitarian and participative.

Procedural justice, understood as “the right to participate in deliberations which affect them”
(Newell & Mulvaney, 2013) has been a historical demand of groups organised to promote social
and environmental justice. This form of justice can be closely related to recognition justice from
that perspective, but is mostly concerned with trust in the fairness of the process guiding the
transition, rather than the standing of members of those groups when compared to other
persons. Those who try to access deliberation spaces that do not include them, do so not only
because they perceive themselves as equally deserving that right, but because they do not

conceive a fair discussion of economic issues and energy transitions if their voices are not heard.

Cosmopolitan justice

Jin (2020) explained that “a pandemic and climate change are both existential challenges facing
the whole human race who share this planet together. Neither Coronavirus nor climate see

country borders” (p. 1709). In a context where environmental protection is often framed as a
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top-down, elitist demand, just transition principles give workers an opportunity to gain space in
the climate discussion, shaping policies and strategies that affect the future of their jobs and
livelihoods (Rosemberg, 2017). When thinking of an international perspective, going beyond
that ‘elite environmentalism’, in which only rich countries can fit environmental protection into
their agendas, climate and environmental justice issues should be addressed both in the
relationship between the global North and the global South and within those societies. The
pandemic highlighted the failure to achieve the universal goal of safeguarding and promoting
human rights. The structural imbalances imposed on developing countries in the name of free
trade and the reduction of tariff barriers to allow for the free flow of goods and services in many
cases aggravated poverty while providing no social protection (Kataria & Qu, 2022), which raises
concerns about our shared obligations and collective action's effectiveness. COVID-19 gave
cover for certain nations to adopt harsh and hostile steps against refugees and asylum seekers
(detentions, pushbacks, and other refugee deterrence tactics), prioritising self-interest over

cosmopolitan-oriented policies (Barnes & Makinda, 2021).

Inequalities between countries are apparent at many levels. The global effects of the pandemic
have made evident how interlinked human populations are, regardless of borders and cultural
differences, but there have also been displays of uneven power dynamics which might translate
into difficulties for just transitions. As a study in September 2020 showed, wealthy countries
representing 13% of the global population purchased more than half of the COVID-19 vaccine

supply (Oxfam, 2020).

Armstrong (2020) explains that poor fossil fuel exporting countries will lose a significant source
of revenue because of a reduction in fossil fuels use, so the international community might need
to assist those countries in their development. In many countries, fossil fuel exports make up a
significant share of national income. And some of the greatest losses are likely to occur in sub-
Saharan Africa, North Africa and Latin America (Kartha, 2016, p.7). A large proportion of the coal

found in those places must remain unburned if we are to keep the increase in global average
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temperature below 2 °C above pre-industrial levels (McGlade & Ekins, 2015), which will

represent an additional burden to the economic development of those areas.

Duflot et al. (2021) argue that there are numerous more sustainable and equitable potential
futures. They suggest a change in the more damaging worldviews and reinventing governance
and citizen roles on many scales. This is a difficult task which can only be accomplished with
widespread cooperation among societies and a shared belief that the reciprocal benefits of

collaboration may outweigh the rewards of individualistic competition.

Restorative justice

Restorative Justice focuses on the negative effects of actions on people, and actively involves
victims, those who caused harm, and the community in looking for solutions which promote
repair and reconciliation (Van Ness & Strong, 2014). McCauley & Heffron (2018) explain that the
concept of just transition had an inherent restorative element from its inception, as the
shutdown of fossil fuel industries such as mining (or moving those activities to areas of the world

with lower associated costs), resulted in US unions demanding the restoration of lost jobs.

In just transitions, restorative justice must address the negative consequences of energy
transitions, for example, the impact of jobs loss from fuel intensive industries. However, it must
also aim at repairing harm caused by past events to individuals, the environment and the
climate, creating relationships and ways of life (cooperative processes) capable of providing
solutions to any future harms that a transition to low-carbon world might create (McCauley &

Heffron, 2018).

Van Ness & Strong (2014) identify four core elements of restorative justice: encounter,
reparation, reintegration, and participation. Clamp & Doak (2012) suggest that in periods of
transition after conflict, such values should be evaluated based on their responsiveness to the
needs of stakeholders, how democratic the process is, and the legitimacy of the process in terms
of truth and justice. Restorative justice is often mentioned when thinking of strategies that help
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to overcome the negative effects of punitive justice (justice that intends to punish people who
commit a crime). For instance, Pont et al. (2021) argue that the health situation of overcrowded
prisons is unsustainable in many countries and explains the need to take measures to reduce
incarceration rates by systemic and long-term reforms, which include restorative justice
approaches. Because some communities have suffered the worst effects from the pandemic
(which has compounded pre-existing systemic inequalities in many cases), Cooper & Williams
(2020) suggest that those communities should have opportunities to lead the development of
restorative justice initiatives. When thinking of just transitions, the above systemic reforms
could be a required addition to those related to work-related issues and other types of justice.
Richardson et al. (2021) argue that monetary payments as reparations for descendants of
persons enslaved in the US would not only have decreased COVID-19 risk for recipients of the
wealth redistribution; the mitigating effects would also be distributed across racial groups,
benefiting the population at large. They also note that racism manifested in disproportionate
COVID-19 incidence and mortality for Black Americans should strengthen moral, historical, and

legal justifications for reparations.

Going back to the unequitable vaccine distribution in a global context, Jecker (2022) explained
it is a matter of justice, not charity, for wealthier countries to share vaccines. The privileged
access to COVID-19 vaccines indicates upstream institutional inequities. Taking steps towards
remedying structural injustices is a duty that befalls especially those nations who benefitted

from them. Cosmopolitan justice would also require restorative justice initiatives.

Sharpe et al. (2022) show how the pandemic has revealed that vulnerability is not evenly
distributed across Asian textile supply chains, and that carbon emissions are concentrated in
specific production activities, with these activities geographically concentrated in certain
hotspots—areas that are both highly reliant on the textile and garment sector, but also highly
vulnerable to supply chain disruptions and climate change. This gives the need for just transition

planning in the sector a strong spatial component; hot areas can be turned into possibilities for
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faster community action to "build back better", which might require restorative approaches to

mitigate undesirable effects of decarbonisation.

Conclusion

There are lessons we can learn from the pandemic that are valuable for a just transition. The
recognition of social inequalities, as well as the implementation of participatory processes that
mitigate negative effects of energy and health crises on the most vulnerable are necessary steps
towards just transitions. As well as making some inequalities more visible than before, the
pandemic has provided some lessons about how policy is implemented in a crisis (positive and

negative).

The complex scenarios in which just transitions must be developed after the pandemic require
an interdisciplinary, inclusive approach to make sure transitions stand the best chance of being
truly just. This requires the identification of unjust practices, but also the engagement of
communities and organisations in discussions about ensuring a just transition. Justice
scholarship in different areas has established an understanding of the key justice-based issues
to be considered when reflecting on how injustices take place and how to address them. Each
of the scholarships has developed multiple foci which might need to be brought together in just
transitions. An approach which is sensitive to different forms of justice is more likely to address

justice issues in a comprehensive manner.

A justice-based policy framework could help in ensuring that a just transition is considering all
the levels of injustice that communities, governments and corporate actors need to address.
This offers an opportunity to gain a better understanding of the different dimensions of justice
a transition should strive for. Moreover, this kind of framework could provide a good starting
point to prepare those involved in a just transition process for future complications. If the
process is guided by principles which simultaneously address different forms of justice,

stakeholders could be more confident in the resilience and fairness of the transition towards a
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more sustainable future. However, a purely justice-based framework might also have some

shortcomings when it comes to implementing just transition policies:

Firstly, the strategic considerations of workers, unions, environmental organisations and other
civil society stakeholders are all important parts of a just transition. This conclusion supports one
of the eight core areas identified in Chapter 8 by McCauley et. al. These considerations often
result in a diversity of priorities. Unlike Chapter 8, | argue that a purely justice-based approach
would provide a limited understanding of these strategies or the likely synergies that might
emerge from them. Those strategies could also conflict among them, adding difficulties to the
implementation of just transition principles. For example, the priorities of people who would
accept any job opportunity that brings an income to their household; the priorities of
environmental protection groups who see reducing emissions or limiting industrial waste as an
imperative; and the priorities of those mainly concerned with the discrimination of people for
reasons of gender, race or other status are likely to prove difficult to reconcile. The
implementation of a just transition might have to go beyond a purely justice-based framework
to understand what these groups expect from the transition and what an acceptable course of

action would look like.

Secondly, the more types of justice accommodated within the concept of a just transition, the
more complicated and unachievable the process might seem. Many of the types of justice
mentioned above are interrelated, but they all have distinct characteristics. This could create
problems for some people involved in just transition initiatives, who might feel a transition will
never reach an optimum level of fairness across all the forms of justice, which could be
paralysing. This could be overcome by developing evaluation tools for practitioners involved in

just transition projects based on different forms of justice.

Finally, different forms of justice are open to interpretation, and often depend on power

dynamics. In parallel to what could happen to the ‘just transition’ concept itself, a justice-based
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framework for a just transition could be adapted to fit agendas that do not want to promote
energy sovereignty, climate justice, nor democracy. The mechanisms in place for just transitions,
who is involved in making decisions and their vision for the future might be as important (or

more) than the conceptual framework underpinning the process.
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Transitions for zero carbon futures: From just to
generous

Alvaro Castano Garcia

Abstract

The f‘just transition’ concept has gained popularity in recent years and is being
widely applied as a guiding concept within policy frameworks promoting low
carbon transitions. Justice is at the heart of much of the policy rhetoric
surrounding these transitions, favoured for the emphasis it places on fairness,
equity and inclusivity. The use of justice as the guiding virtue for the transition
has remained largely unquestioned. This paper examines the concept of just
transition and experiments with positioning generosity as a guiding principle. It is
argued that this may enable a more transformative, inclusive zero carbon future
that prioritises wellbeing over mere survival. This does not seek to position a just
transition and a generous transition in direct opposition to one another, instead
intending to highlight how the concept of generosity might act as a catalyst for or

complement to justice.
Introduction

This essay seeks to question and expand the ethical foundations of the just
transition concept, by presenting an approach that goes beyond justice and the
heavily economic focus of initiatives aimed at fostering a just transition. It
presents generosity as a virtue which might precede or complement justice in
guiding low carbon transitions and which can be seen as already implicit in many
aspects of just transition. Just transition has become a popular term employed
widely in policy, business, civil society, social movements and academia, to
facilitate a rapid and fair transition to a lower carbon society in many parts of the

world.
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The just transition movement developed in the US during the 1980s and 1990s,
as a response by organised workers who saw their industries threatened
(Abraham, 2017; Doorey, 2016; Pinker, 2020). As environmental regulations
threatened jobs dependent on fossil fuels, unions tried to achieve ‘just transitions’
for their workers. In practice this involved offering guaranteed new jobs in new
industries or early retirement. In this context, justice is defined as securing an

economic future for displaced workers.

Exploring alternative moral virtues to guide low-carbon transitions aims at
preserving the benefits and opportunities that seeking a just transition creates
while overcoming some of its limitations. Here it is argued that adopting
generosity as a guiding principle- in pursuit of a generous transition- has the
potential to provide a more precise ethical framework for those working towards
fairer, more sustainable futures. Moreover, it is contended that generosity might
be better aligned with the core demands of the labour and environmental

movements from which the just transition concept originated.

In essence, the article outlines the potential to take just transition frameworks
further, turning towards a theory of generous transition. The essay starts by
critically exploring the current significance and applications of the just transition
concept. It then introduces generosity as an alternative or complementary virtue
for guiding low carbon transitions towards positive and equitable outcomes and
explores how adopting generosity as an alternative or complement to justice
could enable more radical transformations of society and economy towards a low-
carbon future. A series of brief thought experiments are presented aimed at
envisaging how a current policy or movement might have looked different and

resulted in different outcomes had it been based on generosity. The article
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concludes by assessing the usefulness of the notion of a generous transition and
the extent to which justice and generosity might usefully co-exist and interact in

the context of low carbon transition policy.

The rise of the just transition

Just transition principles have proven popular as a framework for guiding policy
making aimed at a rapid and fair transition to a lower carbon society in many parts
of the world. Recovery from the pandemic accelerated calls for investment in a
green recovery that focuses on the creation of ‘green jobs’, and addressing wider
social and economic inequalities laid bare by the pandemic. As the UN Climate
Chief stated in 2020: “With this restart, a window of hope and opportunity opens...
an opportunity for nations to green their recovery packages and shape the 21st
century economy in ways that are clean, green, healthy, safe and more resilient”
(UN, 2020). During COP26 (the United Nations Climate Change Conference held
in 2021), sixteen governments (including USA, UK, Canada and New Zealand)
and the European Commission signed a declaration pledging support for a just
transition, stating that “We recognise our role in working to ensure that no one is
left behind in the transition to a net zero and climate resilient future. We recognise
that all countries must benefit from the opportunities offered by sustainable and
Just transitions” (UN, 2021). The use of the language of justice in the context of
global climate negotiations is testimony to the significance of the concept in
shaping international climate policy and commitments and sets the precedent for
the adoption of the concept in the detailed transition policies of countries around

the world.

Just transition is interpreted in a variety of different ways, many of which diverge

from its origins within labour movements. Wang and Lo (2021) identified five
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strands in the literature on just transition, which reveal different ways of

understanding the concept:

1- Just transition as a labour-oriented concept, which prioritises its intrinsic link
with the labour movement and focuses on the historical development of energy

and economic transitions from that perspective.

2- Just transition as an integrated framework for justice, which explores how other
areas in the justice-related literature, particularly environmental, climate, and

energy justice are connected to different dimensions of just transition.

3- Just transition as a theory of socio-technical transition, which seeks to
understand trends in technological innovations and social changes, and to reveal

the patterns, and mechanisms that drive them.

4- Just transition as a governance strategy, which aims at explaining the
institutional structures, political processes, and social relations underpinning a

transition, as a collective pursuit of public or individual interests.

5- Just transition as public perception, which studies public perception and
attitudes towards low-carbon energy transitions. This focus on public support,
policy acceptance and legitimacy stems from an awareness of how social

opposition could impact the scale and pace of energy transitions.

These various interpretations of the term show how just transition has evolved
from its economic origins. It has now become a multifaceted concept, with
different meanings associated to it. Although there are many understandings of
the term, and these different strands of academic literature are still evolving, the
use of the concept within policy has tended to stay true to the origins of the

concept as a means of promoting fair economic outcomes for the workforce. A
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broad international consensus has emerged regarding the use of the just
transition concept to guide the transformation of the current economic system
towards fair outcomes. This is framed as an attempt to combine the protection of
the environment with job creation in a socially just way (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013;
Pinker, 2020). For example, the International Labour Organization (ILO, 2015)
approved the guidelines for a just transition towards environmentally sustainable
economies and societies for all, and The United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UFCCC, 2020) released a technical paper with the main
objective of assisting countries “in the process of just transition of their national
workforces, and the creation of decent work and quality jobs in relation to the
implementation of climate change mitigation policies” (p.5). In 2020, the EU
announced The Just Transition Mechanism, which aims to ensure that the
transition towards a climate-neutral economy happens in a fair way, leaving no

one behind (European Commission, 2020).

In turn, many governments are also using just transition frameworks in their
strategies for implementation of different aspects of low carbon transitions. For
example, in Canada, the federal government created the Just Transition Task
Force for Canadian Coal Power Workers and Communities, which aims at
facilitating its phase-out of coal (Government of Canada, 2018). Similarly, the
Scottish government launched the Just Transition Commission (Scottish
Government, 2020), to guide all aspects of transition. And in the US, a 2019 Bill
in Colorado created the Office of Just Transition, to help workers and
communities that will be adversely affected by the loss of jobs and revenues due
to the closure of coal mines and coal-fired power plants (Colorado General

Assembly, 2019). Decarbonisation will bring different challenges and
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opportunities for different places (While & Eadson, 2021), making localised
interpretations of just transition very important in shaping how the transition will

play out in the lives of ordinary citizens.

A just transition to a low carbon society is a heavily political issue, not just a
technological matter or a management framework. A focus on justice encourages
a focus on ‘who wins, who loses, how and why’ (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013, p.2),
but the concept of just transition can be criticised for paying insufficient attention
to the underlying causes of unjust outcomes, focussing instead on ameliorating
their consequences. We can look at the problems communities in transition to low
carbon energy systems and low carbon economies face as side-effects of carbon
intensive systems, and the cultural values associated to those. Tackling the
causes of unfair economic systems might require paying attention to the
underlying causes of justice issues and how they have been shaped over long
time periods (Healy & Barry, 2017). The recent raft of policies aimed at a just
transition are often flawed from the outset in terms of whose perspectives they
incorporate, usually written from the perspective of elite powers such as states
and large private sector players, such as energy providers (Sovacool & Brisbois,

2019).

McCauley and Heffron (2018) argue that public and professional understandings
and acceptance of a just transition could increase if we worked towards
expansion and greater unification of the concept, liberating the debate from
conceptual ambiguity. The concept can be criticised for following a narrow
concept of justice, often encompassing only the ‘classic’ or widely recognised
tenets of justice: distributive, procedural and recognition, thus limiting our

awareness of the wide-ranging injustices that can be wrought by low carbon
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transitions and neglecting the additional complexity associated with the different
geographical, social and economic contexts across which transitions play out
(lwinska et al. 2021). McCauley et al. (2019) identified distributional, recognition,
procedural, cosmopolitan and restorative justice as the main forms of justice cited
in the energy justice literature. All these types of justice are important for
understanding just transitions in a comprehensive way. Historically, equity has
been an underlying principle of just transition, and distributive justice is strongly
related to any efforts aimed at providing funds for training, early retirements, etc.
Procedural justice is relevant too, as this increases the trust in the decision
makers behind just transition initiatives, which would result in better outcomes.
And none of these are possible without recognition of the needs and dignity of
people affected by the transition. However, low carbon transitions are also related
to other types of justice, such as cosmopolitan (as decarbonisation is an
international issue) and restorative (because some have benefited from carbon-

intensive systems while others are suffering their worst effects).

Just transition in practice: de-historicization and greenwashing?

The just transition concept has the twofold potential of bringing together many
environmental and labour grassroots organisations (Galgoczi, 2020; Wilgosh,
Sorman & Barcena, 2022); and guiding decision-making in policy circles. As
outlined above, it has already become a common concept in the international
context, permeating many national and local strategies. But there are many
obstacles to the implementation of just transition frameworks. The priorities, as
well as the preferred mechanisms for transitioning towards a more sustainable
and fair economy will be different depending on context and the people in charge

of the process, as well as the values guiding it. This emphasises the importance
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of questions about the meaning of a just transition, about who is behind it and
who it is for (Stevis & Felli, 2015), especially now that the popularity of the concept

has grown.

Inclusion of the concept of just transition in national and international agendas
has raised awareness of the social justice aspects of low carbon transitions, but
it might also be contributing to de-historicising the concept and to separating it
from those who have developed it, mobilised around it, and made it part of their
struggles and debates for decades: unions, workers’ organisations,
environmental organisations and frontline communities (Stevis et al., 2020). The
struggles of workers, civil organisations and communities made possible the
development and increasing popularity of the concept, but that popularity means
that the worldviews, political agendas and meanings associated with just
transition frameworks are different now to those originally behind it. Wilgosh,
Sorman and Barcena, (2022) argue that the process of internationalisation which
has lead just transition to become a mainstream policy tool in so many countries
has weakened its union foundations and has replaced them with a predilection

for investment, innovation, and ecological modernisation.

However, workers and environmental organisations are still leading some
aspects of the debate around just transitions. For instance, extending the broad
frame of just transitions to issues such as democracy, gentrification, and
environmental racism, among others (Ciplet & Harrison, 2019). But the
appropriation and manipulation of the concept by states and corporate actors,
that have been accused of employing it for the purposes of greenwashing, is
concerning (Stevis et al. 2020). For example, as Bainton et al. (2021) argued, few

major mining companies have engaged with the just transition concept yet, but
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the ones which have done so seem to have anticipated the position different
stakeholders will expect from them (in terms of corporate social responsibility).
Consequently, they are meeting shareholders expectations by framing their
commitments to the environment, communities and workers as part of a just
transition. As well as using the term to improve their reputation, co-opting the
discourse of their critics might also be a way to achieve a gradual creep in the
meaning of ‘just transition’ so it aligns with the companies’ interests without the
need to alter their practices in a significant manner. For instance, framing purely
financial decisions as ethically considered steps towards a just transition. In any
case, when the vision for the future used to guide a transition does not
encompass all the needs and views of those affected, scope for justice and

democracy is likely to be limited.

Moreover, scrutiny of policies inspired by just transition reveals language
focussed on survival and avoidance of stranding amongst frontline communities
that feel the worst effects of climate change and decarbonisation efforts, with the
language of opportunity, possibility and thriving much less apparent [redacted)].
In this sense it can be argued that adherence to just transition potentially limits
our ambition for the transition, overlooking the potential to promote greater well-
being, thriving and a reversal of fortunes for those disadvantaged by the present

high carbon economy.

Miller (2021) notes how justice, according to philosophers, has two faces. One
which is conservative and largely follows existing norms and practices, and aims
at fulfilling the expectations people have acquired from existing practices and
social conventions. This type of justice reinforces the status quo. The other, ideal,

demands more radical reform of laws, customs, and norms, resulting in new
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entittements and expectations and sometimes creating a new status quo.
Conservative notions conceive of justice as concerned mostly with what
individuals can demand within the limitations of current laws and social customs.
At the other end of the spectrum, ideal conceptions of justice presuppose some
ideal principle (such as equality) and only recognise the justice of claims that
derive directly from the application of this principle. There is an unresolved conflict
within justice that results from those two different and often-incompatible
understandings. This does not prevent partial theories from informing what justice
requires in specific domains of human life. In that sense, just transition (and
energy justice for that matter) rely on different types of justice, which are applied

by different actors with different notions of justice.

Generosity as an alternative moral virtue for a Just Transition

The wide-ranging critiques of just transition suggest it is appropriate and timely
to question whether it is the right concept to adopt in guiding low carbon
transitions. McCauley and Heffron (2018) have scrutinised the concept and
believe that just transition has potential to become an all-encompassing and
unifying concept capable of acting as a barometer to ensure a fair and
conscientious transition but only if we expand and reframe it beyond its original
economic purpose. Rather than seeking to expand the concept by accepting
justice as its guiding principle, | argue that justice needs to be sparked by other

principles or, at the very least, complemented by them.

My focus is on generosity on the basis that it can support and enhance fairness
and sustainability while promoting inclusivity, collaboration, and the well-being of
both present and future generations. Generosity as a guiding principle does not

exclude any of the types of justice identified by McCauley et al. (2019) as the
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forms of justice that should be considered in the context of low carbon transitions
(distributional, recognition, procedural, cosmopolitan and restorative justice).
However, generosity has a clearer focus on interconnectedness, and prioritises
esteem for oneself and others (and a flourishing human life) over strict adherence
to rigid and potentially divisive notions of entitlement and retribution that can be
associated with justice. This section explores the notion that generosity can be
located at the beginning of an alternative ‘ethical chain’ which starts by expanding
the moral community (Castro, 2021), underpinning recognition as a type of
justice. This could play an important role in driving energy transitions, bridging
people and communities with different interests and making transitions as
inclusive and just as possible, for people and for other beings. As Anthis and
Paez (2021) explain, broadening the scope of moral consideration to include a
wider range of individuals and entities is a promising strategy to impact the far
future. It encourages a more inclusive and compassionate approach to ethical

decision-making, not just in the present but in the long term as well.

Generosity also guides action towards what Aristotle defined as the noble and
appropriate mean between the two opposing extremes of stinginess and
wastefulness (Aristotle, 1908). Aristotle argues that those who suffer from
generosity deficiency are either more frugal with their resources than they ought
to be, or greedy because they take too much. When distinguishing generosity
from extravagance or wastefulness, Aristotle highlights that extravagance is
characteristically self-destructive since it wastes resources essential for living. In
an international development context, Global North nations can be seen to
exemplify the characteristics of extravagance that will ultimately, if left unchecked,

become self-destructive as the Earth is rendered uninhabitable. Generosity
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deficiency is also evident in the inadequacy of gestures towards Global South
countries who experience some of the most intense impacts of climate change,

driven by high carbon lifestyles in the Global North (James et al., 2014).

In relation to this point about the self-destructive nature of extravagance, this may
be where generosity is misunderstood and perhaps rejected as a virtue, in the
sense that it should not omit self-interest. Generosity does not demand
selflessness but instead requires that one gives to others to the degree that giving
does not damage one’s own material health (Allen, 2018). This is where it is
distinct from altruism which involves acting to promote someone else’s wellbeing
even at cost to ourselves. As | will go on to discuss, recent gestures on the part
of Global North countries towards Global South nations have not been without
their benefits for the giver, suggesting they are closer to acts of generosity than
altruism. In this context, Singer (2015) suggests that effective altruism should be
focused on donating resources only after careful reasoning to decide how best to
provide support and to which causes. Singer’s arguments remind us that altruism
can be ineffective if it is not carefully considered, effectively targeted, and aligned
with the needs of beneficiaries. Understanding the needs of the intended
beneficiaries has the potential to transform an act of apparent generosity from

one that is done to the recipients to one that is inclusive of them.

However, commentators such as Gabriel (2017) rail against the notion that
altruism could represent the key to increased global justice, highlighting the risks
associated with donor-centrism and how a reliance on altruism reinforces existing
tendencies for the decision-making power to reside with the wealthy who are out
of touch with the complex injustices faced by those they seek to help. In essence,

under this model, the very structures that created the injustice in the first place
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are relied on to address it. Here lies the distinction between the more inclusive
nature of generosity and the apparent selfless nature of altruism. As will be
discussed, generosity might represent a more viable and realistic first step
towards justice in the context of low carbon transitions than altruism and one

which is already being enacted to some degree.

Generosity as an antidote to inequality

Low carbon transitions are essential if we are to overcome the adverse
environmental changes the global economy has fuelled (Valentine, Brown &
Sovacool 2019). In the current context, there is a need to accelerate transitions
that facilitate access to renewable energy, create the possibility for an
environmentally sustainable economy, provide decent work, reduce poverty, and
minimise climate-related dangers (Siciliano et al. 2021). However, it is important
to note that while most nations seem to recognise the importance of making these
transitions, global achievement presents a significant challenge considering
existing inequalities. In particular, developing nations lack the adequate
resources necessary to transition rapidly to low-carbon energy systems and have
contributed little in terms of global greenhouse gas emissions. Also, inequalities
within rich countries mean that many people living there do not benefit from the
access to the abundance of resources often associated with those countries. The
inequality issue and how it affects the achievement of just transitions highlights
the importance of generosity as a moral virtue and its relevance for energy
transitions. Inequality and calls for recognition and equity have historically been
at the core of just transition demands. The causes of inequality might stem from

the lack of generosity of certain actors and the cultural values they adhere to.
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Expanding access to energy is one of the most immediate priorities for poorer
nations. Providing clean, safe, affordable, and reliable energy to citizens who lack
access is also critical for progressing towards other developmental goals in these
countries. In areas where energy access is inadequate, other crucial societal and
human needs are typically lacking. This means that in these countries, satisfying
energy needs usually competes with other priorities (Ahuja, Tatsutani & Schaffer,
2009). However, improving quality of life for people in those countries would not
necessarily involve reaching the energy consumption per capita the average

person in an industrialised nation desires.

Even for rich, industrialised nations, the transition to low-carbon energy is clearly
a challenging undertaking. But this undertaking is also incredibly daunting for
emerging economies. High carbon energy systems are relatively new for such
nations, perhaps making the transition away from newfound ways of accessing
energy en mass more difficult. For instance, India predicts that while it is making
significant strides towards eliminating coal-fired industries, this form of high-
carbon fuel will still constitute about 30 percent of its electricity system by 2040
(Silverstein, 2021). The move towards carbon neutrality will demand extensive
research, money, and other resources to commercialise future technologies.
Currently, developing and emerging countries lack the resources and expertise
required for this transition. However, those countries and their developed

counterparts recognise that inaction will have dire consequences.

It is unclear how a shift towards more generous attitudes could be promoted on
a global scale, particularly in those countries where overconsumption,
individualism and competition are prized. However, individual agency and self-

interest might guide that ethical and political trend, at least in part. Perfecting
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oneself by becoming more generous and avoiding both wastefulness and
stinginess could become a more prevalent form of self-realisation for people in
rich countries who have access to more resources than they need and feel
dissatisfied nonetheless (Soper, 2020). This would also prevent paternalistic
attitudes towards low-income individuals and developing countries to some
extent. Striving for generosity as a moral virtue could be a way of perfecting
oneself by giving to a (hopefully global) community, not only a way to make sure
everyone receives a fair share of a resource, although this would very likely be

an effect of a culture of generosity.

Generosity has not been explicitly included in energy studies and just transition
initiatives, but philosophers have developed moral theories which look at
complementary virtues that might be needed if justice is to deliver its own
undenied benefits (e.g. Baier 1987). For instance, the development of ethics of
care in the last decades is related to an understanding of the limitations of justice
and previous approaches to morality. As Damgaard, McCauley and Reid (2022)
show, understanding energy systems as relational, and highlighting
interconnectedness, dependence, necessity and needs within low-carbon
transition discourses could be a more accurate reflection of how people make
sense of the energy transition than a language of fairness and rights. Recent calls
to put care at the centre of life (Chatzidakis et al. 2020; Burke, 2022) are a
reminder of the importance of implementing policies which recognise and
embrace our interdependencies for a fair, sustainable future. Generosity might

be a more suitable principle than justice to underpin this kind of transition.

102



Imagining a generous transition

What would a low-carbon transition look like if generosity was its guiding
principle? There are many possible answers to this question, depending on
whose vision of the future guides the process as well as the scenario in which the
transition needs to take place. But in an effort to start considering generous low-
carbon futures, it might be useful to explore a couple of examples of the potential
for transformational change with generosity as a guiding principle. For instance,
the COP27 funding arrangements for responding to loss and damage caused by
anthropogenic climate change would have been very different if they had been
guided by generosity. Loss and damage refers both to the negative impacts of
climate change and to the strategies to support developing countries which are

particularly vulnerable to those impacts.

First of all, it is likely an international agreement would have been reached way
earlier with generosity as a guiding principle. In 1991, the Alliance of Small Island
States (AOSIS) already proposed the establishment of an international insurance
pool to compensate the most vulnerable small island and low-lying coastal
developing countries for loss and damage arising from sea level rise. The
proposal was not accepted, although it arguably influenced the international
debate and in 2013, at COP19, the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss
and Damage associated with Climate Change Impacts was established.
Developed countries have historically avoided policy initiatives that place the
responsibility for addressing the impacts of climate change on them (Wei et al.,
2012; Okereke, 2008). Their negotiators have used different tactics to avoid the
topic and obstruct policy initiatives. Focusing on loss and damage as a risk

management issue, instead of discussing the most appropriate tools to shape
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successful liability and compensation initiatives could be part of those tactics.
Historically, developing countries have claimed that developed countries have
disproportionately contributed to the problem of climate change. They have asked
developed countries for compensation in order to deal with loss and damage.
However, developed countries have framed the issue as an adaptation problem,
for which developing countries need to take preventative measures, perhaps with

assistance from their developed counterparts.

In their review of the academic literature on loss and damage, McNamara &
Jackson (2019) found that loss and damage is very often conceptualised in
research as the residual effects that occur after the ‘limits to adaptation’ have
been reached; they also found the literature is more practical than critical (it does
not tend to challenge underlying presuppositions); that loss and damage is
conceived as both an occurring and future condition; and that studies prioritise
the economic dimensions of loss and damage. They recommend the exploration
of the potential for transformational change, understanding what people value
and how they can engage with loss and grief, ensuring the perspectives of the
most vulnerable groups are included in decision-making, and greater policy-
relevant research and critical analyses of loss and damage and the Warsaw

International Mechanism.

Putting the load of adaptation on those countries which have contributed less to
anthropogenic climate change could be a sign of the reluctance of developed
countries to accept the responsibility for the effects of their emissions, but it could
also indicate that the representatives of developed countries do not perceive

developing countries as members of their moral community.
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UN Secretary-General Anténio Guterres welcomed the agreement to provide loss
and damage funding at COP27 as “an important step towards justice”. And
perhaps this is a good reflection of some of the limitations of justice. A response
to a demand of countries that have been suffering catastrophic effects of climate
change seems to have arrived three decades later, as a commitment to provide
aid for future adaptation measures. It is still unclear who should pay into the fund,
where this money will come from, and which countries will benefit. A generous
approach would have meant a recognition of people in developed countries as
members of a moral community. This would have made possible the allocation of
shared resources to prevent future risks but perhaps also to create the conditions

for agreements on compensations for past harm.

Looking at how different the behaviour of big oil companies would be with
generosity as a guiding principle might also exemplify what a generous transition
could look like. The profits of companies such as Shell, TotalEnergies, Chevron,
ExxonMobil and BP soared to £150bn during the first nine months of 2022 (Jolly
& Elgot, 2022), while many governments had to put measures in place to protect
to some extent consumers who suffered the impact of rising energy prices
(Sgaravatti et al., 2022). Given the historical behaviour of these companies and
the mismatch between their discourses, actions and investments, a just, clean
energy transition does not seem to be a genuine priority for them (Li, Trencher &
Asuka, 2022). However, by acknowledging the energy needs of people and
reducing their profits, they could have envisioned a strategy to ensure the
increase of energy prices did not affect consumers negatively. This kind of action
could have had a positive impact on the public perception of these companies,
so in this case generosity would have limited their short term profits, but could
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have been in their interest, as perhaps calls for higher taxation and for limiting
their future profits would not have been as widespread. This would have also
signalled a shift in their priorities and show investors and the international
community how they are taking steps to make the transition to low-carbon as fair

as possible.

Justice and beyond in low carbon energy transitions

There have been many attempts to create just transition frameworks, which in
many cases favour a transformative (as opposed to conservative of the status
quo) notion of justice. For instance, the ILO (2015) emphasised the importance
of adequate, informed and ongoing consultation with all relevant stakeholders for
policymaking and implementation of just transitions. Farrell (2012) suggested
using an environmental justice framework to mitigate negative impacts of a
transition to more sustainable economies. Her framework involves implementing
equitable public policy based on different dimensions of justice; creating
mechanisms for meaningful participation of all those affected by the transition;
and taking a holistic approach to the transition that addresses the political,
economic, and social inequities of the fossil fuel economy. McCauley & Heffron’s
(2018) framework brought together distributive, procedural and restorative
justice, across the three key sectors of environment, climate and energy. Stevis
and Felli (2020) employed scale (spatial and temporal) and scope (people
involved and historical articulation of issues) to capture the breadth or
inclusiveness of just transitions. All these frameworks are both analytical and
operational, as they aim at characterising what a just transition is, but also what

policy-making should prioritise.
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McCauley & Heffron (2018) argue that one of the main tasks of justice scholars
is reframing the just transition concept beyond its original purpose. They believe
the just transition concept could unite climate, energy and environmental justice
scholarships and go beyond a purely operational purpose. According to Hughes
and Hoffmann (2020), a just transition at an urban scale requires moving from an
evaluative perspective to a process-oriented perspective, with the aim of
identifying those policies and processes more likely to bring positive change.
Therefore, the academic focus needs to shift from raising awareness of injustice,
to showing how justice can be achieved. Perhaps that shift from a deficit model
of fairness and equity (i.e. addressing injustice) can be facilitated by paying
attention to other virtues. This would not necessarily mean abandoning the just
transition concept altogether. Reframing just transition, by emphasising the
opportunities generosity provides as a guiding principle for transitions, and how
a generous transition could improve our lives, would refine our understanding of
what kinds of justice the low-carbon transition requires, and what other virtues

could underpin the process.

As mentioned above, McCauley et al. (2019) identified distributional, recognition,
procedural, cosmopolitan and restorative justice as the main forms of justice cited
in the energy justice literature when addressing issues related to transitions to
low carbon energy systems. Although energy justice is itself an integral part of a
just transition, these forms of justice have not yet been extensively used to think
about current and future just transition policy initiatives. Some of the typical tenets
of the ‘just transition’ concept also include areas which are often beyond the
scope of energy justice (e.g. relationships within the labour market, broader social

justice issues or certain historical considerations). Generosity as a guiding
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principle would allow for the use of those forms of justice as tools for theory
development, decision-making and policy interventions, while avoiding the
limitations of a purely justice-based approach, especially for rapid transitions that

require the commitment and participation of a wide variety of actors.

According to Rosemberg (2010), in a context where environmental protection is
often framed as a top-down, elitist demand, just transition principles give workers
an opportunity to gain space in the climate discussion, shaping policies and
strategies that affect the future of their jobs and livelihoods. When thinking of an
international perspective, going beyond an elitist environmentalism, in which only
rich countries can fit environmental protection into their agendas, climate and
environmental justice issues should be addressed both in the relationship
between the global North and the global South and within those societies. The
moral outlook most appropriate for such a task needs to harmonise justice and
other virtues. Countries with the financial power to help should take on a more
generous approach and share their vast resources with the developed world if
the global transition to low-carbon energy systems is to be achieved with the
immediacy it deserves. In the context of the global energy system, generosity
should also mean not consuming resources in a wasteful manner. This would
relieve poor countries from some of the economic, social, and health burdens

they have experienced historically.

Conclusion

To ensure that low carbon transitions have the best chance of being truly just and
taking into account other concerns outside of justice, such as interconnectedness
and dependence, it is necessary to recognise unfair behaviours but also the

engagement of a variety of voices in discussions about what transitions should
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look like. The issue of inequality and how it influences the realisation of energy
transitions emphasises the relevance of generosity as a moral virtue in the
context of energy transitions. Positioning generosity as the moral principle
underpinning low-carbon transitions will perhaps make it possible for humanity to
transition to a more just future. A future where humanity strives for expanding

wellbeing, instead of focusing on mere survival.

A transition that is both just and generous is possible, but justice needs to be
complemented by or sparked by generosity. Generosity as a guiding principle
could re-shape the concept of just transition in a way that includes more people,
more parts of the environment and promotes individual and social well-being.
Grounded on inequality, but with a focus on facilitating a meaningful life for
oneself and for others, generosity is already implicit in many types of justice (e.g.

distributional, recognition, cosmopolitan).

The mechanisms in place for achieving low carbon energy transitions, who is
involved in making decisions and their vision for the future might be as important
(or more so) than the conceptual framework underpinning the process.
Generosity-based frameworks could unveil the values behind just transition
initiatives. For instance, questioning how generous governments or companies’
actions are when they explain their commitment to just transition principles could
be a way to reveal what interests and values are behind their understanding of

just transition.

Generosity as the main moral virtue guiding transitions would help overcome the
conflict between the conservative and the ideal notions of justice, emphasising
the interconnectedness of human beings and our responsibilities towards others,

from a position of self-esteem and care. Generosity, when applied in the context
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of low-carbon transitions, can draw attention to the crucial role that those with the
means bear in facilitating this shift towards sustainability. By recognising their
responsibility in contributing to environmental problems, wealthier individuals and
nations can play a vital role in driving positive change. This approach encourages
collective efforts and collaborative solutions, empowering societies to address the
challenges posed by climate change and move towards a low-carbon future
together. Generosity is a virtue that fosters human flourishing through
interdependence and care. It can serve as a foundational principle for personal
and social development in alignment with the most transformative aspects of the
just transition concept. Embracing generosity as a foundation and complement of
justice in low-carbon transitions not only fosters a more equitable and inclusive
pathway to sustainability but also ignites a collective determination to address
climate challenges with empathy, collaboration, and a shared commitment to a

better future for all.
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Abstract

As decarbonisation pressures begin to bite, so do calls for a ‘just transition’ to net zero. Urban
and regional governments across Europe have begun to explore what just transition means for
their jurisdictions. But the term remains unsettled with little consensus on its meaning,
particularly when considering what just transition means in practice. In this article we investigate
how urban policy stakeholders make sense of the term, and what that means for our
understanding of urban just transition as a policy frame. We adopt Q-methodology to explore
sense-making processes for policy stakeholders in a UK metropolitan industrial region. In doing
so we produce a new analytical conception of sense-making focused on interlinked processes of
conceptualisation, contextualisation and operationalisation. This allows us to interrogate how
unsettled concepts like just transition are translated into legible entities by policy makers. We
found that participants struggled to grapple with just transition as a novel concept, reaching for
established concepts such as ‘inclusive growth’ and ‘net zero’ to make sense of it.
Contextualisation involved bringing into being a regional ‘whole’ which was centred around
historic economic struggles and industrial heritage. Operationalisation tended to emphasise
distributive justice and steered away from democratic change. Collectively these suggest
willingness to engage with just transition as a policy logic but a challenge to embed more
transformational approaches. Our conception helps to highlight the cultural politics of sense-
making and institutional path dependency, foregrounding how abstracted notions of regional
identity shape perceptions of possibilities for transformative action.
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Introduction

This article examines how urban governance stakeholders perceive the concept of just transition
—which has recently received global policy and academic attention, across the social sciences —
and how they translate these perceptions into formulations for action. In doing so we provide a
novel conceptualisation of sensemaking, and through empirical investigation, add to
understanding of the politics of urban and regional just transitions.

Cities across the world have declared climate emergencies and pledged to strive for ‘net zero’
carbon emissions, responding in rhetoric at least to the urgent need for deep cuts to greenhouse
gas emissions to maintain ecosystems and reduce the impact of climate change on society.
Action on climate change is necessary but it is not guaranteed that action will be fair, or just:
people and places will be impacted in different ways by carbon reduction measures. Some
industries will need to radically restructure, affecting employment in places where they are
located. In homes, changes to energy costs have implications for fuel poverty. Transitions to low-
carbon personal mobility can take regressive as well as progressive forms. Changes have spatial
implications which layer on to other forms of social disadvantage. In response, a growing
literature assesses the various implications of decarbonisation for different people and places
(Garvey et al, 2022).

In this context urban governments are considering what needs to be done to ensure a just
transition to net zero. This mirrors widespread international consensus for using just transition
as a framework combining the protection of the environment with positive social outcomes
(Pinker, 2020). The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC, 2016)
Paris Agreement includes a commitment to just transition, and the European Union (EU) has also
incorporated a Just Transition Mechanism, aiming to ensure that the transition towards a
climate-neutral economy happens in a fair way and leaves no one behind (European
Commission, 2020). National and devolved governments across Europe have implemented just
transition policy too: in 2019 the Spanish government published a Just Transition Strategy, and
the Scottish Government held a Just Transition Commission from 2019-21, followed with a
second Commission from 2022 onwards.

Despite attention paid to just transition in academic and policy literature, there has been no
explicit examination of how policy stakeholders understand urban just transitions, and what this
in turn means for possibilities of achieving such transitions. Examining how policymakers
translate new concepts into something they can apply to their own situation and worldview is
critical to better understanding governing processes.

The article utilises empirical research with high-level stakeholders (including senior
policymakers and private sector, public sector, and civil society leaders) to provide an original
examination of just transition-in-practice through empirical research in an old industrial
metropolitan region (South Yorkshire, England). Utilising Q-methodology we advance
conceptualisations of urban and regional just transition by bringing these conceptualisations
into more direct conversation with the practice of urban governance. In other words, we
consider in more detail how just transition can or might be translated into programmes of
governing in real-world contexts of governmental jurisdictions, capabilities and political agency.
Our focus on an old industrial region draws attention to more acute decarbonisation challenges
faced by such regions, exacerbated by legacy of economic restructuring associated with heavy
industry in Europe since the 1970s.
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Governing urban just transitions

With antecedents in 1980s worker movements (Abraham, 2017), in recent years the idea of just
transition has gained momentum as shorthand for calls to ensure that decarbonisation
processes are fair and inclusive. While the body of work focusing on labour implications of
decarbonisation continues to grow, different frameworks have developed to capture key
elements of a just transition, often also relating to long-standing debates for environmental,
climate and/or energy justice (McCauley and Heffron, 2018). These conceptions have in
common concern for different principles of justice, including fair allocation of resources
(distributive justice), access to and involvement in decision-making (procedural justice) and
acknowledgement of varying cultures and identities (recognition justice). Garvey et al (2022)
add to this literature by drawing attention to spatial justice, spotlighting how different forms of
costs and benefits of transition are unevenly distributed geographically.

Moving beyond principles of just transition, Newell and Mulvaney (2013 p132) argue for
consideration of systemic causes of ‘unjust’ transitions. Given underpinning systems of provision
and organisation, without state or civil society interventions, transition will at best reproduce
existing inequalities (While and Eadson, 2022). This might imply the need for transformational
approaches to how economies and economic development are organised, beyond mainstream
economic policy logics (Clarke and Lipsig-Mumme, 2020). Likewise Hughes and Hoffman (2020)
take forward concern for politics of just transition to focus on urban governance, bringing
transition policies and urban politics into conversation with just transition principles. Theirs is a
more action-oriented approach to just transition, focused on how frameworks and principles are
mediated through urban politics. They argue for “research that takes seriously the agential
dimensions of transition [and] the multiplicities of urban politics and governance” (ibid. p8). An
action-oriented understanding of just transition is particularly challenging given growing use of
just transition in policy, practice and academia, employing a range of implicit and explicit
conceptualisations. Just transition is therefore relatively unstructured as a concept readily
applicable to policy: using Hoppe’s (2018) definition of an unstructured policy problem, there is
both uncertainty around relevant knowledge, and variable agreement on values, norms and
goals that underpin conceptions of just transition.

This leads us to consider: how is a concept like just transition translated into policy action?
Governing urban just transitions involves processes of translation from principles into action,
mediated by institutional and material arrangements. In theory urban governance actors have
at their disposal a range of courses of action. The urban scale can sometimes be seen as a place
for more transformative, and just, climate action, closer to lived realities of poverty and
disadvantage than national or international governance institutions. More accessible
democratic institutions provide a sense that questions of (for example) distributional,
procedural and recognition justice are made more visible in decision-making: this creates
possibility that urban climate action could offer different possibilities for just transition
frameworks. Yet research has shown the challenges faced by urban governments to enact such
policies even if there is appetite to do so, bound in part by prevailing governance norms,
constraints within multi-level governance arrangements, and (particularly in Europe and North
America) increasingly straitened resources following a decade of fiscal retrenchment (While and
Eadson, 2019; Traill and Cumbers, 2022).

Further, the transboundary challenge of just transition means considering a wide range of
interventions, which overlay climate, social and economic policy, crossing multiple domains.
Integrating climate policy within existing policy domains is challenging (Kuzemko, 2013; Eadson,
2016). Urban governments do not have sole jurisdiction over the geographies they are attached
to. As well as being enmeshed within multi-level governance arrangements, increasingly they
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operate within an expanded field of climate action which includes individuals, sub-local
collectives, translocal networks and private sector initiatives (While and Eadson, 2019).
Capabilities to act are also shaped by material resources and infrastructures in combination with
governance arrangements (De Laurentis, 2020). For example the material organisation of energy
infrastructures is animportant factor for urban action on decarbonisation (Lockwood et al, 2017)
and ability to harness renewable energy resources also varies depending on material conditions
(landscape, climate, built environment), impacting just transition potential.

In summary, literature suggests that urban governmental action for just transition goes against
the grain of contemporary modes of governing. However, popularisation of just transition
alongside increasing recognition of a climate emergency creates possibilities for reconsidering
ways of thinking and doing climate action, and of social policy. But we need to tackle the
question of how just transition as an unstructured problem is mobilised for action. The
introduction of new entities to individual and collective logics requires sensemaking (Weick,
1995) by decision-makers, which requires its own conceptualisation and analysis.

Sensemaking for urban just transition

Urban climate policy does not operate in aninstitutional void and policymaking is not an abstract
process: it is the product of choices made by agential actors. However, agency varies
considerably and in urban and regional governments decision-making is often mediated by a
small group of influential actors. Understanding how policy is made and enacted necessitates
considering how those actors make sense of new challenges, and how they formulate ideas for
action based on their understanding of these challenges (Béland, 2009).

Opinions and perceptions are contingent and emergent, products of cognitive processes shaped
by lived experiences, mediated information (others’ opinions, different media sources and so
on) and attuned to specific moments and contexts. Weick (1995, p3) outlines sensemaking as a
configuration of "identity, retrospect, enactment, social contact, ongoing events, cues, and
plausibility". Drawing from this we understand sensemaking as an emergent assemblage:
bringing-together of different heterogeneous elements to produce a new entity. The expression
of views as opinions and perceptions is also mediated by the same kinds of factors: differing
settings come with different behavioural norms, logics and formal rules, bound by power
relations which shape what is seen as acceptable ways of acting, in turn shaping how we think
about the world around us.

Assembling different factors for sensemaking and expression of sensemaking either verbally or
in textual form can be seen as a process of translation, as suggested by Aaen et al (2016),
following Callon (1986) and Latour (2005). Through study of citizens’ sensemaking of energy
infrastructure developments Aaen et al emphasise how their research participants “actively
enact their surroundings” (p585): not only do they draw on their experiences as individuals, they
also draw on subjective understanding of the geographic landscape around them “... to actively
relate to both social and material entities and create an assemblage of entities in a translation
process” (ibid.).

Understanding sensemaking as a process of assembling different entities is helpful for unpicking
how sensemaking processes lead to a gap between ‘what we know’ and ‘what we do’ (Dobson
and Dempsey, 2021). As for each of us in everyday life, policymakers do not act based solely on
scientific evidence about the best course of action, even when they know about such evidence.
Instead they make their own interpretations of evidence and tie this together with what they
view as being possible or expedient in the specific context: “evidence is both selected and
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interpreted to fit local circumstances” (ibid, p.398). Weick draws this out in more general terms,
describing sensemaking as a form of story-telling:

If accuracy is nice but not necessary in sensemaking, then what is necessary? The answer
is something that preserves plausibility and coherence, something that is reasonable and
memorable, something that embodies past experience and expectations, something
which resonates with other people (Weick, 1995 p.60)

This is another way of describing how new connections are made through assembling ideas or
deciding a course of action: mobilising different entities to build a new entity (idea, concept,
course of action) considering new facts or events. Similarly, Hoppe (2018, p392) writes about
the process of problem structuring for policy design, assembling ideas, contextualising those
ideas and formulating possibilities for action by reconfiguring “uncontrollable, unstructured or
less structured policy problem types towards the politically ‘tamed’ or structured ones”.

Although the process of assembling concepts confers a sense of openness, new information or
challenges are translated through a prism of what we already think about the world around us:
an accretion of previous translation processes mediated by experience. In an institutional
setting, literature dealing with ‘institutional logics’ (Thornton et al, 2012) has explored how
individual practices are informed by ways of being and doing that build over time and become
difficult to shift. But reference to existing understanding can also help forms of sensemaking
that are more open to new entities. Aaen et al (2016) write how their research participants
engaged in ‘inclusive’ sensemaking where actors made sense of new, potentially threatening
issues by linking them to what they already knew or understood, making the entities and their
impacts more palatable. There is also a potential dark side to inclusive sensemaking when
concepts, events, activities become subsumed within existing logics to negate possibilities for
more transformational, positive change.

A layered account of sense-making

We can see from these different accounts of sensemaking that people engage in different
interrelated translation processes to mobilise entities and build the overall story of a situation.
Here we segment these into three processes, as follows.

1. Conceptualisation: understanding the meaning of the new entity and its relation to what
is already understood about the world (“what does an event mean?” Weick et al, 2005
p410), such as the way that Aaen et al’s participants linked new entities to existing ways
of seeing and understanding the world.

2. Contextualisation: relating new entities — and initial conceptualisation of them — to the
world you inhabit (e.g. Aaen et al’s description of how citizens ‘actively enact their
surroundings’ to make sense of new phenomena). This also requires bringing into being
publics and spatial territories on which to map a conceptualisation. As Latour (2003)
argues, this is a central element of the art of politics: who or what are you seeking to
represent?

3. Operationalisation: considering how to respond to this new entity, or how to put it to
use (for instance Dobson and Dempsey’s (2021) ‘logics of inaction’ for not acting on new
evidence).

Through these processes, problems or concepts are “re-structured from problems as webs of
‘undesirable situations’ to problems as specific, time-and-space bound ‘opportunities for

improvement’” (Hoppe, 2018 p384). Across each of these stages is the bringing together of
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different entities for sensemaking, including interplay between new information or experience
with existing understandings about the world. This analytical frame, in which different
sensemaking processes interact with existing assemblages forms a framework for —and was
iteratively informed by — our empirical analysis, below. We are interested in prefigurative
sensemaking: how elite policy actors consider a novel concept (just transition), place it within a
specific urban context, and imagine possibilities for action.

Stakeholder sense-making and urban just transitions
Context and methods

This article is based on empirical investigation in South Yorkshire, England. In some respects the
UK government was a climate action frontrunner through introduction of legislation to mandate
reduction in carbon emissions through the Climate Change Act 2008. This mandated 80% GHG
emissions reduction by 2050 and was subsequently strengthened: in 2019 the government
committed to reduce UK emissions by 100% (net zero). In other respects the UK has a mixed
record. Administrations over the last decade have tended towards market incentives for action
rather than direct intervention, and different administrations have placed varying weight on the
importance of addressing the climate emergency (Sasse et al., 2020).

In England local and regional authorities have limited autonomy for revenue generation (such
as taxes or borrowing), provision of services or regulation over domains key to just transition,
including public transport, housing and energy infrastructure. Attempts to develop more
devolved regional structures of governance in the 1990s and 2000s were rolled back in 2010,
with regional governance institutions replaced by city-regional authorities called Local
Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), designed as partnerships between policymakers and local
businesses with a remit to support economic development. The financial resources of LEPs were
significantly smaller than the regional bodies they replaced, and funding devolved from central
government was agreed through negotiated deals with individual LEPs. Since 2014, 10
metropolitan regions have also constituted Combined Authorities (CAs) with some powers over
transport, housing and planning through negotiated Devolution Deals. Subsequently nine of
these — including South Yorkshire — have become Mayoral Combined Authorities (MCAs) with a
directly elected mayor. CAs and MCAs work alongside LEPs and there is usually significant
operational integration between them. In 2022 it was announced that all LEPs will be absorbed
into CAs by 2030.

South Yorkshire (2021 population, 1.4 million) encompasses Sheffield (England’s fourth largest
city by population) and the neighbouring smaller settlements of Barnsley, Doncaster and
Rotherham. The region has an industrial past with steel manufacturing and coal mining forming
core components of its economy until the late 20" Century. Despite significant
deindustrialisation, this industrial legacy exists through longer-term economic challenges it has
faced in attempting to build a service and knowledge focused economy. Manufacturing and
transport (industries more exposed to net zero transition) remain large employers in the region.
Across the wider Yorkshire and Humber region one-fifth of jobs are considered exposed to
transition (Robins et al., 2019), of which half will require reskilling to ensure they can transition.

Methods

The study investigated what policymakers understood by just transition and their views on how

best to implement it in the urban region. Stakeholders were identified through analysing

composition of decision-making boards in the LEP and MCA, and discussion with MCA policy

professionals to identify additional influential stakeholders not directly represented on these
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boards. 40 potential participants were identified and approached: 21 agreed to take part in the
study. These comprised six representatives from public sector bodies, three politicians, eight
private sector representatives, two civil society representatives and two education providers.
The proportions from different sectors broadly matched representation on regional boards.

The research design focused on prefigurative sensemaking: it set out to explore how
stakeholders made sense of the term just transition as a potential framework for action. Just
transition was not at this stage part of a formal policy discourse in the region and was a novel
concept to many stakeholders. As such, approaching just transition as a process of prefigurative
sensemaking was seen as a useful lens to conduct investigation into what just transition might
look like in practice for the region.

We employed a mixed methods approach, utilising Q-methodology (Brown, 1980) which has
recently been used by researchers to understand stakeholder preferences for policy
development (Black, Kopke, & O’Mahony, 2019; Carr, 2019). It combines openness of qualitative
methods with pattern-identification through statistical analysis. The method is particularly
useful for exploring perspectives on unsettled or unstructured problems like just transition.
Briefly, the process involves providing participants with a set of statements (50 in our study)
which they sort in relation to an overarching question (‘What is a just transition for South
Yorkshire?’). The sorting process uses a scale ranging from "least like how | think" (-6) to "most
like how | think.” (+6). Statistical factor analysis groups sets of responses, identifying patterns in
responses. The results from the factor analysis are briefly discussed below and shown in full in
Appendix 1.

The sorting exercise was combined with qualitative interviews (digitally recorded and
professionally transcribed), providing rich qualitative data. The sorted statements served
primarily to prompt discussion around conceptions of just transition for South Yorkshire. The
study was conducted in 2020 and 2021 during periods when there were restrictions on social
contact due to Covid-19. This necessitated research be conducted remotely and meant
employing a slight variation on the Q-sort method. Respondents were invited to complete the
Q-sort in advance of an interview during which they reflected on their choices. Qualitative data
was coded and analysed using NVivo 12 qualitative data software. Analysis involved an iterative
process, moving between empirical data and theory, as well as between different
interpretations between respondents, and between the research team’s respective
interpretations.

To recap, we have set out an analytical frame which emphasises the process of sensemaking as
a coming-together of a range of factors, assessing new events in relation to existing knowledges,
worldviews, rules and norms. This is a process of ordering the world around us, in essence a kind
of storytelling. In our theorisation, this happens through different forms of translation, including
conceptualisation, contextualisation and operationalisation. In the proceeding analysis these
translation processes are used to order our own sensemaking of urban policy actors’ responses
to a exercise in prefigurative sensemaking using the methods described above, focusing on
urban just transition.

Conceptualising urban just transition

Utilising Q-sorts highlighted what participants recognised as key just transition principles.
Participants agreed just transition needs to account for the rights of future generations. They
also showed agreement with the idea that it involves thinking differently about education and
employment. Reflecting that just transition is not a settled concept, the analysis of Q-sorts
identified different archetypes among the participants. Three distinct views on the concept were
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classified as answers to the question What does a just transition look like for South Yorkshire?
The different views that emerged were:

e Leading through investing in infrastructure and education (6 out 17 Q-Sort participants;
referred to as ‘infrastructure’ below)

e A growing economy and technological innovation (7 participants, ‘growth’)

e Solidarity and citizens-first (4 participants, ‘solidarity’)
These archetypes show some differences between participants, particularly between a majority
focus on just transition as a concept aligned to economic development policy and a minority
who looked to questions of participation and democracy. While not necessarily incompatible
this division speaks to contrasting visions of how just transition should be conceptualised with
implications for its operationalisation. This broad view helps to set up our qualitative findings
which provide more detailed understanding of how participants conceptualise just transition.

We began our interviews by asking whether participants had previously encountered the
concept of just transition and what it meant to them. The concept was novel to approximately
one-third of participants while most remaining respondents were aware of the term but did not
know anything more about its meaning, origins or application in policy. Thus in most cases
participants were engaging in an initial sensemaking process. No respondents rejected the term
and it acted as a useful boundary object which different stakeholders could link to from their
own frame of reference: “Not [heard much about it] before this but it’s one that, it does what it
says on the tin, | can sort of instinctively understand it.” (SY018 / Private Sector / Growth
archetype)

It also proved a slippery concept. For some this prompted concern that just transition might be
added to a range of other competing meta-themes for policy action, each of which could be
interpreted in different ways to different ends.

There is a risk if you have all these particular themes, statements, mindsets ... do they
really know what that means and can you unite everybody behind one simple phrase and
why should it be just transition rather than something else (SY002 / Politician / Growth)

This elusiveness was prevalent in interviews. Many stakeholders pointed to need for clarity, with
clear tangible examples: a need to further contextualise and operationalise the term.

To make sense of just transition, participants drew from their existing understanding of allied
terms. They often aligned it to other terms like Corporate Social Responsibility and sustainable
development, implying similar focus on ‘win-win-win’ solutions for economy, society and
environment. Participants often conflated just transition with a more general net zero transition.
A dominant framing involved linking just transition to a policy term which had become a guiding
concept for recent policy in the region: ‘inclusive growth’, a fuzzy concept with its own critical
literature (see Lee, 2019). For many respondents just transition became ‘inclusive growth plus
net zero’.

“I’'m emphasising the inclusive growth, and the trade-off there is that you don’t pursue
growth which doesn’t produce inclusive results” (SY017 / Education / Solidarity)

“I think that connection between economic growth and a just transition and net zero needs
to be really strong so that it isn’t just about creating jobs, it’s thinking about creating the
right environment to create the jobs to make sure that we’re living and moving towards
net zero.” (SY021 / Local Authority / N/A)
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Others linked the term to existing priorities for the region, making sense of just transition as
something that they already do:

| wasn’t familiar with the terminology just transition but I’'m very familiar with the
underlying objectives of it ... because we’ve been involved for the last two years in
formulating the strategic economic plan for the region and the objectives of that strategic
economic plan are not growth at any cost, they are growth in an inclusive and sustainable
way using innovation and other techniques to achieve it. So just transition is very much
part of that... to me it didn’t seem disconnected from what we’re actually doing in practice
(SY021 / Local and Regional government / N/A%)

This respondent used a specific existing entity — the South Yorkshire Strategic Economic Plan —
to make sense of the term and align it with their existing worldview.

By tracing how participants conceptualise just transition, we can see how it is interpreted
through linking to known conceptual entities, including guiding logics and ideologies. It is
translated into something that does not challenge existing worldviews, instead capturing
existing beliefs and dominant paradigms: this aligns with Aaen et al’'s (2016) ‘inclusive
sensemaking’, allowing stakeholders to positively respond to the concept and explore its
implications within their existing habitus. This also meant stakeholders generally did not explore
more transformative understanding of just transition. White (2020) outlines a fear that adoption
of just transition by different interest groups could be “reduced to the status of empty signifier”.
Our finding likewise highlights a risk that just transition becomes subsumed within existing policy
logics and in turn loses transformative potential. This makes it important to explore how
individuals grapple with a new concept, to better understand possibilities and potential for
incorporating, rather than subsuming new ideas into policy logics. We now turn to how
participants contextualised their conceptualisation of just transition.

Contextualising urban just transition

When considering priorities and implications of just transition, participants often contextualised
their response through drawing on geographic and historical framings of the region.
Contextualisation includes bringing into being a set of publics and spatial territory in relation to
the conceptualisation (Latour, 2003): in this instance these publics and territory were brought
into being as ‘South Yorkshire’'.

The first element of this was as a representation of South Yorkshire as a site of injustice, having
experienced injustice through previous economic restructuring, also creating risks for
decarbonisation.

We can’t pretend that there isn’t still scarring of the last big transition that this area went
through. | think the working population and the economy of Sheffield is still heavily scarred
really by the transition away from heavy industry and coal in South Yorkshire into a more
service-based economy. (SY007 / Education / N/A)

South Yorkshire was brought into being by this and other participants as a regional whole, with
collective emotional ‘scarring’: the place of South Yorkshire needed to ensure it did not lose out
compared to other places, in the way that it was seen to in the past. This contextualisation meant
that Just transition was first a question of distributional justice and addressing previous
injustices.

1 N/A refers to interviewees that did not complete the Q-sort so were not categorised into an archetype
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For South Yorkshire it’s really important that having been completely clobbered by the
restructuring of the old economy, that that doesn’t happen again in this restructuring that
is underway, that is absolutely central ... It’s a huge risk that further entrenchments will
happen as we move to low carbon, and a huge risk that the opportunities will not be
realised. It’s the risk that we will get further left behind, that other areas get ahead of us
because they shout louder, they’re better prepared, whatever and our people are left
further and further behind. | think that is a huge risk for us. (SY020 / Local and Regional
Government / Growth)

For some, this context and previous responses meant that the concept of just transition should
prompt a different way of thinking about economic development.

It made me think about this region and our previous hunt for jobs at any cost and types of
industries and sectors that we were encouraging into the city region. (SY019 / Private
Sector / Solidarity)

Even so this context was employed to justify continued need to promote economic growth for
the region:

I’'m sure there is a win-win strategy for this and | think it’s important given where this city
region is in comparison to some of its peers around the country that we do need, we need
to continue seeking investment, we need to continuously think about bringing more high
value jobs in (SY019 / Private Sector / Solidarity)

Focus on industrial past was also seen as a limiting factor, meaning that different economic
futures were marginalised or overlooked: as one respondent put it, “there’s a bit of a fixation
around manufacturing in South Yorkshire sometimes” (SY016 / Local and Regional Government
/ N/A). The industrial history, and sense of loss in the region created cognitive path
dependencies for thinking about just transition, which interacted with and reinforced dominant
growth discourses outlined above: a feeling that if only the region could revitalise its industrial
base many of its problems would be resolved.

Just transition literature has focused on importance of place identity, and the lived experiences
of citizens. For instance there has been interest in how economic processes entwine with local
identities, focusing on how change is anticipated, experienced and lived with in places (Olson-
Hazboun, 2018). This highlights how people make sense of change with implications for public
acceptance of transition processes. This came through as participants sought to represent the
regional whole of South Yorkshire, emphasising its economic history. But this contextualisation
tended to lean towards abstract measures like ‘economy’, ‘jobs’ and ‘skills’ rather than lived
experiences. This abstract contextualisation of the regional whole is also reflected in consensual
ambivalence towards the statement ‘just transition needs to be place-based’ in the Q study
(Infrastructure archetype, -1; Growth, -2; Solidarity, -2).

To invoke Lefebvre (1991), stakeholders’ discussion inhabited the realms of conceived space
rather than the inhabited space of citizens’ lives. The day-to-day practice of our stakeholders as
‘strategists’, ‘managers’ and ‘leaders’ embedded an abstracted approach to conceiving the
space they seek to govern. This should not be taken as a wholesale critique of policymakers’
approach to contextualisation but a recognition of limitations in cognitive capacity which
encourages a dependence on heuristics to contextualise their decisions (Cairney & Kwiatkowski,
2017). And, as Latour (2003) argues, the ability to assemble notions of unity and wholeness are
a necessary element of politics, and of producing programs for change. But the nature of these
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abstractions — tying physical and emotional ‘scarring’ to abstract economic conceptions like
‘Gross Value Added’ — produced a modality that problematised just transition as something
which can be managed through tweaks to existing policy norms: as Hoppe (2018 p393) argues,
often “problems-as-processed by authoritative policymakers entail path-dependent, structured
problem definitions that exclude newly emerging and promising alternative solutions”.

Operationalising urban just transition

The third element in our sensemaking process is operationalisation. This was in part prompted
by our Q-sort and interview questions: participants were asked to consider how just transition
might be achieved for South Yorkshire. In other scenarios this might be a natural part of a policy
process (see Hoppe, 2018). Discussions focused on the role of governing organisations like the
LEP, MCA, anchor institutions (e.g. universities, hospitals) and local authorities.

Participants spoke about investment and coordination to stimulate infrastructure, jobs and
skills: part of the existing repertoire for policymaking which they felt would be utilised for just
transition. There was discussion about how to ensure such investments were inclusive, again
showing concern for distributional justice both historically and in relation to contemporary
challenges. During this phase participants were prompted to talk about the capabilities of
existing institutions, institutional arrangements and democratic engagement in just transition.
This followed examination of Q-sorts which showed disagreement over increased citizen or civil
society participation in decision-making as priorities for just transition, with the majority
(infrastructure and growth archetypes) not valuing this. This is highlighted through the following
results:

e Neutral or negative response to A just transition means making policy decision-making
more democratic (Infrastructure, 0; Growth, -3; Solidarity, 0.)
e Polarised response to more specific statement that A just transition needs a people's
assembly to drive decision-making (Infrastructure, -5; Growth, -5; Solidarity, +2)
e Mixed response to A just transition should be led by civil society and communities
(Infrastructure, -1; Growth, -2; Solidarity, +1)
e Negative response to Trade unions should be closely involved in decision-making
(Infrastructure, -2; Growth, -3; Solidarity, -2).
This largely neutral or negative attitude to citizen and civil society participation was explored in
more detail in our interviews. Some respondents from Growth and Infrastructure archetypes did
suggest improved consultation with citizens and communities about the changes required to
achieve just transition would build legitimacy of actions; others talked about the necessity of
communication and education to inform citizens about the issues at stake: “we’re not going to
get there unless we are much better at engaging with all communities and seeing people’s
individual circumstances.” (SY009 / Civil society / Infrastructure). But, reinforcing Q-sort findings,
most respondents were wary of major changes to institutional arrangements. One respondent
encapsulated how many participants viewed the process of governing for just transition.
Drawing on examples of how societal changes like acceptance of same-sex marriage, and
introduction of societal smoking restrictions they made the distinction between consent and
assent for change:

You can’t impose change, you can’t force people to change and you certainly can’t force
them to address the difficult questions on the grounds that it’s probably good for them but
they’ve had no engagement. So that’s the basic rule of public policy, you’ve simply got to
take people with you ... [But] | think the extent to which you can really mobilise mass support
is slightly less than we think ... You do need people to agree, you do need to mobilise support
but local leadership is much, much more difficult to get and it might be that you settle for
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assent rather than engagement and that’s a slightly conservative position (SY017 /
Education / Solidarity)

Participants gave three different reasons for this conservative approach to institutions. First,
they saw net zero transition as an urgent task, without time to go through a process of changing
institutions or in-depth participatory decision-making exercises like Citizens’ Assemblies.

Second, most stakeholders did not value the role of participatory or citizen-led decision-
making, seeing it as inefficient and ineffective. Third, some stakeholders also talked about the
need for SYMCA and the region’s anchor institutions to show leadership through action,
communicating with citizens about the need to act and citizens’ role within that, but not as
directly engaging with decision-making. In several instances participants shifted from
emphasising importance of participation when conceptualising just transition to downplaying
the need for transformative change when working this through to operationalisation.

A small proportion of respondents did raise the prospect of more transformative approaches to
participation, allied to a feeling that the net zero transition was ‘fundamentally different’ (SY001
/ Politician / Growth) to any other challenge faced in the last century, and that ‘top down’
solutions might create more resentment and resistance to change. In doing so they highlighted
regional bodies’ position within wider systems of government, and the remit of regional
organisations like the LEP and MCA.

from [SYMCA’s] point of view yes because | think it’s been encouraged to look for technical
solutions rather how we actually change radically and quickly enough which is social
solutions and it isn’t really equipped to do that. (SYO09 / Civil Society / Solidarity)

The conservative approach to policy and action; and reluctance for transformational change was
seen by participants as partly reflecting composition of regional decision-making boards. For
example, LEPs were designed as partnerships between business and public sector, which is
reflected in how stakeholders thought about just transition. These voices also pointed to
additional important demographics often overlooked in just transition debates: for example a
repeated call for including small enterprise within a just transition framework. But institutional
frameworks also excluded voices, in particular community and civil society representation, as
one respondent pointed out:

There are organisations that are rooted in their communities that are able to access and
engage with people with perhaps language barriers or whatever it might be in a really
spectacularly effective way so they do clearly have a role around justice and inclusion
(SY010 / Local and Regional Government / Growth)

In summary, participants followed conceptualisation and contextualisation of just transition as
rooted in economic challenges and ‘scarring’ for the region to focus on economic aspects of
operationalising just transition as a means to achieve assent for change. Procedural justice in
decision-making for just transition tended not to be such a concern. Some participants reflected
that these views were shaped by their own position in the system, as ‘leaders’. Possibilities for
action, and institutional change, were shaped by institutional norms and practices which
presided against transformation change.

Conclusion

Urban just transition is an unsettled concept being negotiated by different stakeholders with
different interests. In our paper we combined conceptualisation of just transition as a politically
constructed entity with a novel analytical framing for sensemaking. Through our empirical focus
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on South Yorkshire in England we respond to a broader call by Jakobsen et al (2021 p328) for
studies that help us “understand more about tensions and dilemmas for policy implementation”
in decarbonisation for industrial regions. Our findings have implications for how we understand
just transition as concept and in practice. The case study of South Yorkshire is singular but it
speaks to wider issues about urban transitions, governance arrangements and sensemaking. We
see five implications of our research.

First, as a concept, just transition is not a difficult sell to policy stakeholders. Our research
suggests that this is partly because of its vagueness, allowing just transition to act as a boundary
object between different worldviews. This could support development of shared understanding
and approaches to action or could easily lead to co-option by dominant logics and concepts. Our
research involved just one interaction and point of dialogue: it is possible that repeated
exposure to the concept and its possible implications could lead to further consideration of
potential alternative approaches.

Second, our findings show how policy stakeholders seek to pacify just transition as an unsettled
or unstructured problem through reference to (a) existing logics and concepts, leading here to
a translation of just transition as (for example) ‘inclusive growth plus net zero’, (b) spatial
context, focusing on historical injustices for an imagined South Yorkshire whole, and (c)
operational norms. Our triadic framing was useful in highlighting some disjunction between
conceptual and operational views: we saw how some participants conceptualised just transition
as requiring transformational democratic change and how this became moderated as they
looked to operationalise the concept. There was a process of translation as participants moved
from theory to practice, each stage bringing ideas into dialogue with perceived realities and
limits to action. Calling into being a regional whole in contextualising just transition was part of
this process: by homogenising the region, the perceived need for democratic input becomes
more subdued. An avenue for future research would be to reproduce a similar study for
differently-sized geographic territories and/or with different population groups to compare
views on participation by different sample groups.

Third, the default for conservative approaches to operationalisation highlights risk of just
transition being diluted through the sensemaking process. While policymakers might frame it as
a realistic way to operationalise within existing parameters and capabilities it might act to
undermine the transformative ambition and potential of just transition. But these frames can
evolve. For instance, in 2022 a newly elected South Yorkshire mayor (after this research had
been completed) pledged to introduce a climate-focused citizens assembly, highlighting
possibilities for change through introducing new leaders or influential stakeholders. This also
highlights that frames for action are not clearly set for City Regions in England: some of our
participants alluded to this in our interviews, noting that SYMCA’s actions were often based on
what they felt was expected of the organisation rather than what it could do in theory. This
challenge is not unique to these organisations and other research has outlined the challenges of
developing policy in what remains a fuzzily defined governance context for climate action
(Eadson, 2016).

Fourth, these findings also point us towards the cultural politics of decarbonisation and how
culture, economy and politics enmesh through regional imaginaries that shape the perceived
art of the possible. While our findings might be read as reinforcing literature on path
dependency and institutional logics that resist alternative framings and actions, it is also
instructive to return to Latour (2003), who notes the necessity of bringing into being such
seemingly coherent wholes to achieve change, but also the impossibility of these wholes holding
in place. These ‘distorted realities’ (ibid.) are a necessary function of policymaking and the
challenge is to find ways to introduce new frames to adjust these realities. Our sensemaking

133



approach introduces three points of potential change: through introducing new concepts to
open up new conceptual imaginaries; new geographical imaginaries to produce new contextual
framings; and new institutional imaginaries to support new operational possibilities.

Fifth, our participants largely conjured a deficit model for understanding the region: they
focused on economic injustices as key to the region’s identity, which led to narrow focus on ‘jobs
and skills’. This is partly how the role of City Regions has been framed in England. But it also
speaks to need to reconsider how we think about justice and/or just transition. Justice-based
conceptions of just transition perhaps automatically lean towards deficit models for change at
expense of more positive framings of transition that generate hope and even excitement for
thriving futures. These findings suggest a need to think of alternative ways to frame or
conceptualise just transition in academic thinking as well as for policy.
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Uneven consumption and the work of being a high consumer
Aimee Ambrose, Alvaro Castano Garcia, Anna Hawkins, Stephen Parkes and Yael Arbell

Introduction

This chapter argues that, to achieve the carbon reductions necessary to secure our future
and to achieve a more equitable distribution of the Earth’s resources, research attention
must focus on some of the most privileged among us. This chapter recognizes that debates
around how to secure an inclusive post-carbon society must pay close attention to those
who excessively consume resources in order to help halt environmental decline and
secure a more equitable distribution of resources across society. This relies on some
groups consuming less to enable others to increase their consumption to a level which

enables healthy and socially included lives.

It explores why high and escalating consumption is problematic in the context of the
climate crisis and equitable and inclusive solutions to it, and includes discussion about
how high consumers might be conceptualized and defined. Furthermore, in attempting to
advance a research agenda focused on high consumers, reflections are made on the
challenges of conducting research which challenges the dominant economic paradigms

and social conventions of the developed world.

We draw on a literature review and insights from stakeholder interviews with academics
and practitioners within non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and academia, which
highlight the need for a greater focus on high consuming households and some of the
conceptual and ethical dilemmas this presents. The chapter proceeds to discuss how
research with this elusive group might best be approached and how a novel application of
institutional ethnography may help to explicate the ‘work’ of being wealthy. The

conclusion reflects on how high consumers fit into debates around rapid decarbonisation,
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spatial inequalities and just transition at this critical juncture in the climate crisis. It also

outlines the next steps for this vital field of inquiry.

High consumers: what’s the problem?

High consumers of energy and resources in domestic settings make a disproportionately
large contribution in terms of their greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and
resource use, with the richest 10 per cent of households being responsible for around 49
per cent of carbon emissions globally (Kartha et al, 2020). This issue is firmly on the
radar of the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2022: pp 505—6 ), who state
that ‘conspicuous consumption by the wealthy is the cause of a large proportion of
emissions in all countries’, and that ‘vital dimensions of human well-being correlate with
consumption, but only up to a threshold’. The concern here is with consumption beyond
this threshold, beyond what might be considered ‘sufficient’ (Darby and Fawcett, 2018).
Progress to date on emissions reduction has relied largely on decarbonizing the energy
supply through changes to energy sources (such as the shift from gas to wind power in
the United Kingdom (UK)) and heating technologies in the home (such as substitution of
gas boilers for air source heat pumps), while progress on curbing high (and rapidly

escalating) demand for energy, transport, food and consumer goods has been evaded.

The highest consumers also act as trend-setters or aspirational peers, thus driving high
consumption more widely within society and normalizing practices such as carbon
intensive transport choices and long haul holidays (Cohen et al, 2021). As such, efforts
to confine global warming to 1.5°C will be unworkable unless the wealthy change their

lifestyles (Gore et al, 2021) and we reign in rising consumption expectations.

The rich have caused climate change (Weidmann et al, 2021) yet there have been limited

attempts to define high consumption or what constitutes ‘too much’. There also appears
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to be no political will to tackle what might be regarded as excess consumption and there
is limited direct interest in the issue within research, with attention focused instead on
low- or under-consumers and more abstract debates about sustainable consumption across
society. Such debates often overlook the fact that low income households are amongst the
lowest emitters and should not form the primary target for consumption reduction
initiatives.

This chapter is not concerned with households who, for example, due to their health,
family structure, location, or the energy performance of their home, are above average
consumers. It is not concerned exclusively with the super-rich, but instead focuses on a
broader group that are consuming resources beyond what is termed sufficiency, which
refers to consumption beyond that required to meet our needs and some of our wants
(Fawcett and Darby, 2019). More specifically, this chapter refers to those powering large
homes filled with devices, owning multiple vehicles driven often, and flying frequently
(Weidmann et al, 2020), eating meat rich diets, owning a wide range of consumer goods,
and acquiring new ones regularly (Pieper et al, 2020). The interest here is in those they
influence in their roles as aspirational consumers, contributing to the reproduction of a
world where individuals and states regard wealth and conspicuous consumption as

markers of success.

The widening gulf between rich and poor, and levels of consumption that continue to
escalate despite climate and ecological breakdown, leaves unanswered questions about
whether high consuming households either do not realise the impact of their actions, think
that these messages do not apply to them, do not judge their behaviour to be problematic,
and/ or are hostages to compelling social and cultural pressures and influences that instil

and perpetuate high consumption. The research on which this chapter is based asks why

141



it is so hard to consume less, even when the evidence that we need to do so is so

compelling.

High consumers: an academic and policy blind spot?

In 2010, the 10 per cent most affluent households emitted 34 per cent of global carbon
dioxide emissions, while the 50 per cent of the global population in lower income brackets
accounted for just 15 per cent (Hubacek et al, 2017). By 2015, the disparity had stretched
to 49 per cent against 7 per cent (Kartha et al, 2020), indicating that resource consumption
is becoming increasingly polarized, with low-income households on the opposite
trajectory to their affluent counterparts. The disparity of ecological footprints across
wealth brackets is seen within, and between, nations and regions of the world, and within
towns and cities. At all scales, the wealthy generate more negative environmental impacts

than lower income groups (Lynch et al, 2019).

Despite the extent of these inequalities, our literature review on high consuming
households found that they have received limited explicit attention in academic studies.
There are, however, some exceptions from the fields of energy and transport studies, and
from the degrowth literature, including the work of Fawcett (2016), Fawcett and Darby
(2019) and Chatterton et al, (2019), who focus, respectively, on questions around
excessive energy and transport consumption, and how much consumption is sufficient in
the context of planetary limits (Druckman and Jackson, 2010, Gough 2020, Hickel, 2020).
Others have experimented with how sufficiency, or greater simplicity, might be achieved
in practice (Cherrier et al, 2012; McGoran and Prothero, 2016). These contributions
galvanized and informed the research set out here into high consumers, confirming that
addressing excessive consumption is one of the most important factors in curbing GHG
emissions, andenvironmental destruction and redressing increasingly unfair resource

distribution.
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While the academic community is waking up to the significance of high consumption,
policy communities are yet to acknowledge the urgent need to understand and address
extremes of consumption (Mundaca et al, 2019), beyond fleeting consideration of

personal carbon budgets and carbon taxes (Schubert, 2019).

In pursuit of status and happiness?

The lack of policy focus on high consumption may stem from political reluctance to back
policies apparently at loggerheads with dominant neo-liberal economic paradigms
supporting the rights of high earners to consume and pollute without limits. Efforts to
curb consumption amongst high earners may also call into question widely accepted
cultural beliefs that owning an increasing quantity or range of goods and services is a
normal motivation, an acceptable cultural desire, and means of achieving happiness,
conveying status, and personal and national success (Cameron and Brown, 2000).
However, as alluded to by DiMuzio (2015), consumption can only be effective as a
symbol of success and status if intra-class consumption remains uneven and lower socio-
economic groups cannot join in. This approach to the pursuit and communication of status
and fulfilment not only relies on keeping the majority of the world’s population poor but
also exposes the world’s poorest nations to the worst effects of climate change, a problem

to which they have barely contributed (James et al, 2014).

Income is a reliable predictor of a household’s consumption and environmental impacts
(Biichs and Schnepf, 2013; Zang et al, 2015; Wiedenhofer et al., 2017; Hubacek et al,
2017). For example, it has been demonstrated (in the UK) that CO, emissions increase
with income (Chatterton et al, 2019) and this trend resonates internationally (Hubacek et
al., 2017). Domestic energy use, private transport, and food are the main sources of an
individual’s environmental impact in developed countries (Peattie and Peattie, 2009) and

high consumption at a household level usually appears at the same time across these
143



different domains (Wiedenhofer et al, 2017; Shackleton and Shackleton, 2006; Chatterton

et al, 2016).

Therefore, although there might be difficulties in terms of definition and identification,
targeting higher consumers with consumption reduction measures should make a more
significant contribution towards reducing emissions across multiple consumption
domains than focusing on larger groups of lower consumers. Yet, more evidence is needed
to understand what drives and perpetuates high consumption to ensure that these efforts

are as effective and enduring in their impact as possible.

What drives and normalises high consumption?

Beyond highlighting links to the expression of status and the pursuit of happiness among
the wealthy (Cameron and Brown, 2000), the literature offers a range of perspectives on
the drivers of high consumption. It has been linked to psychological weaknesses and
certain personality traits that leave people predisposed to high consumption (Humphreys,
2009; Hakansson, 2014). Others, such as Chatterton et al (2019), emphasize personal
responsibility, and frame excessive consumption as the result of personal choices driven
by ignorance (a lack of awareness of the consequences) or accident (not planned,
unexpected, unintended), frivolity (not having any serious purpose or value), or
decadence (luxurious self-indulgence). Rucker and Galinsky (2014) characterize the
‘desire to acquire’ as an attempt to compensate for feelings of feared or actual impotence.
Giddens (1984) takes a less individualistic view, presenting consumption as a set of social
practices, influenced by social norms primarily governed by the institutions and structures

of society.

Charting a middle course, Dubuisson-Quellier (2022) asserts that the success or otherwise

of the transition to a more sustainable way of life cannot rest on consumers alone, and
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points to a complex interaction between public policies, corporate business models, and
consumer practices underpinning what they term ‘affluent consumption’ as a legitimised
and institutionalised norm. They combine a firm belief that high consumption is
structurally constituted alongside recognition of personal choice, but arguably neglect the
potential role that emotion and coercion might play in consumption choices (March and

Olsen, 2013).

Despite these divergent ideas about what drives (high) consumption, the literature points
to a complex web of personal, social, cultural and corporate influences. However, there
is a degree of consensus that the pursuit of social status, and a desire to demonstrate it,
forms a key driver of consumption habits (Ramakrishnan et al, 2020; Bronner and de

Hoog, 2018).

Consequences of high consumption for high consumers

Beyond consideration of the drivers of high consumption and the environmental damage
wrought, far less attention is paid to the implications of intense consumerism for high
consumers themselves. For example, does high consumption represent a successful
strategy, in practice, for conveying or asserting social status? Does it bring the lasting
sense of happiness that marketeers may espouse? Or, is there great pressure and
unhappiness associated with aspiring to ever-increasing consumption expectations,
constantly benchmarking yourself against what others have and do, and to keeping up
with the latest ‘must have’ items and experiences? Does adhering to a high consumption
lifestyle necessitate long working hours or high-risk investment strategies to maintain and
increase spending power? Does it mean that there is a long way to fall if income levels

can no longer support our consumption expectations and we fall out of kilter with peers?
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In relation to these questions, we are influenced by Kasser and Kanner (2004), who
highlight the negative impacts of consumerism and materialism, including the
prioritization of money and possessions over activities that promote and sustain
happiness. Wide ranging threats associated with consumerism for, inter alia, intimate

relationships, child development and identity formation are identified.

Within our research, we conceptualise the potentially deleterious impacts of high
consumption on the individual and the family and the labour involved in attaining and
maintaining high consuming lifestyles, as potential opportunities to ‘release’ high
consumers from increasing pressure and labour and in doing so, interrupting escalating
consumption. In essence, our hypothesis goes that these stresses, strains and fears of being
unable (for financial and personal reasons rather than ecological reasons) to sustain high
consumption represent intervention points, where high consumers may be receptive to

change.

Academic and stakeholder perspectives on drivers and solutions

To better understand the state of the art, academics and practitioners (primarily within
NGOs) who lead agendas around sustainable consumption and resource inequality in the
UK and Europe, were interviewed. A series of ten semi-structured interviews explored
what was already known about the ways in which problematic consumption was
characterized in the working practices of participants, the extent to which their work
engaged with high consumption, and their suggestions for how more sustainable and

equitable consumption might be characterized and attained.

It was notable, and to some extent anticipated, that the work of most respondents focused
on energy poverty or what might be termed ‘under-consumption’. Indeed, many

researchers in the field of sustainable consumption feel a moral imperative to focus on
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low consumers and how they might be supported to increase their consumption to levels
required to achieve and maintain health and wellbeing (for example, if underheating the
home or eating food with poor nutritional content) and economic inclusion (for example,
having the means and possessions such as clothing and transport to access employment).
This perspective fails to take account of the fact that, within the context of finite resources,
the consumption of one social group or region of the world cannot always be increased

without consumption reduction on the part of another, so waste exists along with want.

Defining high consumption

There was broad consensus amongst participants that, reflecting the literature, high
consumption is closely associated with high levels of personal wealth. Yet, it was
acknowledged that there are socio-structural factors that also lock people with modest
incomes into patterns of higher consumption, such as transport infrastructure that
prioritizes car ownership and poorly insulated homes which necessitate high energy

consumption.

Participants were not able to offer any quantitative definitions of high or excess
consumption and caution was expressed in relation to the use of average consumption
data to identify high consumers, on the basis that this may involve problematizing those
who, due to factors beyond their control, are above average consumers. In light of this,
some participants felt that high consumption was defined by choosing high emission
options when low emission options are accessible and available. Some normative
examples of problematic high consumption that emerged from interviews included
frequent flying (this was set at more than 5 flights per year) and the ownership of large

and second homes.
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It was agreed that any definition of high consumption should consider the difference
between elite and more common forms of high consumption, for example collective
subscription to wasteful but not elitist practices (cultures of car driving) versus elite
consumption that is less pervasive yet accounts for far greater emissions per person (such
as frequent, long haul flying and exclusive use of multiple homes), with elite consumption

being viewed as more problematic.

Participants suggested that future research on high consumption needed to consider the
appropriate measurements for different types of consumption, as the way that current
consumption research quantifies and reports on consumption often fails to capture both
the environmental impact of the activity (as in number of flights taken rather than the
amount of carbon emissions generated) and what it achieves (as in units of energy
consumed rather than warmth levels achieved). In this context, discussions about how
much consumption is necessary to achieve and maintain a good, fulfilling life never
reached a firm conclusion but a greater emphasis on outcomes achieved for health,
wellbeing and social and economic inclusion was generally advocated over a simplistic
focus on quantifying emissions. However, it was noted that a balance must be struck
between what is required to maintain health and wellbeing and what is possible within
planetary limits. Hirsch (2019) provides a good illustration of how what are regarded as
minimum socially and culturally necessary consumption expectations, particularly in the
Global North, may be out of kilter with planetary limits, finding that people in the UK
see buying birthday presents, alcohol and eating out as minimum necessities (see Chapter

13).

In light of these dilemmas, interviewees suggested that definitions of a good life should
not focus on subjective happiness measurements but on universal needs, such as

participation in society and maintaining good levels of physical and mental health,
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recognizing that while these needs are universal, the way to satisfy them is culturally
specific. In this context, several interviewees referred to Max-Neef’s (1982) Fundamental
Human Needs theory, arguing that high consumption uses material satisfiers when social

ones might more effective and sustainable.

Tackling high consumption

Three main approaches to tackling high consumption were identified participants: tax,
regulation, cultural change, and political change. Some of these approaches frame
consumption as individual choice and others as socio-structurally determined, but all
participants felt that consumption reduction should be a just process that reduces
inequality, rather than relying on financial mechanisms that the wealthy could withstand
and which may penalize lower income groups, such as higher fuel prices or taxes on

certain foods.

It was acknowledged that higher taxation or new taxes are unlikely to deter high-income
groups and challenge the status quo. Legal limits on consumption rather than regulation
by price was seen as a more progressive and effective approach, albeit unlikely due to the
radical shift in political ideology and social norms that regulated consumption would
require, not to mention development of new legal frameworks. Similarly, the potential for
cultural change was acknowledged as relying on a shift away from a free-market capitalist
approach, recognizing that voluntary approaches from either producers or consumers
would be unlikely to succeed at the scales required to reduce consumption in line with

natural resource availability (Brown and Cameron, 2000).

While some participants saw education and awareness raising as important in the move
towards more sustainable consumption, others were more sceptical about this approach

and referenced research critiquing approaches based upon individualizing behavioural
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models, which neglect the normative and social-cultural context in which consumption

takes place (Giddens, 1984).

Difficult territory for the researcher

The academics and practitioners interviewed were evidently grappling with the many
tensions and potential pitfalls that arise when attempting to identify and target groups that
cause environmental harm. Research that seeks to understand the plight of vulnerable
under-consumers and improve their circumstances is common and morally safe territory,
but rarely do such studies seek to understand the counterpoint — by engaging with those
benefiting from dominant, high consuming regimes — and are, therefore, incentivized to
sustain and reproduce them (path dependency). There is a perception that to do so would
be to blame not just big business and policy regimes but could also involve
problematizing conventions and ways of life that are widely considered not only

acceptable, but aspirational.

This is difficult territory for the researcher, philosophically and practically. It is difficult
to know where the line should be drawn between acceptable/ necessary/ sufficient
consumption required for health, wellbeing and social inclusion, and that which is
problematic and threatens survival. But researchers must also be transparent — and the
very suggestion that someone is being invited to participate in research because their way
of life could be considered damaging risks alienating them and blurs the distinction

between research and intervention.

We know who we need to speak to in order to build a fuller and more nuanced picture of
the forces shaping rising levels of consumption which cause over-use of natural resources
and set unsustainable expectations of consumption in wider society. It is abundantly clear

that consumption rises with income, so it is the wealthy that we need to target, and those
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with sufficient incomes to follow or partially follow the standards and expectations they
set. But we need to go deeper still to understand the normative conditions that reproduce
inequality and the socio-structural and cultural forces that drive and lock in high
consuming lifestyles. Framing high consumption in this way brings it into line with the
conceptualization of consumption as driven by structures and norms and not just

individuals making (deliberately) bad or immoral choices (Giddens, 1984).

A further reason why the study of high consumers is relatively underdeveloped may stem
from the sense of hopelessness that arises when attempting to challenge the fundamental
paradigms by which the world is either organized or aspires to be organised, that is the
pursuit of perpetual economic growth. We choose, therefore, to frame our research as a
deep and probing investigation of why it is so difficult to consume less, thus avoiding
alienating the people we need to speak to. This focus acknowledges the forces almost
certainly at play that make high consumption, or a desire to participate in it, almost

inevitable and not entirely a matter of choice.

The literature speculates, inter alia, that overconsumption of resources may be driven by
the pursuit of happiness and the need to tangibly convey social status (Brown and
Cameron, 2000). It may offer a material alternative in the absence of socially derived
satisfaction (Max-Neef, 1982). Or, it may result from adherence to the ideal life course
mapped out by capitalism, which some will attain at the expense of others, and which
Giddens (1984) contends infiltrates our discursive consciousness. Personality traits and
emotion may also play a role, with some more susceptible to materiality than others
(Humphry, 2009; Hakansson, 2014). All are merely hypotheses but point to useful lines

of inquiry for empirical investigation.
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Towards a better understanding of high consumers

We identify a clear disconnect within the current evidence base between evidence of the
impact of high consumption lifestyles on the environment and a limited focus on high
consumers within research and policy. In response to this, we have embarked upon a new
research agenda dedicated to understanding why it is so hard to consume less: a question

emerging as vital to limiting global warming to safe levels.

We conclude that deep qualitative exploration with high consuming households is
urgently required and should form a priority within the field of sustainable consumption
and allied fields. Institutional ethnography (IE) emerges as our favoured method for doing
so because it is deployed when attempts to change or improve a working practice are
unsuccessful, making it well suited to exploring escalating consumption in the context of
the climate crisis and resource scarcity (Hawkins, forthcoming). Moreover, in contrast to
the notion of consumption as a means of achieving personal happiness and satisfaction,
IE reveals the maintenance of high-consuming lifestyles as a form of work (Smith, 2005).
Framing them as work will be important in the development of a non-judgemental

approach which avoids alienating participants.

Within IE, research informants are regarded as the experts in the routinized practices
under observation, requiring the researcher to confine themselves to explicating why
these practices happen as they do, rather than suggesting how they need to change.lE
employs ethnographic research tools, such as observation and interviews to explore
working and social practices, to reveal the hidden power dynamics and socio-structural
forces shaping them (Smith, 2005). It is particularly useful in situations where an
established way of doing things is entrenched but poorly understood, and the status quo
is unsustainable (Campbell and Gregor, 2008). The methodology has recently been

adapted to explore opportunities for changing consumption practices by identifying
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potential intervention points where the status quo is less than satisfactory and

opportunities to change course may therefore be more appealing (Hawkins, forthcoming).

As a hypothesis, we suggest that high consuming lifestyles deliver important benefits —
such as comfort, clean air, safety, convenience, luxury, health, choice, privacy and so on
— but that maintaining and going beyond or extending these benefits creates pressures
(financial, social and time related), and represents a form of work that some may crave to
escape (whether concerned for the environment or not). We also anticipate finding that,
after a certain point, high consumption yields diminishing returns for households, thus
establishing the point at which the pursuit of high consumption becomes

counterproductive for wellbeing.

Conclusions

Insights into factors fuelling high consumption are emerging from an increasing corpus
of work on sufficiency and excess consumption across different domains of consumption
(notably transport and energy), but there is no clear thesis or policy pathway. Deepening
this programme of work is a priority for the pursuit of post-carbon inclusion, and is of at
least equal importance to the study of low or under consumers. Questions regarding how
we can prevent wealth going hand in hand with environmental destruction and how we
might achieve more even distributions of consumption across spatial scales and social

groups are paramount to unlocking post carbon inclusion

Yet, however much we accept the rationale for a greater research and policy focus on high
consumers, this will be a challenging programme of research to execute, not least because
it breaks with path dependency in the field of consumption research, where the focus is
firmly on those deprived of adequate resources in a world where the gap between rich and

poor is always widening Moreover, as a research agenda, it also comes into conflict with
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dominant concepts of what social mobility and success look like and may therefore
struggle to attract political and public support. We are also prepared for self-reflection
and uncomfortable encounters with the self, as we face the reality that we are just as much
a part of the problem and display many of the same damaging and contradictory practices

as we are likely to identify amongst participants.

This research is proceeding into deep qualitative exploration of the drivers, challenges
and practical and emotional work of living beyond planetary limits. Itwill need to do so
in a manner which avoids blame and judgement in order to achieve access to the lives of
high consumers and incentivise their engagement. on the focus will be on unpicking the
psychological, social, cultural and structural drivers of rising consumption. Such insights
have the potential to inform progressive interventions that do not rely on fiscal measures
that the wealthy can withstand and which fail to challenge the dominant ideologies and

conceptualisations of success underlying ever greater consumption.

Key research questions will include why it is hard to consume less across the core
domains of consumption (material and experiential), how much is perceived as necessary
for a good life, and why resource intensive options are pursued when lower impact ones
are available. In relation to the latter, which (ostensibly) lower impact choices appeal to
high consumers (and why) will be explored. Another priority for exploration is the notion
that concerns about climate breakdown may be fuelling a form of compensatory
consumption, which involves purchasing products that appear (but may not actually be)
environmentally friendly (such as electric vehicles or organic food) in a bid to offset
discomfort about carbon fuelled lifestyles, or to shore up a particular image or identity
being sought (Kim and Rucker, 2012). A further hypothesis goes that, high consuming

households may have limited understanding of what their most environmentally
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damaging activities are, and that, for example, they may go to great lengths to source

local, organic food but never consider the impact of their financial investments.

Ultimately, the hope is that the deeper socio-structural and cultural understandings of
high-consumption s we provide will contribute towards post carbon inclusion through
evidence based recommendations for carefully timed and formulated interventions. Such
interventions would ideally enable reductions in consumption which are broadly
acceptable to high consuming groups without compromising their health, wellbeing and
social inclusion but also free up resources to enable greater access to these benefits

amongst those currently not accessing sufficient resources.
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Alternatives to justice for a thriving transition
Aimee Ambrose, Alvaro Castano Garcia, Yael Arbell

Introduction

The moral discourse around low carbon transitions currently favours justice as its main
virtue, often highlighting injustice within the current system and ways to avoid it. When
we aim for justice, our focus is on what is lacking rather than what might be possible.
Low carbon transitions represent an opportunity to reinvent our systems and ways of life
but also the associated virtues and values that guide and shape them. The transition must
exclude no-one and must prioritise those most in need and most disadvantaged by the
current system. In this context, the concept of justice (i.e transitioning away from fossil
fuels in a way which promotes a fairer world) is a useful guide. But is justice all we should

be aiming for?

In this chapter, we experiment with positioning alternative or complementary virtues as
guiding principles for the transition and reflect on the implications of these alternative
philosophies, particularly for inclusion. Ultimately, we put forward the beginnings of an
alternative framework, which does not ignore justice but promotes the virtues of
generosity and care as foundations of justice or complements to it. In concert, these
virtues have the potential to bridge communities (Castro, 2021) and the alternative values
they uphold can shape transitions and justice from the starting point of genuine concern

for the wellbeing of others.

We begin by taking a critical look at the specific concept of just transition that has come
to dominate the academic and policy rhetoric around the shift to a lower carbon society.
We go on to explore two key concepts based around alternative virtues, namely: a

generous transition and a caring transition. We reflect on what sort of policies might
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emerge under each framework, or combination of frameworks, and the inclusion

dynamics that may be fostered under these different scenarios.
Unpicking justice

Justice is a broad concept with many different interpretations and applications including,
in the context of low carbon transitions, environmental justice, climate justice and energy
justice. Each of these concepts has a different genesis, emphasis and objective.
Environmental justice can be traced back to the Civil Rights Movement in the United
States in the 1950s and 60s. The movement strives for the fair treatment of all people
regardless of race, colour, origin or income in the context of environmental quality and
governance (Client Earth, 2021). Climate justice focusses on human rights and social
inequality and in particular the injustice that emissions generated by developed nations in
pursuit of growing their wealth are driving the climate crisis, the effects of which are felt
most acutely by poorer, developing nations. The movement contends that developed
nations should take responsibility for emissions reductions and should compensate the
developing world for the impacts they are suffering. Energy justice is a newer research
agenda seeking to apply justice principles to energy policy, practice and research,
challenging us to view energy provision not just as a technical challenge but a question

of equity and calling for greater inclusion of citizens in energy related decision making.

There are examples of where each of these concepts have penetrated policy and political
discourse. For example: several federal governments of the United States, including the
current Biden-Harris administration have used the language of and committed to deliver
environmental justice. Moreover, climate justice has been a guiding concept within
climate negotiations since the 1990s, including the recently concluded 27" meeting of the

Conference of the Parties (COP). Despite these promising examples, justice has arguably
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not come to dominate environmental policy discourse in any meaningful way. The related

concept of ‘just transition’, however, has.

The just transition concept is favoured for its apparent ability to promote greater justice
for people and planet without calling into question the dominant economic paradigm of
perpetual economic growth (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013; Pinker, 2020). It has gained
considerable traction becoming pervasive within flagship (often Global North focussed)
policy frameworks and national transition policies across many countries. For example,
the International Labour Organisation and the United Nations have both adopted the
language of just transition and released guidance on how countries might operationalise
the concept. The European Commission has also heavily subscribed to the concept, as
exemplified by their Green Deal (2019) and Just Transition Mechanism. The concept is
now percolating down to individual countries that are adopting the philosophy of just
transition within policy in an attempt to ensuring that the prioritisation and compensation
of those most affected by and vulnerable to transition forms a prominent consideration in
policies relating to economy, energy, transport, housing and so forth. In some countries,
initiatives aimed at a just transition have a very specific focus on particularly vulnerable
sectors, such as the Canadian coal industry (Government of Canada, 2019). In others, for
example Scotland, the concept is used in a more generalised way but with an economic
leaning, espousing the ambition to create a fairer, more climate resilient economy

(Scottish Government, 2021).

This economic focus reflects the origins of the just transition movement in the United
States during the 1980s and 1990s, as an attempt by workers within threatened industries
to demand fair treatment in the dismantling of their sectors (Pinker, 2020). As

environmental regulations threatened jobs dependent on fossil fuels, unions tried to
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achieve a ‘just transition’ for their workers through programmes that guaranteed new jobs

or early retirement for those affected (McCauley and Heffron, 2018).

Although there is no single definition of just transition, there is a degree of international
consensus that it reflects an intention to combine environmental protection with the
creation of decent, high-quality work for all (UFCCC, 2020). The emphasis on
universality of access to decent, less environmentally damaging work suggests that
inclusion is central to notions of a just transition. Yet this focus on universality also has
the clear potential to undermine a nuanced understandings of who is most vulnerable and
must, therefore, be protected and prioritised for support and compensation, a vital

prerequisite of inclusion.

Bare minimums versus opportunity

The tone of the discourse within policies inspired by just transition suggests that a just
transition, as operationalised within policy, is not aiming at a reversal of fortunes for those
disadvantaged by a high carbon society, offering them the opportunity to thrive and
perhaps, to borrow from the language of degrowth, to redefine what represents a ‘good
life’ to them (D’Alisa et al., 2015). Instead, the aims relate to the avoidance of stranding
amongst communities on the frontline of high carbon economies (Di Chiro, 2016),
thought to be assured via compensation for the impact of the transition on the economic
aspects of their lives and efforts to find them a place in the new economy. This narrow
focus recompense for economic disruption overlooks the wide ranging pressures placed
by a fossil fuelled society on health, wellbeing, enjoyment, quality of life and hope for

our children’s futures.

Surely the low carbon transition, a necessarily colossal reorganisation of the way we live

and how we organise societies and economies, provides the best opportunity in at least

164



500 years (the point at which Trentmann (2016) argues that our obsession with growth
and global trade began in earnest) to emancipate the ‘worker bees’ that have kept our
‘empire of things’ functioning (pp.76) and afford them an opportunity to thrive through

transition, rather than merely survive.

Critiques of just transition as interpreted in a policy context are well established within
the academic literature. Some point to the top-down nature of policies aimed at a just
transition whereby bureaucrats and industry leaders determine who is most vulnerable
and how they should be compensated (Banerjee and Schuitema, 2022). This de-
historicizes the concept, distancing it from the ‘grass roots’ origins of the movement,
spearheaded by workers on the verge of obsolescence (Castano-Garcia, forthcoming).
Top-down solutions, it is logical to argue, run greater risk of misunderstanding or
underestimating the impacts associated with transition, misidentifying and mis-
prioritising those most affected and compensating them in the wrong ways. Other
critiques include the risk of misappropriation and exploitation of the concept for
greenwashing, the lack of an agreed definition posing a barrier to joined up international
efforts to realising it, a skewed focus on the economic aspects of transition and a focus
on addressing or offsetting the symptoms of injustice rather than their structural causes

(McCauley and Heffron, 2018).

Considering these wide-ranging critiques, we might legitimately question whether it is
the right concept to adopt in guiding us equitably through the transition and securing the
best possible outcomes for those most affected by the climate crisis and the transition

away from fossil fuels.

Exploring alternatives to justice

A key objective of this chapter from the outset has been to challenge and explore

alternatives to concepts, such as just transition, that can be seen to set low expectations
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or aspirations for the transition. Where adherence to the principles of a just transition can
ameliorate some of the huge potential for new or deepened injustice associated with
energy transitions, other virtues such as generosity (with its emphasis on thriving and
wellbeing) and care (with its emphasis on nurturing and reciprocity) emphasise the
opportunities presented by the transition for transformation and a better life. In the
following sections, we focus first on generosity, then care, as alternative or
complementary virtues, and the potential implications they have for the form and fate of

the transition.

A generous or altruistic transition

What if the emphasis of the policy and academic rhetoric around the transition to a low
carbon society centred around a generous or altruistic, rather than (or in addition to) a just

transition?

Aristotle argues that those who suffer from generosity deficiency are either more frugal
with their resources than they ought to be, or greedy because they take too much. Here
we explore the notion that generosity can be located at the beginning of an alternative
‘ethical chain’ (Castro, 2021) which could play an important role in driving just
transitions. Generosity could guide action towards what Aristotle defined as the noble and
appropriate mean between the two opposing extremes of stinginess and wastefulness
(Aristotle, 1908). Generosity is also a ‘productive virtue’ (Castro, 2021) with the potential
to bridge people and communities with different interests. From this perspective, it could

also broaden the field of those who are considered part of a community.

Aristotle argues that those who suffer from generosity deficiency are either more frugal
with their resources than they ought to be, or greedy because they take too much. When
distinguishing generosity from extravagance or wastefulness, Aristotle highlights that

extravagance is characteristically self-destructive since it wastes resources essential for
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living. In an international development context, Global North nations can be seen to
exemplify the characteristics of extravagance that will ultimately, if left unchecked,
become self-destructive as the Earth is rendered uninhabitable. Generosity deficiency is
also evident in the inadequacy of gestures towards Global South countries who experience
some of the most intense impacts of climate change, driven by high carbon lifestyles in

the Global North (James, et al., 2014).

In relation to this point about the self-destructive nature of extravagance, this may be
where generosity is misunderstood and perhaps rejected as a virtue, in the sense that it
should not omit self-interest. Generosity does not demand selflessness but instead
requires that one gives to others to the degree that giving does not damage one’s own
material health (Allen, 2018). This is where generosity can be seen as distinct from
altruism which involves acting to promote someone else’s wellbeing even at cost to
ourselves (Allen, 2018). As we will go on to discuss, recent gestures on the part of Global
North countries towards Global South nations have not been without their benefits for the
giver, suggesting they are closer to acts of generosity than altruism. In this context, Singer
(2015) suggests that effective altruism should be focused on donating resources only after
careful reasoning to decide how best to provide support and to which causes. Singer’s
arguments remind us that both generosity and altruism can be ineffective if they are not
carefully considered, effectively targeted and aligned with the needs of beneficiaries.
Understand the needs of the intended beneficiaries has the potential to transform an act
of apparent generosity from one that is done to the recipients to one that is inclusive of

them.

In this vein, commentators such as Gabriel (2017) rail against the notion that altruism
could represent the key to increased global justice, highlighting the risks associated with

donor-centrism and how a reliance on altruism reinforces existing tendencies for the
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decision-making power to reside with the wealthy who are out of touch with the complex
injustices faced by those they seek to help. In essence, under this model, the very

structures that created the injustice in the first place are relied on to address it.

In this section, we are careful to distinguish between the more conditional and perhaps
less habitual nature of generosity and the more fundamental nature of altruism as a
philosophy or way of life, whilst mindful of its potential shortcomings. As will be
discussed, generosity might represent a more viable and realistic first step towards justice
in the context of low carbon transitions than true altruism and one which is already being

enacted to some degree.

Loss and damage: an act of generosity?

In the context of a world where Global North countries collectively produce a carbon
footprint 100 times higher than that of Global South countries (IEA, 2021) and the
imperative for global society to meet all of its needs within the resources provided by one
Earth, Global North countries will need to reduce resource consumption considerably to
enable more even consumption across the globe. Although vital for our collective
survival, such a reduction in resource consumption could be considered an act of
generosity or even altruism towards citizens elsewhere and future generations
everywhere, given the absence of any legal obligations to redress resource inequality. In
this context, distinctions between generosity and justice can be subtle and blurred.
However, the key contention of our argument concerns how acts of generosity or altruism
could be seen as a pre-requisite or enabler of greater justice. For example, once everyone
benefits from a fair share of the Earth’s resources in perpetuity, then justice has arguably
been achieved. But what is necessary to trigger this is greater generosity on the part of
Global North countries, especially the most privileged amongst them, who must

compromise their existing lifestyles to enable others to thrive (both within their own
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unequal societies and those of the Global South). Generosity will result in limited
compromises, whereas altruism might lead to much greater concessions on the part of the

Global North.

We currently see an example of what might arguably constitute generosity at the state
level in the form of Denmark’s commitment to paying ‘loss and damage’ to the most
climate-vulnerable areas of the world. In announcing the intention, the Danish
Development Minister used the language of justice and fairness, stating that “It is grossly
unfair that the world’s poorest should suffer the most from the consequences of climate
change, to which they have contributed the least.” (Reuters, 20'" September, 2022). Given
that there is currently no obligation placed on Global North countries to offer such
compensation, this act can be understood as a generous act undertaken in pursuit of
greater justice for the world’s poorest, worst affected regions. Justice is the motivation,

generosity is the action.

The example from Denmark is useful in highlighting how when justice feels idealistic
and a remote prospect that would involve seismic shifts in the current world order, an act
of apparent generosity can feel like a tangible starting point. However, as Castro (2021)
points out, generosity can only lead to justice if we give the right amounts to the right
people at the right time. The idea of giving the right amount feels fundamentally at

loggerheads with the concept of generosity which involves giving only what you can.

A gesture such as that undertaken by Denmark, although symbolically important, is not
likely to be significant enough (in its scale and monetary value) to represent a significant
step along the path to justice. However, as an example of ‘productive generosity’
(Huffington, 2014) it does fulfil important functions in the sense that giving (to a point
where it doesn’t harm the giver but does help the receiver) arguably boosts wellbeing,

strengthens relationships/builds bridges (in this case between countries and regions),
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promotes a sense of global community, supporting countries producing many of our
everyday goods and quietening consciences through a practical act (Huffington, 2014).
Yet, to return to the title of this chapter, this act on the part of Denmark is undertaken at
a high level by way of apology and reparation, to help with the struggles faced by the
most affected regions, not to enable communities within them to thrive and determine
their own future. The amount given is unlikely to impact the abundance enjoyed by
countries like Denmark, nor will it move recipient nations towards abundance, with
research identifying that countries in receipt of such payments spend it all on adaptation
(James et al., 2014). Certainly Denmark’s actions appear to echo the critiques advanced
by Gabriel (2017) by reinforcing the dominance of developed nations and the reliance of
Global South nations on their charity which is likely to be based on a flawed

understanding of their needs.

This act alone does not amount to justice across global society and remained an isolated
act of charity until recently when, during COP 27, a historic deal was struck to compensate
developing nations for their vulnerability within a climate crisis driven by developed
nations and to help them adapt. It is intended that those most vulnerable in the context of
the climate crisis will be prioritised yet definitions of vulnerability in this context remain
moot. This agreement secured at the international conference can arguably be viewed as
less of an act of generosity and more of a response to the pressure to act that results from
sitting around a table with representatives of those nations deeply affected by the current
and historic actions (or inaction) of the developed world. The adequacy and effectiveness
of this agreement, which is not legally binding, will hinge on whether the amount
available is determined by how much contributing nations are willing to provide or what

affected nations really need. Moreover, the inclusivity of the agreement will be
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determined by the extent to which the beneficiaries are permitted to define the extent of

their own vulnerability and what they need from the fund.

Generosity as prerequisite to justice

As a virtue, generosity has never been systemically adopted and enshrined in legislation
in the same way as justice is, possibly because justice is viewed as a basic minimum
expectation whereas generosity remains something that is ‘nice to have’ across many
modern cultures. However, the arguments we put forward here propose that these virtues
might be more interrelated and interdependent than they might first appear in the sense
that routinised generosity, which is correctly targeted and built around nuanced
understandings of the needs of recipients, could perhaps take us closer to the attainment
of justice, over time. Yet, in the context of low carbon transitions, there is no time left for
cultures of generosity to slowly develop, which may further underline why justice remains
our ‘back stop’ virtue under crisis conditions. Altruism, in our view, remains a more
distant prospect given that it involves giving in a more unbridled way that would, for
example, in a global context, involve giving Global South nations all they need regardless
of our own needs. The impact of such a philosophy would be seismic, if undertaken
sensitively and democratically, but feels a distant prospect despite the promising

developments associated with COP 27.

A caring transition

Generosity can be seen as driven, in part, by care. A small number of scholars have begun
examining where care and caring sit in relation to justice, in much the same way as we
have considered the concept of generosity and altruism in this context. In this section we
focus specifically on ethics of care, which has been the focus of the academic debate

surrounding the notion of a caring transition. Ethics of care is a theory that prioritises
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inter-personal relationships and our interdependence on one another and overlaps with

generosity and altruism through an emphasis on benevolence.

Where generosity suggests that we should only give where it will not be to the detriment
of our own material health, ethics of care promotes the idea that our primary duty is to
the community and others (Damgaard et al, 2022), a notion closely allied to altruism.
Approaches informed by ethics of care are considered to weaken individualistic and
consumerist impulses, putting communities at the centre of economic life as opposed to

corporations and individuals (Grubby, 2019).

Prioritisation and contextual specificity

There is an important emphasis within ethics of care on prioritisation and identifying who
is most affected by the consequences of our choices. In addition, the philosophy promotes
the prioritisation of individuals and groups according to their level of vulnerability. Within
this approach, there is no scope for ‘blanket policies’, with responses and solutions instead

situated in a deep and nuanced understanding of context.

Implicit within this philosophy is a focus on fairness or justice achieved through treating
everyone differently in order to achieve greater equality. This manifests as an emphasis
on understanding the needs of and caring for those most affected and also most in need.
There is arguably a ‘bare minimum’ tone to the philosophy through its emphasis on
safeguarding. The language of opportunity and thriving is not explicit within ethics of
care and is also very different to that of justice, focussing on relationships and community
as opposed to individuals and rights. Damgaard et al (2022) find that the language of care,
relationships and community better reflect people’s ethical feelings about low carbon
transitions than the language of justice and individual rights. Ethics of care is also distinct

from generosity in the sense that it assumes a routinised prioritisation of and care for the
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most vulnerable, rather than potentially limited, isolated or periodic acts of generosity or

poorly targeted altruism.

To start to understand how ethics of care might operate in the context of climate change
and low carbon transitions, we return to the example of loss and damage funding. We do
not draw on this example as a demonstration of an ethic of care, but more as a means of

illustrating how a caring transition would need to operate quite differently to a financial

payment.

Calling once more on this example enables us to see how the virtues of justice, generosity
and care might coexist and interact within one climate policy. Certainly, this policy can
be seen as being motivated, at least in part, by ethics of care. This is apparent in the
recognition, within the policy, of our global interconnectedness in the context of
environmental damage and climate change, by prioritisation (or at least greater
recognition) of and attempts at safeguarding the most vulnerable at a global scale. It can
also be interpreted as an attempt at promoting friendship through repairing or building
better relationships between Global North and South. It will not, however, achieve the
contextual sensitivity and lasting impact espoused by ethics of care if it relies on limited
financial payments determined by the donor without consultation with the recipient
nations on the form and amount of compensation. The likely financial limitations of the
policy place it more in the realms of an act of generosity while the official discourse

around it is one of improving fairness (justice).

Leaving no one behind or deciding who is brought along first

The emphasis within ethics of care on safeguarding may not perfectly complement the
idea reflected in the title of this chapter that transition can present an opportunity to

promote thriving where currently there is struggle. However, as a guiding philosophy, it
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can make an important contribution to securing better outcomes for everyone by ensuring
care for the most affected and vulnerable (where correctly identified) through its emphasis
on prioritisation. Whilst the notion of leaving nobody behind has been widely espoused
in connection with the concept of just transition, an ethics of care perspective reminds us
that we need to consider who should be brought along first, otherwise we are left with the

established convention that those who can pay benefit first.

An extensive review of existing evidence conducted by Sovacool (2021) identified 24
distinct groups as vulnerable in the context of climate mitigation, with non-human
species, farmers, the rural poor, laborers, indigenous communities and future generations
receiving the greatest proportion of coverage within the literature and disabled people,
modern slaves, coastal home owners, prostitutes, children, local businesses, refugees,
alcoholics and suburban home owners amongst those receiving the lowest proportion of
coverage. This suggests that we have some understanding about who is most vulnerable
in relation to low carbon transitions and who needs our care because their lives are being
made more difficult or even ruined by the transition. We at least have some idea whose

lives we should be aiming to turn around at this moment of great change.

Sovacool also highlights how, perhaps unexpectedly, some of those most vulnerable in
the context of the transition are also those heavily embroiled in delivering the transition,
for example: those manufacturing technology for the transition (i.e. photovoltaic panels)
and enduring slavery and poor health as a consequence, communities hosting wind farms
or those sacrificing land for bio-fuel production. In essence, many of those whose work
might be construed as care or sacrifice for the environment (whether by choice or not) are

left uncared for by the transition they are helping to facilitate.

Of course, our impression of who is most vulnerable will depend greatly on whose plight

has been highlighted through research, journalism or made an example of by politicians
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or other influential figures. The work of Pijuan Gonzalez (forthcoming) provides an
example of a highly vulnerable groups (children) who are known to be disadvantaged by
the status quo but are not being recognised or prioritised within transition policy with the
potential to improve their circumstances. She highlights ample existing evidence of the
ways that children are impacted heavily and in distinct ways by unaffordable heating and
poorly insulated homes (energy poverty), resulting in poor physical and mental health and
reduced educational attainment, yet energy policies aimed at decarbonisation and the
resolution of energy poverty across Europe fail to recognise their needs, instead making
broad and vague references to ‘families’ and focussing explicit attention on groups that
the evidence suggests are less vulnerable in this context, such as older people or large

families.

These examples highlight some of the difficulties in accurately identifying who is most
vulnerable and who is most in need of safeguarding and care, as would be required by a
transition guided by ethics of care. They also underline the need for the philosophy of
ethics of care to extent the research community encouraging the prioritisation of the most
vulnerable and careful consideration of whose plight is spotlighted through research and
publication, but also reminding us to avoid elevating the plight of specific groups without

recognising how they are connected to that of others.

Care, justice and thriving

Prioritisation and understanding who is most vulnerable is a fundamental principle of
ethics of care and is also vital to the attainment of justice, in the sense that we cannot
pursue justice is we do not know who we are seeking it for. We therefore see
complementarity between the concepts of care and justice. Moreover, care and greater
responsiveness to differential needs can also be argued to provide a foundation for a better

life and in this sense, adopting ethics of care as a guiding principle in the context of low
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carbon transitions can be seen to transcend justice in its ability to promote thriving over

merely surviving.

Conclusion

Does it really matter what virtues or philosophies drive or are implicit within acts or
policies associated with the climate crisis and low carbon transitions? It is entirely
possible that those designing low carbon transitions or other responses to the climate crisis
are not even aware of which virtues they are promoting or channelling through their work.
However, we argue that the virtues associated with low carbon transitions are important
because they can produce very different sorts of policies and actions that impact heavily
on the lives of billions of citizens and non-human stakeholders and whether the transition
reflects their needs and priorities. Commitments such as the European Commission’s
pledge to ‘leave no-one behind’ in the move away from fossil fuels (European
Commission, 2019) may seem difficult to find fault with yet blanket statements can be
seen to discourage consideration of who should be prioritised. For this reason, it seems
beneficial for transition policies to be informed by multiple perspectives and philosophies
to avoid a myopic focus on justice and missed opportunities to promote greater wellbeing

and abundance for victims of the high carbon world order through transition.

We reach the conclusion that there is complementarity and interdependency between the
different perspectives explored here and value in using them in combination. In this sense,
the chapter lends support to the argument put forward by Castro (2021) that generosity
may sit at the start of an ethical chain which leads to justice. Consideration of the
principles of ethics of care within this context introduces important new dimensions to
the debate, reminding us, inter alia, that detailed consideration of needs and the
importance of determining who is most in need are vital in terms of designing more

contextually sensitive policies that are more likely to be fair. Combining notions of
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generosity or altruism with ethics of care can help to negate some of the risks associated
with donor-centrism (Gabriel, 2017). The decision to act generously must be followed
by efforts to prioritise and to understand the needs and perspectives of beneficiaries to
ensure that the potential benefits associated with that generosity are maximised and well

placed.

It is not proposed that we dispense with the concept of a just transition in the context of
low carbon transitions but that instead we see it as one of a number of useful concepts
that together might produce transition policies which promote the best possible outcomes

for human and non-human stakeholders.

As Damgaard et al (2022) alludes to, the language we use in connection with transitions
is important and will impact both the level of public support for transition policies and
the extent of our ambitions for them. Discourse focussed on justice leads us to feel we are
striving to avoid making anyone’s situation worse through transition and fighting for
rights and recognition. The language of generosity conjures visions of benevolence,
magnanimity, and grand gestures whilst the language of care feels supportive, nurturing
and reciprocal. Despite arguing for these concepts to be considered in combination in the
context of low carbon transitions, it feels equally important that we upgrade our language
around transition to adopt a more aspirational tone and in doing so raise our ambitions
and expectations around what the transition should do for us and our non-human
counterparts. In this sense, the language of generosity and care feel more fitting and

advantageous than the language of rights and fairness.
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Abstract

High consumers of energy and resources in domestic settings make a disproportionately greater impact in
terms of their greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and resource use, with the richest 10% being responsible
for around 49% of carbon emissions (Kartha et al, 2020). Moreover, the highest consumers also act as
trend-setters and aspirational peers, thus driving high consumption more widely within society. As such,
efforts to confine global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius will be unworkable unless the wealthy change
their lifestyles (Gore et al, 2021). We know that the rich have caused climate change (Weidmann et al,
2021) yet there have been limited attempts to define high consumption or what constitutes too much.
There also appears to be very limited political will to tackle what might be regarded as excessive
consumption and we also find limited direct interest in the issue within research and academia, with
attention focussed instead on low or under consumers and more abstracted debates about sustainable
consumption. Our work seeks to help address the research gap around high consumption chiefly through
the development of deep qualitative methodologies that seek to understand the socio-cultural and
structural factors that sustain high consumption. Focussing on the question of: ‘why is it so hard to
consume less?’, our paper reports upon a state-of-the-art review of literature, spatial mapping of
consumption data and stakeholder interviews (in the UK) which highlight the need for a greater focus on
high consuming households. We also discuss how this work has informed the development of an
innovative methodology for exploring the lived experiences of this elusive and hard to reach group, which
utilises institutional ethnography to explore and explicate the ‘work of being wealthy’.

Introduction
In 2010, the 10% most affluent households emitted 34% of global C02, while the 50% of the global
population in lower income brackets accounted for just 15% (Hubacek et al., 2017). By 2015 the disparity

had stretched to 49% against 7% (Kartha et al., 2020). Beyond carbon footprints, high consumers pose a
second challenge: they also set social and material aspirations within society. The disparity of ecological
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footprints across wealth brackets is also seen among nations and regions of the world: at all scales, the
wealthy generate more negative environmental impacts than lower income groups (Lynch et al, 2019),
something Lynch et al conceptualise as a ‘green crime’ in light of impending environmental collapse.

Despite the extent of the inequalities laid bare by these statistics, our literature review on high consuming
households finds that they have received insufficient explicit attention in academic studies. There are,
however, notable exceptions to this general trend, including the work of Fawcett, (2016) Fawcett and
Darby (2019) and Chatterton et al., (2019), who have focussed, respectively, on questions around
excessive energy and transport consumption and how much consumption is sufficient in the context of
planetary limits (Druckman and Jackson, 2010, Gough 2020). Others have experimented with how
sufficiency or greater simplicity might be achieved in practice (see, for example, Cherrier et al, 2012,
McGoran and Prothero, 2016). These contributions have galvanised and informed our research into high
consumers, recognising that addressing excessive and unequal consumption is arguably one of the most
important things we can do to curb GHG emissions and environmental destruction.

Whilst the academic community is waking up to the significance of high consumption as a key concern,
policy communities across the world are yet to recognise the urgent need to understand and address
extremes of consumption (Mundaca et al, 2019). Beyond fleeting consideration of personal carbon
budgets in some countries and emerging ideas about carbon taxes for the wealthy in France, high
consumers are not a priority for policy makers (Mundaca et al, 2019).

In this paper, we focus on those who might be considered to over consume and who, in doing so,
disproportionately contribute to GHG emissions and environmental degradation through excess energy
consumption to power large homes and multiple devices, fuel consumption to power multiple vehicles
driven more often, frequent flying (Weidmann et al, 2020), meat rich diets and the embodied carbon
associated with consumer goods (Pieper ef a/, 2020). But because they are not clearly defined and are
poorly understood, we do not yet know what contribution it might make to urgent GHG reduction efforts
were policy to target high consuming households, their behaviour and influence. Knowledge is also
lacking regarding the most effective policy responses and intervention points, a significant research gap
that we intend to help address.

This paper is not concerned with households who, due to their health, family structure, location, or the
energy performance of their home, are above average consumers. It is also not concerned exclusively with
the super-rich, but instead focuses on a broader group of what we have termed ‘high consumers’ that are
consuming resources beyond a level that is sufficient to meet their needs and some of their wants
(Fawcett and Darby, 2019). We are also interested in those they influence in their role as aspirational
consumers or role models in a world where individuals and states regard wealth and conspicuous
consumption as markers of success.

The ever-widening gulf between rich and poor and levels of consumption that continue to escalate despite
widespread warnings of impending climate and ecological breakdown, leaves unanswered questions
about whether the highest consuming households either think that these messages do not apply to them;
do not judge their behaviour to be problematic and/or are locked into high consuming lifestyles where
expectations are always rising. Within this project, we do not seek to make normative judgements of high
consumers. Instead, we prioritise the question of why it’s so hard to consume less, even when the
evidence that we need to do so is so compelling.

This paper is comprised of four sections in addition to this one; a literature review adapted from the more
extensive publication (Castano-Garcia et al, 2021); a methodology giving an overview of the four-stage
process we are following, a discussion of emerging findings and finally a conclusion outlining the
rationale and plans for the next stage of our project.

Literature review

High consumption: invisible resources and the pursuit of happiness

The difficulty in defining ‘high-consumers’ or even in determining what constitutes ‘too much’ may be
one of the reasons why there has been insufficient discussion around the role that such households might
play in reducing our collective environmental impact.

Brown and Cameron (2000) explored definitions of overconsumption and identified the field of social
theory as a key location in the discourse around this topic. Much of this work focuses on critiquing the
idea that consumption leads to happiness. From this perspective, overconsumption is the excessive use of
goods and services which stems from a belief that owning and using an increasing quantity of a range of
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goods and services is a normal motivation and an acceptable cultural desire, as a means of achieving
personal happiness, status, and national success.

They go on to highlight a problem, which might be termed ‘resource invisibility’, which they contend
must be overcome in order to progress towards sustainable consumption. In this context, they define
overconsumption as “a large, unique form of common pool resource dilemma in which: (a) the size of
the pool of resources is often unknown; (b) people differ in their access to resources and their preferences
for resources; and (c) people must make their decisions about the use of goods and services without a
clear under-standing of the types and quantities of the resources used in their production”. Although both
terms are likely to overlap in many cases, using the term ‘high consumers’ instead of ‘over consumers’
enables a focus on impacts of consumption beyond resource depletion, as well as comparing consumption
patterns within and between different populations.

Consumption inequality

Despite their focus on sustainable consumption and production, the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals do not adequately account for the need to address intra-country differences in
consumption, and what it means for the pursuit of sustainable consumption. In relation to this,
Anantharaman (2018) draws on critical social theory and argues that questions of power, legitimacy,
authority, and justice are underexplored in the context of uneven levels of consumption within society. Di
Muzio (2015), similarly contends that the wealthiest people have the greatest ability to act on desires for
enhancing their perceived social status through un-equal intraclass consumption. Such actions, he argues,
contribute towards the unsustainable quest for perpetual economic growth around the globe. This growth
project militates against the pursuit of fairness between humans and threatens vulnerable populations with
the worst effects of environmental collapse. De Graaf et al. (2014) adopt a similar position but with a
focus on wider social dynamics, identifying cultural changes and technological progress as drivers of
increasing demand.

The links between wealth and high consumption seem clear. Income has often been used as a predictor of
a household’s consumption and environmental impacts (Biichs and Schnepf, 2013; Zang et al., 2015;
Wiedenhofer et al., 2017; Hubacek et al., 2017). For example, it has been demonstrated (in the UK) that
CO2 emissions increase with income (Chatterton, et al., 2019) and this trend resonates internationally
(Hubacek et al. 2017). There are some exceptions to this, for example high income households who aspire
to reduce their consumption (and therefore, emissions) (Hiittel et al., 2018). Domestic energy use, private
transport and food are the main sources of individuals’ environmental impact (specifically in developed
countries) (Peattie and Peattie, 2009) and high consumption at a household level often appears at the same
time across these different domains (Wiedenhofer et al., 2017; Shackleton and Shackleton, 2006;
Chatterton et al., 2016). These are also likely to be the domains of consumption where high consumers
could achieve more significant reductions.

Therefore, although there might be difficulties in terms of definition and identification, targeting higher
consumers with consumption reduction measures should make a more significant contribution towards
reducing emissions across multiple consumption domains than focussing on larger groups of lower
consumers. More evidence is needed to understand what drives and perpetuates high consumption to
ensure these efforts are effective.

What drives high consumption

Beyond the clear links to wealth and income, the literature offers differing views on drivers of high
consumption. We have previously discussed potential links to the pursuit of happiness and a review by
Hékansson (2014) linked high consumption to psychological factors and certain personality traits,
specifically those with ‘psychological weaknesses’ regarding consumption. This was echoed by
Humphery (2009), who, perhaps controversially, argued that that problematic, or high, consumption is
often described as a behaviour of weak individuals rather than being an effect of deeper, underlying
structures of society and economic systems. There is also strong allusion to individual choice and
responsibility in Chatterton et al.’s (2019) categorisation of different drivers of excess, such as
‘ignorance’ (a lack of awareness of the energy consequences) or ‘accidental’ (not planned, unexpected,
unintended), ‘frivolous’ (not having any serious purpose or value) or ‘decadent’ (luxuriously self-
indulgent).

Giddens (1984) charts a middle ground between individual and structural factors, presenting consumption
as a set of social practices, influenced by social norms and lifestyle choices, and by the institutions and
structures of society. These insights are important to consider when developing interventions or policies
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to alter habitual behaviours, such as sustained high consumption. Morton et al. (2018) explored this
through their application of the Theory of Planned Behaviour to air travel, highlighting the role of
attitudes, normative beliefs, and self-identity as predictors of behaviour and therefore factors that could be
targeted to help reduce air travel. March and Olsen (2004) provide more of an overview of the multitude
of factors that could be shaping our consumption, acknowledging great diversity in human motivations
for consumption such as habit, emotion, coercion, and calculated expected utility.

Societal status, and people’s perceptions of how they demonstrate this is highly influential for
consumption habits (Ramakrishnan et al., 2020; Bronner and de Hoog, 2018]. Kasser & Kanner state that
consumerism and the culture that surrounds this promote a set of values that encourages an unsustainable
relationship with the rest of nature, and negatively impact personal, social, and ecological well-being
(Kasser & Kanner, 2004). Schwartz (2007) lends support to this view by showing how more market
driven, competitive societies have a cultural preference for self-assertive, mastery of human and natural
resources. Whilst limited attention has been given to this in the literature, the role of the wealthy as
aspirational peers and trend-setters is also important to consider. It is suggested that such actors can
contribute to the normalisation in society of carbon intensive transport choices and holiday destinations
(Cohen et al., 2021).

Energy consumption

Looking specifically at energy, consumption varies significantly between households, including those of
similar demographics, as the physical characteristics of the home, its location and the energy sources
available to the household interact with household routines and values to influence consumption. Income
inequality is clearly a key factor at work. For example, the lowest earning 50% of households are
responsible for 20% of the final energy footprints, which is less than the top 5% earning households
(Oswald et al., 2020).

Evidence suggests that factors such as household size and composition, home ownership, education level
and rural location also play important roles in determining energy consumption (Biichs and Schnepf,
2013; Frederiks et al., 2015). The situation is more complex, however, when the effects of those factors
are mixed. Brounen et al. (2012) analysed a sample of more than 300,000 Dutch homes. Whilst gas
consumption was mainly determined by the characteristics of the building, for example, age, building
type and materials used, electricity consumption varied more directly in line with household
characteristics, in particular income and family composition. It was estimated that an ageing population
with increasing wealth was likely to offset any energy-efficient improvements of the building stock
(resulting from policy interventions and refurbishments) through increasing electricity demand (Brounen
et al., 2012). Chatterton et al. (2019) explored the spatial distribution of domestic energy use combined
with demand for energy through vehicle use and showed how households in more rural locations were
more likely to be high consumers of both vehicle related and domestic energy. This contrasts with more
urban locations where lower levels of combined consumption were found. According to Aune, energy
cultures involve everyday practices, but also interpretations of energy, energy-related artifacts, and energy
policies (Aune, 2007). Therefore, private energy consumption is a result of a combination of activities,
preferences, values, technologies and material structures, with domestication (understood as the
conglomeration of the house, its artifacts and activities) at its core. She contends that initiatives to change
behaviour and the integration of new technologies, must address the different images and practical
constructions of what home is.

Building on Aune’s insights, Stephenson et al. (2010) developed the Energy Cultures framework, which
states that consumer energy behaviour can be understood by looking at the interactions between cognitive
norms, material culture and energy practices. A shift towards a sustainable society will require significant
cultural changes alongside material and behavioural changes at different levels (in households,
businesses, etc.) (Stephenson, 2018). Energy policy still relies heavily on a ‘top-to-bottom’ approach and
often understands implementation of technology in a linear way. A different understanding of the
interactions which shape consumer behaviour might facilitate a move towards more sustainable practices.
For instance, Eksin et al. (2014) developed a simulation which shows that communication about
consumption between neighbouring energy users improves welfare and that power providers could lower
consumption by adjusting their target profits.

Transport patterns

In terms of transport, evidence from the UK has shown that households with high incomes, higher
educational attainment, and with children are more likely to have higher levels of CO2 emissions (Biichs

183



and Schnepf, 2013). Furthermore, areas where the higher levels of consumption of gas and electricity
occurred, also saw the highest levels of private transport use (Chatterton et al., 2016). Chatterton et al.
(2019) also showed a clear positive correlation with domestic energy use and energy consumed through
use of private vehicles.

A US study showed that the top 10% earning households in the US are responsible for approximately 12
metric tons of CO2 per year from fuel. This compares to the bottom 10% earning households emitting 3.6
metric tons of CO2 per year from their private transport (Sager, 2019). Addressing such inequalities is
challenging, however. In Sweden, Andersson (2020) examined moral factors that might influence motives
to reduce private car use and showed that males, those in middle-age, people with lower educational
attainment, and rural residents are less open to decreasing private car use.

Flying is an area where particular tensions can exist, particularly as flying is the most polluting mode by
passenger kilometres (DfT, 2021). Cohen et al. (2011) explored binge flying as a behavioural addiction,
although they did not focus on income as a predictor. The role of high-profile (and high consuming)
individuals in influencing the intentions and attitudes of others was examined by Westlake (2017). He
concluded that leading by example, these individuals could contribute to a shift away from excessive
flying. In the last few decades UK air travel has become more affordable but this has not resulted in a
higher proportion of the population flying (Banister, 2018). Instead, lower fares have enabled those who
were already flying to fly more frequently. The suggestion that a small proportion of consumers are
responsible for much of the demand for aviation (and therefore the environmental impacts of this) is also
supported by recent evidence (Gossling and Humpe, 2020; Hopkinson and Cairns, 2020) showing that,
globally (prior to Covid-19), the proportion of the population flying at least once a year in most countries
is less than 50%, and, in many cases, much lower than this. The 1% of the world’s population who flies
most often accounted for more than half of the emissions from passenger aviation (Gossling and Humpe,
2020).

Responding to the literature
Overall, this literature review demonstrates that although the issue of high consumption (and allied issues

of over consumption, excess and inequality) and those responsible for it are engaged with at a
philosophical level within social and psychological theory and energy studies, the debate across forums
concerned with sustainability (including within the energy and transport fields) has struggled to move
beyond rhetoric. Whilst conceptual consideration of what constitutes ‘enough’, ‘too much’ or a ‘safe’
level of consumption has provided useful frameworks through which to define and consider high
consumption, explicit empirical investigation into why it is difficult to consumer less has been more
limited, appearing more as a sub-theme within experiments relating to the implementation of sufficiency
practices or confined to a single domain of consumption (i.e. flying, fast fashion, transport). However,
the potential for escalating consumption and deepening resource inequality to thwart urgent GHG
reduction efforts mean that empirical investigation into why it is hard to consume less now requires deep
and explicit empirical investigation, utilising the concept of sufficiency to frame our understanding of
how much is too much and to encourage a critical view of the concept of ‘need’ (Cherrier et al, 2012).The
next section of this paper sets out the practical steps we have taken and plan to take to better understand
the factors underlying high consumption.

Methods

This paper discusses an ongoing four-stage research project, three stages of which have been completed
and the fourth is in development.

Literature Review

We carried out a targeted literature review to identify empirical and theoretical studies using the terms
“high consumers”, “high consumption” and “overconsumption”. The purpose of the literature review was
to assess the breadth and depth of research into the phenomenon and identify key gaps for further
investigation. The review found a contradiction between the impact of high consumption lifestyles and
the limited coverage of this group within research and policy initiatives, making a strong case for further
research and the mainstreaming of this agenda (Castano-Garcia et al, 2021).
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Consumption data: mapping and analysis

The second stage of the project involved analysing existing datasets to better understand the nature and
extent of high consumption, using the UK as a case study. Secondary data sources linked to the three key
domains of consumption (energy, transport, food) were explored to examine existing patterns of high
consumption. The scope was limited to the UK to enable easier comparison across datasets, while
offering an illustrative example of the nature and dynamics of high consumption. Six geographical areas
were chosen as case studies: Sheffield, London, Edinburgh, County Durham in England, and Powys in
Wales. These were selected because preliminary analysis of gas and electricity consumption pointed to
notably high levels of consumption. These areas also provide a diverse geographical spread. Data
examined included domestic energy (gas and electricity) consumption, residual fuel, road transport,
household expenditure, and the National Travel Survey.

Descriptive analysis was performed to establish consumption patterns, including mean consumption, and
to identify any spatial patterns of consumption. Following this, geographical mapping was undertaken
where possible (using QGIS) to explore differences in the selected areas of interest. These maps were
compared with maps of the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) to look for correlations.

A limitation of using secondary data is that the data collection was not designed to answer the specific
research questions of this study, although it did include indicators directly related to the research
questions. The geographic areas for which consumption data is available is offers insufficient granularity
to provide detailed insights in terms of where high consumers are located or how high consumption is
distributed. This conditioned the analysis, as the data available in some cases does not account for
consumption differences within regions, LSOAs or local authorities. As such, the transport and food
analysis are unable to address the five geographical case studies nor speak to spatial patterns of
consumption beyond the regional level. However, this analysis provided valuable exploratory insights to
help guide the next stages of data collection.

Interviews

We conducted interviews with seven academic and NGO practitioners who work in the field of resource
consumption. The interviews took place via secure video link and were semi-structured to retain a focus
on a consistent set of themes whilst also allowing for new and unanticipated themes to emerge (King et al,
2019) Detailed notes were taken during in interviews which were then analysed thematically.

We explored the ways in which problematic consumption was characterised and quantified in the working
practices of participants, how their work addressed consumption behaviour, their suggestions for targeting
high consumption, and whether they had any working definitions or suggestions for how sustainable and
desirable levels of consumption could be described and attained.

Participants were selected purposively due to their known interest in the field of sustainable and equitable
consumption. There was some snowball sampling where participants suggested other people to interview.
Participants’ views were anonymised.

Institutional Ethnography

To address the identified gap in the qualitative understanding of high-consumption lifestyles, we intend to
carry out an Institutional Ethnography into the lived experiences of high consumers and the ‘work’ of
maintaining a high-consumption lifestyle. Institutional Ethnography (IE) is a qualitative research
approach developed by Sociologist Dorothy Smith that uses ethnographic research tools such as
observation and interviews to explore working and social practices to reveal the hidden power dynamics
and socio-structural forces that shape those practices (Smith, 2005). It is useful in situations where an
established way of doing things is poorly understood, and where the status quo is seen as problematic or
unsustainable (Campbell & Gregor 2008). The methodology has recently been adapted to explore
opportunities for changing consumption practices by mapping the findings from ethnographic research to
show the practice as a complex system and identifying potential intervention points within that system.

One of the strengths of IE is the deep qualitative focus on lived experience, but this also represents a
challenge in terms of identifying participants who self-identify as high-consumers and are willing to
welcome researchers into their homes and social settings and are comfortable discussing their
consumption behaviours. To mitigate this challenge the research design will take a non-judgemental
approach to exploring consumption lock-in, focussing on the challenges of consuming less.
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Findings

Exploratory secondary data analysis of consumption data

Analysis of the secondary data linked to energy consumption showed that in 2019, 15% of LSOAs
(Lower-layer Super Output Areas) in Great Britain, which have an average of 650 households each, had
an above average consumption of gas. In contrast, just 0.5% of LSOAs exhibited above average
electricity consumption.

The spatial analysis of the selected case-study locations, outlined above, allowed for contextual and
place-specific differences in energy consumption to be explored. This analysis included cross-referencing
with the IMD to establish any links to levels of deprivation. In Sheffield, a city often described as one of
two halves, the South-West area of the city — where deprivation is considerably lower than the North-East
side of the city — has significantly higher levels of gas consumption. Electricity consumption was also
much higher on the wealthier side of the city and within the city centre. Inner London, with the exception
of some areas including the City, the South-West and part of the North-West, has higher levels of gas and
electricity consumption compared to Outer London. Consumption appears to be negatively correlated
with deprivation.

There were high levels of total energy consumption across County Durham, with the highest consumption
within the city of Durham and in the North-West of the region. Lower average consumption exists in
Spennymoor and Bishop Auckland, to the south of Durham. The patterns observed showed similar links
to deprivation, with more deprived areas consuming less. In Edinburgh, higher levels of gas consumption
exist in the North and South of the city, and to a lesser degree in the West. A band of lower gas
consumption splits the city in two; electricity consumption follows a similar pattern but is less spatially
correlated. This area of lower consumption correlates with higher levels of deprivation.

Exploratory analysis of transport consumption data also shows links between household income and both
car ownership and air travel. Higher levels of multiple car ownership are concentrated in London and the
South-East of England. Numbers of vehicles are also correlated with higher incomes. Around two-thirds
of households in the highest income bracket (over £50,000) have two or more vehicles. This compares to
only 15% of those in the lowest income bracket (less than £25,000). Furthermore, households with two or
more vehicles travel on average more miles per person per year (8507 miles) than those with one vehicle
(5866 miles). They also spend more time travelling and make more trips. The frequency of flying also
increases with income. Those in the lowest income quintiles averaged fewer than one flight annually.
Those in the third and fourth quintiles on average take more flights (1 and 1.6 flights annually). The
highest earners take far more flights however, with those in the fifth quintile flying on average 3.3 flights
per year.

Practitioner Interviews

We interviewed seven academics and NGO practitioners who work in the field of resource consumption,
it is notable, and anticipated, that the majority of practitioners’ work focused on energy poverty or what
might be termed under-consumers rather than addressing high consumption. Academic participants’ work
was drawn more broadly from the fields of sustainable consumption and environmental philosophy.

There was broad consensus amongst participants that high consumption is linked to high levels of
personal wealth whilst recognising that there are also socio-structural factors that lock people of more
modest incomes into patterns of higher consumption such as transport infrastructure that prioritises car
ownership and poorly insulated homes.

Definitions of high consumption

Participants were not able to offer any quantitative definitions of high or excessive consumption from
their working knowledge and this in itself is crucial to understanding why high consumption remains low
profile within academic research and policy. Caution was expressed in relation to the use of average
consumption data to identify high consumers, on the basis that this may involve problematising those,
who due to their location, the energy efficiency of their dwelling, their family structure or health status,
are above average consumers of resources. In light of this, some participants felt that high consumption
was defined by choosing high energy options when low energy options are accessible and available, and
some normative descriptions of problematic high consumption that emerged from interviews included
frequent flying (this was set at more than 5 flights per year) and the ownership of large and second
homes.
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There was a strong belief that definitions of high consumption needed to be nuanced and contextually
specific, and to enable differentiation between consumption that was driven by poor infrastructure,
consumption that was driven by necessity or limited choice, and consumption that was driven by choice
and lifestyles that might be considered luxurious and considerably beyond sufficient and sustainable
levels. It was agreed that any definition of high consumption should consider the difference between elite
and more common forms of high consumption: collective subscription to wasteful but not elitist practices
(culture of car driving) vs elite consumption that takes up a lot more emissions per person (private jets,
second homes).

Participants also suggested that future research on high consumption needed to think about the
appropriate unit of measurement for different types of consumption as there is inconsistency in the way
that current consumption research quantifies and reports on consumption levels (e.g. number of flights
taken rather than carbon emissions from flights taken, energy units consumed rather than warmth levels in
the home).

A lot of the discussion focused on the concept of need or necessity, and how this could be equitably
calculated to take into consideration the range of socio-cultural normative factors that shape what
consumers consider necessary for a good life.

Tackling high consumption.

Four distinct approaches to tackling high consumption were suggested by research participants: tax;
regulation; cultural change, and political change. Some of these framed consumption as individual choice
and others as more socio-structural in nature, and all participants felt that consumption reduction should
be a just process that reduces inequality, rather than being dominated by financial mechanisms that would
disproportionately affect lower income groups.

It was suggested that taxation and regulation approaches should be progressive and accompanied by
measures to improve access to more sustainable technologies and infrastructure for lower income groups.
It was acknowledged that taxation is unlikely to deter very high-income groups and would not challenge
the ideological status quo. Legal limits on consumption rather than regulation by price was seen as a more
progressive and effective approach, recognising that a just transition to regulated consumption would
require significant infrastructural investment as well as a radical shift in political ideology and social
norms. Cultural change was recognised as fundamental to long-term consumption reduction, but it wasn’t
clear whether participants saw cultural change as a driver of consumption reduction approaches, or an
outcome of them.

The potential for cultural change was linked to a shift in political ideology away from a free-market
capitalist approach to resource consumption, recognising that voluntary approaches from either producers
or consumers would be unlikely to succeed at the scales required to reduce consumption in line with
natural resource availability (Brown & Cameron, 2000).

Becoming the ‘ideal’ consumer.

The majority of conceptual discussions with participants focused upon the complexities of quantifying
acceptable and unacceptable levels of consumption. Interestingly none of these discussions explored an
approach set by planetary limits on production, but instead considered how to benchmark sufficiency and
excess from a human needs perspective. Several interviewees referred to Max-Neef’s Fundamental
Human Needs theory (Max-Neef, 1982), arguing that high consumption is using material satisfiers where
social ones would be better and more sustainable. Interviewees suggested that satisfaction analysis should
not focus on subjective happiness measurements but on universal needs, such as participation in society
and maintaining good levels of physical and mental health, recognising that while these needs are
universal, the way to satisfy them is culturally specific.

It was recognised that the individualistic and moralising discourse surrounding the ‘ideal consumer’ can
be problematic and limiting where it fails to acknowledge the structural barriers to becoming ‘ideal’.
Consumption reduction approaches that fail to differentiate between the very distinct circumstances of
high and low consumers also have the undesirable effect of encouraging some people to consume less
than they need to maintain health, wellbeing and social inclusion.

Whilst some participants saw education and awareness raising as important in the move towards more
sustainable levels of consumption, others were more sceptical about this approach and referenced research
critiquing approaches based upon individualising behavioural models which neglect the
normative/social-environmental context in which consumption takes place (Giddens, 1984).
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Discussion

The academics and practitioners interviewed were evidently grappling with the many tensions and
potential pitfalls that arise when attempting to identify groups that do harm. Research that seeks to
understand the plight of vulnerable under-consumers and improve their circumstances is common and
morally safe territory, but rarely do such studies seek to understand the counterpoint to the perspective of
the under consumer by engaging with those who benefit from the conditions created by dominant regimes
and are therefore tacitly incentivised to sustain and reproduce them. There is a perception that to do so
would be to blame not just big business and policy regimes but could involve problematising conventions
and ways of life that are widely considered not only acceptable, but aspirational. This is difficult territory
for the researcher philosophically and practically. Not only is it difficult to know where the line should be
drawn between acceptable/necessary/sufficient consumption required for health, wellbeing and social
inclusion, and that which is problematic and threatens survival, but researchers must also be transparent
and the mere suggestion that someone is being invited to participate in research because their way of life
could be considered damaging risks alienating potential participants and blurs the distinction between
research and intervention.

We know who we need to speak to in order to build a fuller and more nuanced picture of the forces
shaping rising levels of consumption which over-use natural resources and set unsustainable expectations
of consumption in wider society. Our secondary data analysis and other sources make clear that
consumption (certainly of energy and transport) rises with income, so it is the wealthy that we need to
target and those with sufficient incomes to follow or partially follow the standards and expectations they
set. But we need to go deeper still and seek to understand the normative conditions which reproduce
inequality and the socio-structural forces which lock high consumers into these lifestyles. Framing high
consumption in this way brings it into line with the conceptual framing of consumption as driven by
structures and norms and not just individuals making bad or immoral choices (Giddens, 1984).

A further reason why the study of high consumers is relatively underdeveloped may stem from the sense
of hopelessness that arises when attempting to challenge the fundamental principles by which the world is
organised, i.e. the pursuit of perpetual economic growth. We choose, therefore, to frame our onward
research as a deep and probing investigation of why it is so difficult to consume less, thus avoiding
alienating the people we need to speak to in order to disentangle the complex dynamics of unsustainable
levels of consumption. This focus also acknowledges the more fundamental structural and cultural factors
almost certainly at play that make high levels of consumption or an aspiration to achieve them almost
inevitable and not entirely a matter of choice.

The literature speculates, inter alia, that overconsumption of resources may be driven by the pursuit of
happiness, status, power and the drive to assert superiority by displaying the physical symbols of success
(Brown and Cameron, 2000). It may offer a material alternative in the absence of socially derived
satisfaction (Max-Neef, 1982). Or it may simply result from adherence to the ideal life course mapped out
by capitalism, which some will attain at the expense of others and which Giddens (1984) contends
infiltrates our discursive consciousness which in turn dictates our practice. Personality traits and emotion
may also play a role, with some of us more susceptible to materiality and convention than others
(Humphry, 2009; Hékansson, 2014). In this vein, the work of Brown and Cameron (2000) and Kasser and
Kanner (2004) prompts us to consider how high consuming households conceptualise of their relationship
with nature and how high consumption interacts with their personal, social and ecological wellbeing. All
are merely hypotheses but point to useful lines of inquiry to be pursued through further empirical
investigation.

The ideas emerging from the Energy Cultures thesis (Stephenson et a/, 2010) that norms, culture and
practice coalesce to determine consumption patterns, perhaps provide the most comprehensive framework
through which to understand consumption. This thesis has not yet been expressly applied to the study of
high or over consumption and has largely been confined to the energy domain. The testing and
elaboration of the Energy Cultures model through the planned research is something we will consider and
could be usefully teamed with the concept of sufficiency to guide us through the difficult territory of
determining how much is too much, where need ends and want begins and indeed, how want is shaped
and constructed.
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Conclusions and next steps

Ideas about why it is so hard to consume less are emerging from an increasing corpus of work concerned
with sufficiency and excess in consumption across a number of different domains of consumption but
there is a no clear thesis. Addressing this question must form a priority for the field of sustainable
consumptions and allied fields philosophically, methodologically, and empirically. We will proceed with
an open mind into our deep qualitative exploration of the drivers, challenges and practical and emotional
work of living beyond planetary limits. The framework initiated by Chatterton et a/ (2019) which
categorises different types of high consumer, from the ignorant to the decadent, may provide a useful
means of acknowledging and summarising the heterogeneity that exists amongst high consumers and
drivers of high consumption, but we plan to approach this in a manner which avoids blame and
judgement. Similarly, we will not aim to quantify or even estimate the environmental impact of our
respondents, instead focusing on unpicking the psychological, social, cultural and structural drivers of
rising consumption and the interrelationships between them. More significantly, such insights have the
potential to help inform progressive interventions that don’t rely on fiscal measures that the wealthy can
withstand and which fail to challenge the dominant ideologies underlying our unsustainable quest for ever
greater consumption.

Key research questions, explored initially through UK based case studies, will include why it’s hard to
consume less across the main domains of consumption (material and experiential) and how much is
perceived as necessary for a good life (material versus social satisfiers- this will need to be explored with
higher and lower consumers) and why resource intensive options are pursued when lower impact ones are
available. In relation to the latter, we will also explore which (ostensibly) low impact choices appeal to
high consumers and why, assessing the hypothesis that messages about climate breakdown may be
fuelling compensatory consumption (i.e. purchase of electric vehicles, organic food) amongst high
consumers to offset discomfort about carbon fuelled lifestyles whilst unaware of the true scale of their
impact. In relation to the notion of a good life, we will aim to re-constitute such debates by tempering a
focus on human needs with considerations of planetary limits.

As signalled by our secondary data analysis, a longer-term aspiration is to engage with the spatial
dimensions of the problem, seeking to understand where consumption happens and where its impacts are
felt and the associated inequities- a line of inquiry that is in its infancy, but which is important in terms of
developing the rationale for tackling high consumption.

This will be a challenging programme of research to execute. There is significant scope for skewing of
our sample as, while the focus on why it’s hard to consume less may help us secure participants, it may
also attract higher consumers who are receptive to change. It is likely that this cohort will represent an
important ‘entry point’ into a hard-to-reach cultural space. Such households will provide vital insights
into factors that unlock change or a desire for it, and whilst they will not represent the toughest scenarios
for policies seeking to reign in unsustainable consumption, snowballing techniques may lead us to such
households. We must also be prepared for self-reflection and uncomfortable encounters with the self as
we face the reality that as relatively highly paid individuals, we are just as much a part of the problem and
display many of the same damaging and contradictory practices as we are likely to identify amongst
participants. As such, opportunities for auto-ethnography should be explored. Institutional ethnography
treats research informants as the experts in the routinised practices under observation, asking that the
researcher confine themselves to explicating why these practices happen as they do, rather than
suggesting how they need to change. This approach reduces the risk of negative judgement or alienation.
Armed with a deeper socio-structural understanding of high-consumption practices, the hope is that we
will be able to make meaningful recommendations for interventions that will reshape consumption
practices based on a thorough understanding of the lived experience of a high consuming lifestyle thus
improving political acceptability and, ultimately, effectiveness.
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Overview

Inequality in resource consumption keeps getting worse, but those with higher
energy consumption and a more significant contribution to lifestyle carbon
emissions are, to a large extent, excluded from academic enquiry and policy
initiatives. This paper provides a review ofexisting data which helps us better
understand high consumers in the UK through five diversecase study locations:
Sheffield, London, and County Durham in England, Edinburgh in Scotland, and
Powys in Wales. It focuses on three areas of consumption: energy, transport and
food, which are the main sources of individuals’ environmental impact in
developed countries and reflect two of the three main themes around which SYSC
is organised. Buildingon the analysis of quantitative data, the article explores how
high consumers can be classified,the spatial distribution of high consumption
across the UK, and how high consumers disproportionally contribute to
environmental impacts. This work provides useful information for policymakers
and argues for prioritising high consumers when designing consumption reduction
initiatives. The analysis conducted across the five case study areas featured in
thisreport an be replicated for any given geographical area in the UK, down to
Lower Super Output level.
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Introduction

As set out in our previous publications on this topic (Castano Garcia et al., 2021;
Hawkins et al., 2022), households contribute to more than 60 per cent of global
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and between 50 per cent and 80 per cent of
total land, material, and water use, with those in wealthier countries having the
most significant impact (lvanova et al., 2016). Although the spending of British
households has declined during the COVID-19 crisis, consumption inequality and
income inequality have increased, with the most economically vulnerable groups
experiencing the largest income reductions (Hacioglu et al, 2020). High
consuming households arestill poorly understood, which limits our understanding
of what contribution reducing high consumption (especially in wealthier countries)
might make to urgent carbon reduction efforts. As Dubois et al. (2019) explain,
households should be a higher priority in climate policy strategies given their
contribution to global emissions. The study of high consumers is bound up with
issues of energy justice, as data suggests that lower income households have
fewer negative impacts on the environment, and are also more likely to make
changes to their consumption in order to conserve resources, potentially further
compromising their health and wellbeing (Kartha et al., 2020; Kolokotsa and
Santamouris, 2015; Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2017).

This paper provides a review of existing data regarding high consumers in the
UK. It focuses on three primary areas of consumption: energy, transport and food,
as the main sources of individuals’ environmental impact in developed countries
(Peattie and Peattie, 2009). The main aim of this output is to identify who and
where highconsumers are, and what impacts they are having. Primarily we are
looking to establish how high consumption plays out spatially and socio-
economically within cities across the UK.

We are motivated to conduct this analysis because inequality in resource
consumptionis getting worse, with a clear and worsening trend towards the most
affluent households having disproportionately high energy consumption and
carbon footprints (Hubacek et al., 2017). Beyond massive carbon footprints, high
consumers pose a second challenge: they also set social and material aspirations
for people who want tobe perceived as successful (Hawkins et al., 2022). By better
understanding high consumers, their drivers and impacts, we provide a foundation
for further research andimprove recognition of high consumption as an issue
requiring specific policy attentionin our region as well as every other.

The analysis conducted across the five case study areas featured in this report

an bereplicated for any given geographical area in the UK, down to Lower Super
Output level and we would be glad to undertake further analysis focused on South
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Yorkshire, identifying the spatial distribution of high consumption across the
region, to support SYSC partners in better understanding this issue of huge
significance to the attainmentof net zero and to greater equity of access to
resources across the region.

The rest of this paper consists of five sections. The next section very briefly
summarises key points emerging from a literature review on high consumption
within the three primary areas of consumption, which is published in full as Castano
Garcia et al., 2021.The methodology section outlines the methods employed for
this study and the data sources identified. The findings section presents the
results of the analysis. The importance and relevance of these results is explained
in the discussion section and the final section outlines the conclusions of this study
and its policy implications.
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Literature Review

There is a significant gap in the sustainable consumption literature in relation to
high consumption (in terms of definition, classification, characteristics and
motivations). Forthis study, we focus on addressing some of the key research
gaps, specifically:

Consumption inequalities increase with income inequalities, and
consumption varies greatly between different geographical areas.
As high consumers are responsible for more emissions and more
use of resources, there might be scopefor mitigating their impact
through policy interventions. This could be morefeasible through
space-based solutions. However, the spatial distribution ofincome
levels, consumption and emissions (as interrelated issues) hasn’t
been widely investigated.

Different dimensions of consumption are interrelated, which creates
specific barriers for mitigating the negative impacts of high
consumers. Looking at available secondary data is a way to both (1)
better understand high consumptionthrough available studies, and
(2) find out what other data is needed to investigatethis phenomenon
more in-depth. The visualisation of high consumption as related to
geographic and economic factors could help overcome some of
those barriers.

Policy initiatives to reduce the impacts of consumption have not
explicitly targeted high consumers as a group yet, and many
countries do not recognise high consumption as an issue, perhaps
due in part to the lack of clear, widely accepted definitions on the
topic, but also for ideological and palitical reasons. This study aims
at bringing this subject to the fore, particularly in the UK, while also
focusingon the diversity within the UK in terms of consumption by
offering some evidenceabout the existence of significant differences
within the UK regarding consumption.
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Methodology

A range of secondary data sources linked to the three areas interest in high
of

consumption (energy, transport, food) were identified and explored to enable a
relatively quick identification of existing patterns of high consumption across these
areas. Secondary analysis was chosen for what is essentially a scoping exercise
before undertaking further research. Attention was paid to the publication date of
the data as well as the level of spatial granularity provided (such as the Lower
Super Output Area (LSOA)) in order to appraise the suitability of the datasets for
providing insights into current spatial variation in consumption. The research
scope was limited to the UK as this allows for easier comparison across datasets,
while offering an illustrative example of the nature and dynamics of high
consumption.

The datasets in Table 1 were selected, and specific indicators of interest
were highlighted in terms of their ability to answer questions surrounding the
potential identification and classification of high consumers, as well as the extent
of high consumption across the UK.

Table 1: Data sources

Dataset Published Lowest
(latest spatial
available granularity
data)

National Travel Survey DfT (2019) Region

Sub-national total final energy consumption BEIS (2018) Region

Lower and Middle Super Output Areasdomestic BEIS (2019) LSOA

gas consumption

Lower and Middle Super Output Areasdomestic BEIS (2019) LSOA

electricity consumption

Road transport energy consumption BEIS (2018) Local authority

Sub-national residual fuel consumption BEIS (2018) Local authority

Detailed household expenditure by ONS (2018) Region

countries and region

Descriptive analysis was conducted for each of the datasets in order to understand
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the broad range of consumption patterns, including mean consumption, and to
identify geographical areas with notable patterns of consumption (either high or
low). Analysiswas carried out in Microsoft Excel with the exception of the National
Travel Survey which was analysed in SPSS given the size and complexity of its
datasets.

Five geographical areas were chosen as case studies: Sheffield, London, and
CountyDurham in England, Edinburgh in Scotland, and Powys in Wales. These
were selectedbased on initial exploratory analysis of gas consumption data that
showed high consumption in County Durham and Powys, as well as a desire to
have a good geographical spread across the UK.

Following data scoping, charts were produced in Excel focusing on the key
identified variables, and geographical mapping of the data was carried outin QGIS.
These mapswere compared with maps of the Index of Multiple Deprivation® to look
for correlations.

3.1. Limitations

A limitation of using secondary data is that the data collection was not designed
to answer the specific research questions of this study, and therefore was not
always able to provide variables and insights that could answer the research
questions. The geographic areas for which consumption data is available are
largely insufficiently granular to provide detailed insights in terms of where high
consumers are located orhow high consumption is distributed. This conditioned
the analysis, as the data available in some cases does not account for
consumption differences within regions,LSOAs or local authorities. As such, the
transport and food analysis is unable to address the five geographical case
studies nor speak to spatial patterns of consumption beyond the regional level.

1 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-indices-of-deprivation-2019
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Findings

4.1. Energy consumption

In 2019, 15 per cent of areas (LSOAs) in Great Britain were found to have above
average gas consumption (17,000 kWh per meter), while just 0.5 per cent exhibit
above average electricity consumption (7,100 kWh per meter).

Figures 1 to 8 show the spatial patterns of domestic gas and electricity
consumption over the five case study areas. These have been cross-referenced
with maps of the Index of Multiple Deprivation to explore connections between
deprivation and consumption.

South and West Sheffield, where deprivation is much lower, have significantly
higher gas consumption than North and East; electricity consumption is higher in
a small part of the centre and the South West outskirts of Sheffield.

Figure 1: Domestic mean gas consumption by LSOA: Yorkshire and Sheffield

Domestic mean gas consumption (kWh per meter)
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Figure 2: Domestic mean electricity consumption by LSOA: Yorkshire and
Sheffield

Yorkshire Domestic mean electricity consumption (kWh per meter)
1418 - 3125

[0 3125 -3701

[ 3701 - 4520

I 4520 - 5742

I 5742 - 14094

Sheffield

National Statistics data for 2019

Inner London has higher gas and electricity consumption than Outer London
(exceptions in the City, South West and parts of North West); consumption
appears to be negatively correlated with deprivation.

Figure 3: Domestic mean gas consumption by LSOA: England and London

Domestic mean gas consumption (kWh per meter)
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Figure 4: Domestic mean electricity consumption by LSOA: England &
Wales and London

Domestic mean electricity consumption (kWh per meter)
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National Statistics data for 2019

In County Durham, which is notable for its high level of total energy consumption,
thereis higher energy consumption in the city of Durham as well as in the North
West, with pockets of lower consumption south of Durham in Spennymoor and
Bishop Auckland;these patterns demonstrate the same negative correlation
between higher energy consumption and deprivation.

Figure 5: Domestic mean gas consumption by LSOA: County Durham

Domestic mean gas consumption (KkWh per meter)
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Figure 6: Domestic mean electricity consumption by LSOA: County Durham

Domestic mean electricity consumption by LSOA: County Durham
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In Edinburgh, there is higher gas consumption in parts of the North and South as
wellas to the west of the city, with a band of lower consumption splitting the city
in two; electricity consumption is less spatially correlated, albeit with a similar
band of lower consumption--this band also features areas of higher deprivation.

Figure 7: Domestic mean gas consumption by LSOA: Scotland and Edinburgh

Domestic mean gas consumption (kWh per meter)
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Figure 8: Domestic mean electricity consumption by LSOA: Scotland and
Edinburgh

Domestic mean electricity consumption (kWh per meter)
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We also looked at patterns in Powys, based on the high level of domestic gas
consumption, however missing data severely limited the possibility of discerning
wider patterns or correlations.

4.2. Travel consumption

Links have been found between household income and both car ownership and
air travel. Figure 9 shows that high car ownership, here represented by
households owning three or more cars and vans, are concentrated in the South
East.
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Figure 9: Households with three or more cars and vans, by region
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Data from National Travel Survey 2019

Figure 10: Number of household cars or light vans in the UK by income
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The number of vehicles per household rises with income, as shown in Figure 10,
where approximately two-thirds of households in the highestincome bracket (over
£50,000) have two or more vehicles, whereas that proportion is approximately 40
per cent and 15 per cent for the middle and lower brackets respectively.

According to data from the National Travel Survey, almost six per cent of
householdshave three or more cars, vans and 4x4s. Of all household vehicles in
England, 16.6 per cent are owned by only 5.9 per cent of households. Of those
households with 3+ cars, vans and 4x4s, 39.3 per cent have only one or two
people with a driving licence, pointing to what could be considered excessive
consumption.
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Figure 11: People taking three or more annual international plane trips, by region
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Data from National Travel Survey 2019

In 2019, over a fifth of Londoners took three or more international plane trips per year.

The number of flights taken increases with income. First and second income
quintiles average fewer than one flight per year, with the third at just over one,
fourth at 1.6, andthe fifth quintile taking over double the fourth at an average of

3.3 flights per year.

Figure 12: Number of annual international flights by income in 2019
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Figure 13: Average number of flights per person by income quintile in
England in 2019

Average number of flights per person by income quintile in England, 2019
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4.3. Food consumption

There is regional variation across the UK in average weekly household
expenditure infood and non-alcoholic drinks (highest in the South East, London
and Northern Ireland;lowest in Yorkshire and the North East) but this could be
related to price differences between areas, rather than showing different levels of
consumption.

There is limited data on food consumption patterns between different
populations/regions. Much of this data may reside with supermarkets.
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Discussion

This study offers some insights into possible classifications of high consumers,
the identification of spatial differences in high consumption, and the distinct
impact high consumers are having.

The results indicate that, as anticipated by previous studies, there is a link
between higher household income and high consumption in energy and transport.
This link is unclear in the domain of food, with limited data available for different
regions of the UK.

In the case of energy, there is a negative correlation between high energy
consumption and deprivation. As low levels of energy consumption are linked to
poor indoor environmental conditions for low-income households (Kolokotsa and
Santamouris, 2015), energy-saving initiatives that focus on reducing the energy
consumption of high-income households where possible and retrofitting to improve
their environmental performance would be more equitable than blanket measures.

In line with previous research, this study also shows that a relatively small
proportion of households with high incomes have a disproportionate impact
through the emissions related to their consumption, which is particularly apparent
in air travel and the use of cars.
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Conclusion and policy

implications

The analysis of available consumption data offers some insight into the
geographical differences and consumption rates within the UK. High consumers
defy easy identification, due to the absence of a widely accepted definition of high
consumption.However, there are some characteristics of high consumption that
might help provide an initial classification system.

Type of consumption: There are differences between high consumption of energy,
transport and food. The environmental impact of consumption is also related to all
the stages of the life cycle of products and/or services that made that consumption
possible (e.g., in the UK, eating strawberries from one’s garden has arguably less
impact than eating strawberries imported from Egypt, even if the food
consumption is similar in terms of nutrients).

The geographical area where consumption is analysed: Different geographical
perspectives are likely to affect the location of a ‘normal consumption’ threshold
and the recognition of environmental impacts (e.g., a national perspective does not
account for the environmental and social impact of some imported goods and only
allows a comparison with other people living in a particular country).

Cultural considerations: Although there are physical limits for comfort and health
linked to minimum levels of consumption, what is desirable or acceptable is not
always connected to easily identifiable material thresholds (e.g., alcoholic drinks
are not necessary, but are part of common experiences for people in many
cultures around the world).

This analysis of consumption levels has some implications policymakers should
take into account:

e Targeting geographical areas or population groups where
consumption is higheris a more efficient and fairer approach to
lifestyle emissions reduction than aimingat the general population.

e  Consumption reduction initiatives could help in tackling extreme
inequality and the climate crisis at the same time, curbing the
excessive emissions of the richest (i.e., through taxes) and investing
in poor and vulnerable communities.
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It’s high time to talk
about the climate

impacts of

high consumers

As the dust settles on COP26 and
the climate crisis deepens, it's a
good time to have a serious look at
a topic that arises whenever such
events trigger a concentration
wealthy people traveling via private
jets. Compared with the average
person, high net-worth individuals
(HNWIs — or simply ‘high
consumers’ in this article) use more
energy and having bigger carbon
footprints. And the gap is growing.

On all counts, ‘more’ and ‘bigger’ can

be measured exponentially. In 2010, Figure 1: The ‘champagne glass’ of global
the ten per cent most affluent carbon inequality in 1990 and 2015
households emitted 34 per cent of (Kartha et al, 2020)

global CO2, while the 50 per cent of
global population in lower income
brackets accounted for just 15 per
cent (Hubacek

etal.,2017). By 2015 —just five years
later — the disparity had stretched to
49 per cent against seven per cent
(Figure 1) (Kartha et al., 2020).
Tracked back to 1990, those data —
with income arranged vertically and
corresponding shares of CO2
emissions shown horizontally —
neatly trace a telling silhouette, i.e.
‘the champagne glass of carbon
inequality’ (Kartha et al., 2020).

==
In 1015, the richest 10% were 2015 % 1990, In 1990, the richest 10% were
responsible for 49% of emissions i\ i responilble for 50% of emissio s
\ '
‘\
The midgie 40% were responsible for 24% The middie 40% were responsible for 41%
The poorest 50% were responsible for 7% The poarest 50% were responsible for B%
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Beyond massive carbon
footprints, high consumers pose a
second challenge: they also set
social and material aspirations for
people who want to be perceived
as successful. The disparity of
ecological footprints across social
classes is also seen among
nations: at both scales, the
wealthy generate more negative
environmental impacts than lower
income groups (Lynch et al.,
2019). And that suggests the
environment is in for a solid
trampling as both population and
income levels increase.

For these reasons, we believe
its time for serious action to
understand high consumers:
who they are, what drives them
and what makes them hard to
reach? In turn, we need to ask
how policy might trigger change.

What makes high consumers

high emitters?

In developed countries, domestic
energy use and private transport
are the main sources of individual
environmental impacts (Peattie
and Peattie, 2009).

The physical aspects of the
home, along with the
knowledge, routines  and
values of the occupants, drive
domestic energy use. High
consumers tend to ‘go big’ to
‘go  home’ (Gram-Hanssen,
2010).

In this slice of energy data, the

bottom half of

the population accounts for <20
per cent of final demand, less
than the top five per cent
consumes (Oswald et al., 2020).
While their homes may be more
energy efficient, high consumers
have more space to heat. They
also own and use more luxury
items and more gadgets -
including multiples

of some (e.g. entertainment centres, fridges)
(Sovacool, 2011).

High use of energy for private transport is
directly linked to social practices that high
consumers also engage in more often, including
commuting further to work, shopping,
educational activities, leisure, etc. In the US, for
example, the ten per cent of households with the
highest incomes emit

~12 MtCO2/yr from using gasoline, against just
3.6 MtCO2/yr for the ten per cent with the lowest
income (Sager, 2019).

Flying too far or too often has garnered
condemnation in recent years. And while one
might assume that low-cost airlines opened the
world to more adventurers, it is more the case that
it enabled seasoned travellers to do it more often
for less cost (Fig. 2). Before Covid-19 grounded
everyone, in most countries less than half of
people reported flying at least once per year while
more than 50 per cent of emissions from
passenger aviation were linked to the one per
cent of people who fly most often (Gossling and
Humpe, 2020; Hopkinson and Cairns, 2020).

Figure 2: Number of international
flights in 2019 by income (UK)
(Department for Transport, 2021)
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What drives high consumption? requires overcoming substantial

challenges. Some may be completely

Desire to demonstrate social status gisconnected from the reality of the climate

(Di Muzio, 2015)
internalisation of

and

consumption, as have things

the crisis: others may

_ ~ societal ot engage with information about sustainable
expectations have been linked to high consumption

(perhaps because such
messaging rarely targets this audience). They

like habit, emotion, coercion, (March 5y also “feel’ the consequences of climate
and Olsen, 2004) and psychological change less, as it

aspects or  personality
(Hakansson, 2014).

But putting the blame on individuals
misses the heavy influence of the
culture of consumerism and all that
feeds into it — advertising,
materialism and the capitalist
economic system — to promote a
set of lifestyle values that overlook
(or consciously disregard) how
excess consumption negatively
impacts personal, social and
ecological well-being (Kasser and
Kanner, 2004).

These two elements — personal
and societal influences — suggest
that to change behaviour, it may be
necessary to challenge existing
habits and break societal norms,
confronting the idea that having
things is the path to happiness.

Hard to reach, but for very

different reasons

As part of efforts to achieve a
just, clean energy transition’,
much research has focused on
ways to engage with ‘hard-to-
reach consumers’ — typically
considered those who under-
consume because the
combination of low incomes,
poor-quality homes and energy
pricing makes it difficult to afford
what would be considered
‘sufficient’ energy supply for
health and well-being.

In reality, high consumers
represent the biggest
opportunity to reduce

emissions from energy and
transportation. But convincing
them to change comes

traits js easier for them to absorb the costs

associated with climate adaptation. In fact,
even having to pay environmental taxes may
have a negligible effect. The bottom line is that
high consumers can afford to keep polluting
(Peattie and Peattie, 2009; Kenner, 2015).

Who decides what is excessive?

The notion that this segment of the population
‘overconsumes’ raises the loaded question of
what represents an adequate standard of
living. In the UK, even average consumers
consider that buying birthday presents,
consuming alcohol and eating out are
minimum necessities — a finding that likely
applies to most developed countries (Hirsch,
2019).

To date, there is no widely accepted, clear
definition of overconsumption in academic
literature. Some studies identify quantitative
classifications or look

at specific resources, and most recognise that
it is context-dependent and often linked to
psychological traits. Some suggest that a
certain consumption level becomes
‘overconsumption’ only if the quest for material
goods and services does not lead to
happiness.

Arguably, those in the lowest income groups
would have the most to gain in well-being from
increased consumption. This can be linked to
the concept of welfare, especially the well-
being of others (whether current peers or
future generations), such that

the decision to shift to sustainable
consumption practices would be guided by
certain moral choices, reflecting how people
experience the world now and how they wish it
to be in future.
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Policy making to reshape
consumption practices

Bearing in mind we live on a finite
Planet, policy- makers and
economists who seek to address
environmental and social issues
while  arguing for  sustained
perpetual quantitative growth
(measured in GNP or GDP) are, in
our opinion, acting without engaging
in necessary debates. At the
opposite end of the spectrum,
degrowth proponents emphasise
meeting basic human needs and
ensuring a ‘good life’ (Rosa and
Henning, 2017), while reducing
impacts on the environment to a
sustainable level and building a fair
system for all. This approach
involves valuing well-being,
sustainability and equity indicators
over GDP when assessing progress,
noting that the consequent decrease
in material and energy consumption
would likely drive GDP down (Kallis,
2011). We would argue that
sufficiency, rather than development
or degrowth, should inform policy-
making (McMichael, 2016). The
concept

of energy sufficiency is based on the
idea that everyone has access to
the quantity and quality of energy
services they need and to a ‘fair
share’ of the energy services while
ensuring the impacts of energy
systems do not exceed
environmental limits (Darby and
Fawcett, 2018).

Clearly, households with higher
incomes have greater potential to
achieve positive impacts through
lifestyle changes, reducing their use
of resources associated emissions
with minimal consequences for their
well-being. But most people do not
want to embrace voluntary simplicity
or scale down access to goods and
services they consider enrich their
lives (Bookchin, 1989).

To date, most countries do not
recognise high consumption as an
issue requiring specific policy

initiatives, whether due to oversight, lack of
understanding or an explicit decision for
ideological and political reasons (including the
constant drive for economic growth). Many cities
have set net- zero targets, with a strong focus on
technology and infrastructure policies, but few
efforts directly tackle behavioural factors and
none explicitly address high-income households
(Mundaca et al, 2019. As high consumption and
large carbon footprints are spatially concentrated
in high-income cities and suburbs — while their
negative effects (i.e. displaced air pollution)
typically spill over into less affluent areas — this
may be the most important arena for policy action
(Moran et al., 2017).

But current efforts are missing the mark. In

fact, some are shown to negatively impact

vulnerable households while having little

influence on middle and high-income

households (Brons et al., 2002; Labandeira

et al., 2017; Schulte and Heindl, 2017).

Price mechanisms may force low-income

households to cut back consumption to

dangerous levels, while those in higher

income brackets

benefit from more efficient equipment
(Lutzenhiser, 1993). Similarly, roll-out of in-
house displays (IHDs) to track energy
consumption and costs seem unlikely to
change the behaviour of high-income
households but may prompt ‘hyper-
consciousness’ among low-income
households. These examples raise the
question of whether more sensitised energy
policy instruments are needed for different
households.

Shifting towards a sustainable society will
require significant cultural, material and
behavioural changes at different levels (in
households, businesses, etc.). Ultimately,
effective policy measures would require
‘cracking’ the false belief that owning and using
an ever-growing range of goods and services
is the path to achieving personal happiness,
status and national success, as well as a
normal motivation and an acceptable cultural
desire. Going forward, it may be helpful to
distinguish among ‘citizens’ as people willing to
serve the common good, ‘consumers’ who
prioritise seeking pleasure, and ‘consumer-
citizens’ who engage with political issues
through conscientious consumption (Mol,
2009).
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Chapter 4. Discussion and Conclusion

4.1 Introduction
This chapter serves to illuminate the integrative essence of this thesis, showcasing how

its collective findings transcend the sum of its individual papers. A distinctive and
paramount contribution to knowledge arises from the cross-cutting analysis undertaken

across the different publications.

At its core, this body of work introduces a fresh conceptual perspective into the domain
of low carbon transitions. By reconsidering the established paradigm of applying justice
as the guiding virtue, a new dimension emerges. This dimension, characterised by the
guiding principle of generosity, presents a compelling framework for addressing the
intersections of environmental sustainability and social justice concerns. The significance
of this contribution is not confined to any single publication but is a result of the nuanced

insights drawn from the synthesis and interplay of multiple studies.

While justice remains pivotal in addressing equitable distribution and ensuring a fair
transition, this thesis introduces generosity as a guiding principle, acknowledging its role
as either preceding or complementing justice for an approach better aligned with the
objectives of sustainability and social justice championed by the environmental and

labour movements.

4.1.1 The Role of Generosity in Shaping the Transition to a Low-Carbon Future

Generosity embodies a multifaceted approach to ethical behaviour within the context of
environmental sustainability. Inspired by Aristotle's virtue ethics, Descartes'
philosophical inquiries, and the tenets of ethics of care, my understanding of generosity
is rooted in a multidimensional framework that transcends traditional boundaries. This
framework resonates with the pursuit of moral excellence, rational inquiry, and

compassionate interconnectedness.

From Aristotle (1908), I draw the notion of generosity as a virtue—one that resides at the
crossroads of ethical conduct and personal growth. Aristotle believed in cultivating
virtues to achieve eudaimonia, the flourishing of one's fullest potential. Generosity offers
a pathway towards a richer, more meaningful existence. It becomes a moral compass

guiding actions that ameliorate the self.

For Descartes (1989), generosity starts as an emotion linked to thinking of our free will

and recognising its impact on our choices. This emotion becomes a virtue (‘true
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generosity’) through repetition. This habit has an intellectual part, when we realise our
only true possession is the freedom to control our choices; and a volitional part, when we
commit to always using this freedom well, striving to do what we believe is best.
Generosity is not just about oneself, Descartes believes generous people also recognise

the intrinsic worth in others, which creates a universal respect for everyone's free will.
s Yy

Ethics of care, with its emphasis on relationships, empathy, and contextual sensitivity,
weaves a vital thread into my conception of generosity. Ethics of care highlights the
importance of considering individual circumstances, attuned to the intricate web of
human interactions. It acknowledges that the act of giving is not an isolated event, but a
relational exchange that carries the potential to ripple through communities, binding us in
shared humanity. This moral theory includes conceptions of dependence, interconnection,
anti-individualism, and responsibility (Baier, 1995). This not only fosters empathy and
understanding between people but also reinforces the moral equality of all individuals.
Such principles resonate with universalism and benevolence in Schwartz's model
(Schwartz & Cieciuch, 2021), accentuating the importance of recognising diversity and
promoting well-being in human interactions. By acknowledging the potential for human
improvement as well as the context-specific aspects of moral behaviour, an adaptable

framework that goes beyond a narrow focus on justice alone can emerge.

Importantly, generosity can be linked to the issue of high consumption. Those individuals
who have the capacity to reduce their environmental impact by curbing consumption,
without significantly compromising their quality of life, play a pivotal role in enhancing
both environmental protection and social justice. By embracing a more modest lifestyle,
these individuals could contribute to a reduction in resource consumption, which in turn
would mitigate environmental degradation. Simultaneously, this reduction in
consumption would contribute to the broader social justice agenda by freeing up resources
and opportunities for those who are more vulnerable and less capable of making such

choices.

The emphasis on generosity not only opens avenues for high consumers to initiate
individual changes but also holds the potential for policy makers to orchestrate a
transformative shift within a cultural context that often overlooks their environmental
impact. High consumers, often perceived as successful and occupying influential
positions due to their extensive access to resources, are presented with a unique
opportunity to effect meaningful change. By electing to moderate their consumption
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behaviours without imposing substantial sacrifices upon their quality of life, these
individuals could assume a pivotal role in fortifying environmental preservation and
advancing the cause of social justice. As high consumers begin to make conscious choices
aimed at reducing their ecological footprint, it is likely that the combined effect of their
actions will send ripples through the complex web of consumption patterns. This, in turn,
has the potential to contribute to a shared effort in diminishing the depletion of resources
and alleviating the burden on the environment. In parallel, the act of curbing consumption
among high consumers resonates deeply within the broader realm of social justice
advocacy. By relinquishing excessive resource utilisation, these individuals could
effectively free up valuable resources and opportunities that could be redirected towards
those who find themselves in more vulnerable and disadvantaged positions. The
redirection of these resources would serve as a tangible step towards mitigating the
systemic disparities perpetuated by unequal access to resources, thereby fostering a more

equitable societal landscape.

Guiding high consumers towards an ethos of generosity not only addresses the imperative
of environmental sustainability, but also sparks a transformative change in perspective.
In this transformation, policymakers emerge as facilitators of change, responsible for
reshaping cultural norms and institutional frameworks that have long sustained
overconsumption. Recognising the latent potential within high consumers to drive
change, but also the psychological and social barriers that may impede their transition
towards more sustainable behaviours, policy makers possess the opportunity to devise
focused interventions. These interventions can effectively address the identified barriers
while also promoting and rewarding more responsible, sustainable consumption
practices. Ultimately, this proactive approach has the potential to foster a more balanced
and fair coexistence both within human societies and between these societies and their

environment.

The synthesis of these ideas offers a valuable conceptual contribution that challenges the
dominance of justice as the sole guiding principle in low carbon transitions. By
introducing generosity as an alternative framework, this thesis promotes a more holistic
and adaptable approach to ethical conduct in the context of sustainability and social
justice. Generosity's emphasis on individual agency, empathy, and contextual sensitivity,

along with its potential to influence high consumption patterns, underscores its relevance
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and potential to enrich the ongoing discourse on creating a more sustainable and just

future.

4.1.2 Ethical Contradictions in a Capitalist Just Transition

The tension between a desire for personal advancement and social welfare can give rise
to a social dilemma undermining just transition efforts. Despite the noble intention that
just transition initiatives have been aiming to achieve, actors trying to enact just transition
principles have been unable to, partly because they are also bound to prioritise economic
growth (see publication 4). Power and achievement are favoured by ideologies which
have free markets, deregulation, and most importantly the need to fulfil self-interest at
their core. Widespread neoliberal economic arguments about cost-effectiveness,
competition and innovation have resulted in the privatisation of basic public goods, which
has already been having disastrous impacts on the human rights of the extremely poor
(UN, 2018). Additionally, dependence on the market forces of supply and demand to
dictate the energy transition as if those markets were neutral and infallible slows down
the transition, as producers and manufacturers are incentivised to influence a demand for

high carbon-emitting fuels and prolong their supply.

A market-driven approach relies on private investments, competition, and profits, not
government policies, to spur energy transitions (Newell & Phillips, 2016). Even when
governments sometimes try to take the lead in promoting just transition initiatives, it is
important to note that the role of the state in a just transition might involve not only
securing appropriate funding, but also making sure that the funds come from the right
sources. This entails a spirit of generosity to facilitate a transition that genuinely benefits
all stakeholders. As Heffron & McCauley (2022) noted, the way the EU is funding just
transition initiatives is effectively protecting fossil fuel from market dynamics, as more
Green Recovery packages have been supporting fossil fuel than renewable energy. This
public funding of fossil fuel is not only environmentally unsustainable, it also unfairly
shifts the burden of financing the transition to the workers, who are the taxpayers, instead
of the fossil fuel producers. Privatisation and deregulation of the energy markets has been
effectively promoting cost reduction and profit maximisation over ensuring positive
social and environmental outcomes. This approach has led to excessive profits for gas
producers and energy generators in the UK, while exacerbating the challenges faced by

low-income and vulnerable energy consumers (Maximov et al., 2023).

224



A just transition would represent a shift in cultural values, which calls for a
comprehensive multisectoral effort that includes advocacy and the involvement of
policymakers, labour unions, affected communities, workers, and civil societies (ILO,
2015). A fairer and more generous transition needs to put into consideration the varying
needs for energy and the vulnerable groups that could be affected by the energy transition.
Historically, some nations, companies and individuals have exerted a disproportionate
influence on GHG emissions and resource consumption, contributing significantly to
environmental degradation. In addressing environmental problems, it is crucial to
recognise the unequal distribution of responsibility and emphasise the need for these

entities to share resources.

4.2 Aims, Objectives and Research Questions Revisited
The primary aim of this research was to conduct a nuanced exploration of the social

justice implications of low carbon transitions, with a specific focus on both the concept
of a just transition and the consideration of high consumption within a holistic approach
to just transition. To achieve this overarching goal, the study was carefully structured

around the following objectives.

The initial objective was investigating how high consumption practices reflect and
contribute to social and environmental inequalities during the transition to a low-carbon
future. Employing a combination of methods, this research discerns the far-reaching

implications of high consumption and identify high consumption patterns in the UK.

The second objective sought to understand the just transition concept at a localised level,
in the specific geographic context of South Yorkshire. This objective was met by
conducting a detailed case study to illuminate localised interpretations of the just
transition concept by key stakeholders, contributing to a richer understanding of its

dynamics.

The third objective involved a critical evaluation of the adequacy of justice as the guiding
virtue for low carbon transitions. By synthesising findings from various sources, I
assessed the limitations of justice-based approaches and explored possibilities for a more
comprehensive framework. This led to propose the generous transition concept. This
involves introducing a novel perspective that complements justice-based approaches,
aiming for a more holistic understanding of the moral dimensions of the transition to a

low-carbon future, while honouring the historical roots of just transition.
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Through these interconnected aims and objectives, this thesis makes a substantial
contribution to the discourse surrounding social justice in low-carbon transitions. The
investigation fosters a deeper understanding of the intricate dynamics at play, offering

insights that can inform policies and practices for a more equitable and sustainable future.

Through my research, I aimed to address the following research questions, which

underpinned the core objectives of this study:

e RQI: How does high consumption reflect and contribute to social and
environmental inequalities in the context of transitioning to low carbon futures,
and what are the social justice implications? (see publications 1, 5, 6, 8 and 9).

e RQ2: What does just transition mean and how is it interpreted in context in a
specific place in relation to the process of transitioning to a low carbon future?
(see publication 4).

e RQ3: How adequate is justice as the guiding virtue for low carbon transitions?
How might the concept of a just transition be usefully expanded to encompass a

broader range of considerations? (see publications 2, 3 and 7)

These research questions provided a framework for addressing some of the multifaceted
social dimensions of low carbon transitions. By exploring the role of high consumption,
critiquing the just transition concept, and analysing what just transition means in South
Yorkshire, I expanded the current knowledge on social justice issues in the context of
transitioning to a more environmentally sustainable future. Also, I proposed the generous
transition concept which could complement purely justice-based perspectives on the

transition to a low-carbon future.

In the following sections, [ will delve into each research question, discussing relevant
theoretical frameworks, empirical findings, and some policy implications. Through this
analysis, I provide a comprehensive understanding of some of the social justice
implications of transitioning to a low-carbon future, shedding light on the complexities
and opportunities for creating a more equitable and sustainable society.
A. RQ1

The first question that my research addressed was how high consumption contributes to
social and environmental inequalities in the context of transitioning to low carbon futures,
and represents a key challenge for a just transition. The excessive consumption patterns

prevalent amongst the wealthiest in society today are closely intertwined with the unequal
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distribution of resources, opportunities, and power. By investigating this connection, I
explored the mechanisms through which high consumption exacerbates existing
disparities and threatens sustainability. Additionally, I highlighted the need for effective
measures to alleviate the negative consequences of high consumption.

Consumption inequalities and environmental impacts

The literature review on high consumption (see publication 1) was an examination of
consumption inequality and the issue of high consumption. This review highlighted the
need for high consumption of energy, transport, and food to be brought to the forefront
in policy and research. Recognising that high consumers are well positioned to reduce
their environmental impact while maintaining good living standards, the review shed light
on the relative lack of research around this issue, as well as the value of targeting this
population group with consumption reduction policy initiatives. The insights gained from
this initial exploration served as a foundation for subsequent investigations: Secondary
data analysis (see publication 8), practitioner interviews (see publication 7) and

institutional ethnography (Hawkins, forthcoming).

The literature review (see publication 1) shows that consumption, closely correlated with
income, plays a pivotal role in driving global environmental impacts. Income inequalities
give rise to consumption inequalities, and high consumption exacerbates environmental
degradation. The concentration of consumption among the wealthiest individuals is
related to their disproportionate contribution to significant global environmental impacts,
and further complicated by power dynamics in consumption inequalities. These findings
highlight the urgent need to address consumption inequalities to achieve environmental

sustainability and social justice.

The review also reveals the problematic nature of the prevailing linear economic model,
where resources are extracted, transformed into products, used, and discarded. This is the
cause of affluence being positively associated with resource consumption, which exerts
pressures on the planet's life-support systems. To counter these challenges, the review
suggests the necessity of not only greening consumption but also reducing it in the case
of high consumers, enabling a more even distribution of resources across regions and
social groups. By integrating social justice principles into sustainability approaches,
opportunities for waste reduction, needs reassessment, and product innovation can be
identified. Such initiatives are crucial for reducing existing inequalities while working

towards a more sustainable future.
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Publication 8 provides insights into potential classifications of high consumers,
considering both the type of consumption and geographical factors. It confirms previous
findings by suggesting a correlation between higher household income and increased
consumption in energy and transport sectors. However, this correlation is less evident in
the realm of food, primarily due to limited data availability across various regions of the
UK. Additionally, the study highlights that although households with high incomes
account for a relatively small portion of the population, their consumption patterns
contribute significantly to emissions. This disparity is particularly notable in the

frequency of air travel and the prevalence of multiple cars per household.

Psychological and Social Factors
Looking at the drivers and influences behind high consumption, Hakansson's research

emphasises that overconsumption is often associated with psychological aspects and
personality traits (Hakansson, 2014). However, it is important to note that this perspective
sometimes stigmatises overconsumption as a behaviour of certain minorities or
psychologically ‘weak’ individuals (Humphery, 2009), perhaps underestimating the
important role of systemic factors. Giddens' view on consumption as social practices
influenced by social norms, lifestyle choices, and institutional structures provides a
broader understanding of the interactions between social and individual factors in shaping
consumption behaviours (Giddens, 1984). This perspective suggests that high
consumption is not solely a result of individual characteristics but is also influenced by
societal and environmental structures and norms. Bhaskar’s perspective adds a temporal
dimension to this (Bhaskar, 1998). The transformational model of social activity
highlights the role of agency as it reproduces or transforms structures, but it also

acknowledges the weight of the past and pre-structuration in shaping society.

Psychological factors and human agency are then determinant in reproducing social
structures which facilitate high consumption. People’s desire to demonstrate a certain
status and identity within society affects their consumption habits (Kasser & Kanner,
2004). Consumerism, with its emphasis on materialism and self-enhancement, promotes
a set of values that encourage an unsustainable relationship with nature (Kasser & Kanner,
2004). This cultural preference for self-assertion and the mastery of resources, as opposed
to relating harmoniously with them, aligns with self-enhancement values in Schwartz's
theory of basic values (Schwartz, 2012). The pursuit of self-enhancement values in
consumer-driven societies is negatively correlated with pro-environmental attitudes and

behaviours. In contrast, self-transcendence values, such as benevolence and universalism,
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are more aligned with pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours (Schwartz, 2012).
Moral values play a significant role in shaping behaviours related to the environment, and
individuals' environmental values serve as moral reference points for their interactions
with their surroundings, which in turn can influence culture. This highlights the complex
interrelationships between values, attitudes, behaviours, and social structures, mediated
by norms, self-identity and perceived social consequences (Stern, 2000; Schwartz, 2012).
Social Justice implications

From an international perspective, high-consuming countries often benefit from unequal
exchanges, where they extract resources at low cost and export waste and pollution to
developing nations (Kothari et al., 2020). I argue that this way of understanding
international relations is based on valuing power and achievement over self-
transcendence values like benevolence and universalism in Schwartz’s model. As well as
contributing to a stormy geopolitical landscape, the pursuit of economic success as the
main national goal, driven by self-enhancement values, can lead to higher levels of
environmental damage (Kasser, 2011). Studies have shown a correlation between less
regulated, free-market forms of capitalism and higher endorsement of values related to
wealth and competition (Kasser, 2011; Clénet & Maréchal, 2016). This suggests that
economic practices, such as advertising, commodification, and planned obsolescence, are
rooted in and perpetuate cultural values that promote high consumption. Consequently,
high-income individuals and countries often contribute more to pollution and resource
depletion (OECD, 2002; Kasser, 2011). This highlights the social and environmental
inequities associated with high consumption and the need for addressing complex cultural

issues and systemic inequalities in the transition to low carbon futures.

Consumption patterns are deeply intertwined with social, economic, and environmental
disparities. High consumption not only exacerbates social inequalities but also has
adverse impacts on the environment and the well-being of future generations (Kasser &
Kanner, 2004; Kothari et al., 2020). Achieving social justice requires comprehensive
strategies that tackle structural inequalities and promote sustainable behaviours.
Interventions aimed at transitioning to low carbon futures must consider the intersecting
dimensions of social justice, including economic equity, distribution of resources, access
to basic needs, and environmental sustainability (Fraser, 2009). This involves addressing
power imbalances, ensuring fair distribution of benefits and burdens, and promoting
inclusive decision-making processes (Schlosberg, 2013). Although my research has not

found the answers to achieve this, challenging the dominant cultural values that prioritise
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self-enhancement over self-transcendence is a necessary step if we are to reorient societal
norms toward sustainability and collective well-being.
B. RQ2

To answer this question, I explored the implications of just transition as a policy frame in
the process of moving towards a low carbon future. I investigated what just transition
means for decision-makers in South Yorkshire (England). By examining a real-world
example and drawing upon theoretical frameworks, I offered insights into how the
concept of just transition was being interpreted in context.

South Yorkshire and the meaning of Just Transition

By delving into the practical manifestations of just transition within the region, this study
served as a bridge between abstract theoretical constructs and their tangible real-world
implementations. Embedded within the notion of urban just transition are negotiations
among diverse stakeholders, each with their unique perspectives and interests. In this
research, the fusion of the conceptual understanding of just transition as a construct
shaped by political dynamics and the innovative analytical approach of sensemaking
provides a platform to address a broader call for insights into the multifaceted challenges
of policy implementation within decarbonisation efforts. This resonates with calls for a
deeper exploration of the complexities inherent in industrial regions transitioning toward

decarbonisation (Jakobsen et al., 2022).

The study unravels the strategies harnessed by stakeholders to navigate the complex
landscape surrounding just transition. These strategies involve tapping into established
logics, pre-existing concepts, spatial nuances, and operational norms. Our analytical
approach accentuates the nuanced process of translating theoretical ideals into concrete
actions, underscoring the dynamic interplay between conceptual aspirations and practical
implementations. The allure of the just transition concept for policy stakeholders is rooted
in its adaptable nature, which facilitates a common ground for dialogue and alignment
across divergent viewpoints. However, this inherent adaptability also brings forth
potential risks, as the concept's ambiguity can be exploited to align with dominant

ideologies, possibly diluting its transformative potential.

An essential undercurrent in this exploration is the potential for conservative approaches
to influence the operationalisation of just transition, inadvertently tempering its

overarching transformative essence. Moreover, the adaptive nature of operational frames
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introduces a dimension of evolution, potentially aligning with shifting agendas or

perspectives over time.

The interplay of cultural politics within decarbonisation initiatives is a prevailing theme.
Here, culture, economy, and politics converge, shaping regional imaginaries that, in turn,
influence the very boundaries of what is perceived as possible. This interplay adds layers
of complexity to the discourse surrounding decarbonisation, influencing how the concept

of just transition is both framed and enacted within this landscape.

Another factor complicating discussions on just transition and decarbonisation is the
region's historical legacy of high pollution and emissions from its industrial past,
contrasted with its current limited capacity to address these responsibilities. This
limitation is primarily influenced by the area's diminished economic resources and the

reduced scale of industrial activity compared to its historical levels.

Ultimately, the study's spotlight on economic injustices and deficit models prompts a
critical reconsideration of justice-based conceptions of just transition. While these
conceptions are rooted in noble intentions, the study reveals how they might inadvertently
reinforce deficit narratives that fail to capture the potential for positive framings of
transition. Here I call for an expansion of the conceptual boundaries of just transition, not
only within the realm of academic discourse but also within the realm of policy, inviting
alternative perspectives that transcend conventional paradigms.
C. RO3

Building upon my exploration of the impact of high consumption on social and
environmental inequalities, and the limitations of just transition I address the third
question of my research: in what ways can the concept of a just transition be expanded to
encompass a broader range of social justice considerations beyond the traditional
distributive justice dimensions? Just transition scholarship often focuses on how to
finance the required activities for a shift to a low emissions economy (Robins et al., 2020).
However, just transition encompasses a multitude of dimensions that extend beyond mere
economic factors and the interest of workers, although these are important as well
(Eadson, et al. 2023). By broadening the understanding of social justice in the context of
a just transition and incorporating alternative principles, I aim to capture the diverse
social, cultural, and political aspects that must be considered to ensure an equitable and

inclusive path towards sustainability.
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Just Transition as a Generous Transition
In my exploration of how various types of justice can be applied when thinking of a just

transition (see publication 2), I focused specifically on the lessons learned from the
coronavirus pandemic. The pandemic made social inequalities more visible, and
highlighted the need for participatory processes to mitigate the negative impacts of energy
and health crises on vulnerable populations. Additionally, it provided lessons into the
implementation of policies during crises, which might exemplify possible responses to
ecological disruptions. The widespread use of the just transition concept has led to
challenges in defining its priorities and has diluted its strength as a unifying framework
for labour and environmental demands. I argue that by positioning generosity as the moral
underpinning of low-carbon transitions, we can foster a transition that is not only just but
also takes into account interconnectedness, dependence, and the broader well-being of

humanity.

For the concept of a just transition to be transformative, it requires a clear vision and
definition of what is considered just and the direction of the transition. The incorporation
of generosity as a guiding principle can broaden the discourse on just transition and foster
a more inclusive and holistic approach towards justice. Generosity can reshape the
concept of just transition by expanding its scope. This would mean ensuring the inclusion
of more people and more aspects of the environment when thinking about what we are
aiming to transition towards, and how to achieve it. By placing generosity at the centre, |

shift the focus from mere survival to expanding well-being and flourishing.

Generosity encourages a transition that is not only fair but also responsive to the changing
needs of individuals and communities. It promotes the idea that a sustainable future is not
just about addressing environmental and labour concerns but also about nurturing human
interdependence and care. Furthermore, the ethos of generosity not only enhances the
collective journey but also provides individual pathways for self-improvement in
alignment with the principles of social justice. Both individuals and organisations can
actively contribute to creating a more sustainable and equitable future by fostering
compassion, collaboration, and understanding. This not only advances the aspirations of
a just transition but also contributes to a more fulfilling life. In this dual role, generosity
emerges as a guiding principle for societal transformation and a self-empowerment

strategy, bringing depth and breadth to the pursuit of justice in the transition process.
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Additionally, generosity as a moral virtue lays a sturdy foundation for various dimensions
of justice within the context of a just transition. It transcends the conventional boundaries
of justice by fostering a spirit of collective responsibility and shared well-being. By
integrating generosity into the essence of a just transition, more dimensions of justice are
unearthed and fortified. Generosity introduces a positive relational element, emphasising
the quality of interpersonal relationships and the interconnectedness of communities. It
propels the transition beyond transactional fairness, infusing it with a sense of empathy,
cooperation, and mutual support. In doing so, generosity not only addresses some of the
structural imbalances in the transition process but also nurtures the social fabric essential

for a sustainable and equitable societal transformation.

Generosity offers a perspective that underscores the significance of justice dimensions
frequently overlooked by conservative, status quo-protecting notions of justice. When
just transition is confined to mere structural and economic reforms, it risks neglecting the
deeper dimensions of justice. While these reforms may address some tangible aspects of
the transition process, such as job creation or industry restructuring, they may overlook
the fundamental need for recognition and validation of marginalised communities.
Recognition justice, with its emphasis on inclusion and the acknowledgment of both
historical and ongoing injustices faced by these communities, is a manifestation of

generosity in the pursuit of a better future.

Generosity in the context of recognition justice involves actively recognising and
affirming the identities, experiences, and contributions of marginalised groups. It requires
going beyond superficial changes and engaging in meaningful dialogue and collaboration
with these communities. By incorporating generosity into the just transition framework,
we can create opportunities for marginalised voices to be heard, valued, and actively
involved in decision-making processes. This recognition and validation foster a sense of
empowerment and agency, ultimately contributing to a more equitable and inclusive

transition.

The principle of generosity is obviously vital in the realm of distributive justice. A just
transition must not only address structural and economic inequalities but also ensure the
fair distribution of benefits and burdens throughout society. Generosity in distributive
justice means actively working towards a more equal distribution of resources,

opportunitiecs, and power, particularly for those who have historically been
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disadvantaged. It involves prioritising the well-being and needs of vulnerable populations

to ensure they are not left behind in the transition process.

In essence, a generous transition requires a transformative and radical shift in how justice
is understood and applied. It necessitates going beyond surface-level reforms and
addressing the underlying structural and systemic issues that perpetuate injustice. By
incorporating the principles of generosity, a just transition can strive towards
comprehensive and lasting change, recognising the historical struggles of marginalised
communities and working towards a more equitable and sustainable future for all. A just
transition should not merely aim for the redistribution of resources but should be driven
by a deep commitment to fostering ecological integrity, social equity, care, transparency
and solidarity. This approach would ensure that no individuals or groups are left behind
during the transition process and that the benefits and opportunities are distributed
equitably. It would require actively engaging the diverse segments of society in decision-
making processes. Also, spatial justice, which advocates for a fair geographical
distribution of benefits and costs arising from the energy transition, should be strictly

advocated for and upheld by all stakeholders (Garvey et al., 2022).

A generosity lens can provide insights into the values and interests behind the
commitments of governments and companies to just transition principles. By questioning
the generosity of their actions, we can reveal what underlying interests and values drive
their understanding of just transition. For example, as discussed in Chapter 1 and
subsection 4.1.2 of the current chapter, according to Heffron & McCauley (2022), EU
policies that have just transition funds allocated to phase out fossil fuels are very likely
to result in perpetual subsidisation of fossil fuel industries given that coal, oil, and gas
must be phased out in turn. The global development of low-carbon economies will be
halted by this kind of just transition policy. These actions might be under the just
transition umbrella, but if one looks at the profits of fossil fuel companies and the needs
of vulnerable communities in EU countries, it is impossible to see these actions as

generous.

Generosity is compatible with different moral perspectives, but is perhaps better
understood as a moral virtue or an element of different qualities of ethics of care. Tronto

(2013) identified five moral qualities that align with five phases of care:
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1- Attentiveness: The first phase of care involves being attentive to unmet caring
needs. In the context of a low carbon future, this would mean recognising the needs of
individuals and communities who may be disproportionately affected by the transition,

such as those in poverty or vulnerable regions.

2- Responsibility: Once the needs are identified, someone or a group must take on
the responsibility of meeting those needs. In the context of resource sharing for a low
carbon future, this would entail acknowledging the responsibility of wealthier countries
and individuals to support and assist those with fewer resources in adapting to and

mitigating climate change.

3- Competence: The third phase of care is about the competence or ability to provide
care. In the transition to a low carbon future, competence would involve sharing
knowledge, technology, and resources to enable countries and communities to adopt
sustainable practices. Although wealthier countries should assist their poorer
counterparts, the direction of care does not always need to be from wealthy to poor
countries. Alternative ideological frameworks to current approaches to development,
such as buen vivir (Acosta & Martinez Abarca, 2018) can be shared from communities at
the margins of capitalism, to help dismantle a one-dimensional understanding of

development as technology driven economic growth.

4- Responsiveness: After care has been given, there is a need for responsiveness to
the outcomes and impacts of that care. In the context of a low carbon future, this would
involve assessing whether the support provided has been sufficient and effective in

addressing the needs and challenges faced by poorer regions or communities.

5- Plurality, communication, trust, respect, and solidarity: Sevenhuijsen (1998)
identified additional qualities necessary for caring in a democratic society, which include
plurality, communication, trust, respect, and solidarity. These qualities recognise diverse
perspectives, foster open dialogue, build trust among different actors, and promote
collective action. In the context of a low carbon future, these qualities are crucial for
fostering cooperation, collaboration, and resource sharing between rich and poor

countries and communities, ensuring that the transition is fair and inclusive.

When applied to the transition to a low carbon future, these qualities highlight the
importance of generosity and resource sharing between wealthy and impoverished

regions, both within and between countries. Such generosity would involve recognising
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and addressing the specific needs of disadvantaged communities, providing support and
assistance, sharing knowledge and resources, and fostering cooperation and solidarity to

ensure a just and sustainable transition for all.

The appropriation of the just transition concept by actors more interested in continuing
business as usual than in genuinely achieving a just transition is concerning (Stevis &
Felli, 2020), and might parallel what happened to the sustainable development concept
(Doyle, 1998). To counteract this, the incorporation of generosity as a moral principle can
ensure that the transition is driven by authentic care and consideration for all rather than

mere token gestures. It helps distinguish between genuine efforts and superficial actions.

Generosity as the main moral virtue guiding the transition emphasises the
interconnectedness of human beings and our responsibilities towards one another. By
promoting human flourishing and care, generosity fosters personal and social
developments that align with the demands of social movements historically advocating
for just transitions. It provides a desirable trait for individuals and societies in transition,
nurturing a sense of self-esteem and care as we navigate the complexities of a changing

world.

Critics of the development-first approach in low carbon transitions highlight the need to
incorporate justice-based strategies for equity in resource allocation, access, and decision-
making (Munro et al.,2017; Sovacool et al., 2021). Generosity as a moral principle aligns
with these justice-based strategies, ensuring that the transition considers recognition, as
well as distributive principles in its design and implementation. However, it also adds the
aspects of care, self-improvement and universalism, which could appeal to a wide variety

of actors and promote participation.

The incorporation of generosity as a moral principle in low-carbon transitions offers a
promising pathway towards a just and sustainable future. Generosity-based frameworks
recognise unfair behaviours, as well as the need to engage a wider variety of voices, to
ensure that the transition is inclusive and responsive to the needs of all stakeholders and
prioritises their wellbeing. As such, these frameworks not only unveil the values behind
just transition initiatives but might also accelerate the pace of transitions by fostering self-
perfecting actions (at both individual and collective levels) that creatively respond to

evolving needs, relying on qualities such as attentiveness and responsiveness. It
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encourages actions that go beyond compliance and actively contribute to a sustainable

future.

4.3 Key Findings
4.3.1 Redefining the Paradigm: Generosity as a Guiding Principle
Generosity is not a replacement for justice; rather, it can be a catalyst for it and an

additional layer that enhances its scope. Generosity offers a lens through which we can
explore environmental sustainability and social justice more comprehensively and
provides a route to the achievement of both. It is not just about dividing resources fairly;
it is about understanding the interconnectedness of our actions and their impact.
Generosity as a guiding principle calls for self-perfection, encouraging empathy and a
deep sense of shared responsibility. While justice focuses on distributing resources
equitably, generosity invites us to consider how our actions ripple through communities
and ecosystems. This shift urges us to consider not just the allocation of resources, but
also the character traits more likely to bring a positive future. It is an approach that

acknowledges the interdependence of individuals, communities, and the environment.

High consumption stands in opposition to generosity, as a formidable challenge in our
pursuit of a low carbon future. It is a stark reminder of the inequities ingrained within our
societal fabric, where some wield resources at levels far beyond necessity while others
grapple with scarcity. In this context, the integration of generosity takes on a critical role,
offering a fresh perspective on curbing excess and fostering sustainable consumption
patterns. Generosity, as a guiding principle, prompts us to reassess our consumption
habits. It underscores the responsibility of those with higher consumption capacities to
actively engage in reducing their ecological footprint. This is not merely an altruistic act;
it is an acknowledgment of the disproportionate impact that high consumption has on
environmental degradation, and on resource distribution and how overconsumption by

some groups affects the ability of other human beings to achieve a decent quality of life.

Moreover, generosity challenges us to redefine success beyond material accumulation. It
encourages a shift from conspicuous consumption to meaningful contribution—where the
value of one's actions is measured not by the volume of possessions, but by their positive
impact on the well-being of others and the planet.

4.3.2 Generosity in Policy: Fostering Transformative Change

As we confront the intricate challenges of low carbon transitions, it becomes evident that

policy makers wield a considerable influence in shaping the trajectory of societal
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behaviour. Generosity, with its ethos of shared responsibility and mutual support,

emerges as a potent tool for policy interventions that drive transformative change.

The concept of generosity urges a shift from top-down directives to a more participatory
and collaborative approach. It encourages policy interventions that not only impose
restrictions but also inspire individuals and communities to voluntarily engage in
sustainable behaviour. A generosity-driven policy framework encourages the
development of incentives that reward environmentally responsible choices. By
recognising and celebrating efforts to reduce consumption and environmental impact,
policy makers can motivate and amplify a culture of sustainability. This approach

emphasises positive reinforcement and empowerment.

Furthermore, policy considerations framed by generosity are inherently adaptable to
diverse contexts. Recognising that every community, region, and culture possesses
unique characteristics, generosity opens avenues for localised and context-sensitive
interventions. It takes into account the different levels of responsibility of different actors,
but also acknowledges that sustainable solutions must resonate with the values,

aspirations, and socio-economic realities of the individuals they aim to influence.

In this vein, policy makers are presented with an opportunity to reshape societal norms
and expectations. Generosity challenges the status quo by encouraging a re-evaluation of
what constitutes success and progress. By promoting values of empathy, cooperation, and
environmental stewardship, policies inspired by generosity can help shift the cultural

compass towards a more sustainable and just future.

For example, a generosity-driven approach to policies related to consumption would
prioritise equitable resource distribution, environmental sustainability, and social
responsibility. Here are some examples of policies that might emerge from such an

approach:

e Resource Redistribution Incentives: Policies that incentivise businesses and
individuals to limit their consumption, get involved in sharing initiatives and
voluntarily redistribute surplus resources to those in need. This could involve tax
benefits or other financial incentives to encourage a more generous and equitable
distribution of resources (although it is important to note that financial incentives
for the very wealthy are ineffective unless they are exceptionally substantial).

Platforms such as ShareNL in the Netherlands and Streetbank in the UK connect
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individuals within local communities, allowing them to share tools, household
items, and other resources. While these initiatives are community-driven rather
than government-mandated, they showcase options for a cultural shift towards
resource sharing. Policies could facilitate the creation of community hubs or
digital platforms that promote a culture of generosity, reducing individual
consumption through shared access to resources.

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Mandates: Enforcing or enhancing
regulations requiring companies to integrate generosity and social responsibility
into their business models. This might include strict production as well as
advertisement regulations, mandatory corporate philanthropy, responsible
sourcing practices, and transparent reporting on the social and environmental
impact of their products and operations.

Educational Programs on Ethical Consumption: Establishing educational
programmes aimed at raising awareness about the environmental and social
impact of consumption choices. These programmes could highlight the benefits
of generosity-driven consumption practices, encouraging individuals to make
more sustainable and socially responsible choices in their daily lives.

Circular Economy Promotion: Advocating for policies that promote a circular
economy, where products are designed for longevity, repairability, and
recyclability. This approach encourages a shift away from a disposable culture,
fostering inter- and intragenerational generosity in the form of reduced waste and
extended product lifecycles. It also offers opportunities for sustainable
employment not only in repairing and recycling but also in services, such as care

and education, which can adhere to circular economy and sustainability principles.

These policies would aim to foster a culture of generosity by encouraging individuals,

businesses, and communities to consider the broader social and environmental

implications of their consumption choices. Embracing a generosity-driven approach

could not only address the ecological footprint of high consumption but also extend its

positive impact to individual well-being, self-esteem, and social cohesion.

4.3.3 Generosity in Universalism, Benevolence, and Self-direction
In charting a generous transition, my exploration converges with established ethical

frameworks that might illuminate the path ahead. Generosity in low carbon transitions

finds resonance in the values of universalism, benevolence, and self-direction outlined
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within Schwartz's model of basic human values. Schwartz et al. (2012) identified a set of
universal values that transcend cultural boundaries, providing a comprehensive map of
the foundational principles that guide human behaviour. While values are relatively stable
over time, they can be influenced and may change under certain conditions. According to
Schwartz, values are shaped by a combination of cultural, social, and personal factors,
and they can evolve in response to shifts in societal norms, experiences, and life

circumstances.

Cultural values are often responsive to factors such as media, education, and government
policies. Therefore, intentional efforts to promote specific values through these channels
might have a meaningful impact on shaping or reinforcing cultural values. For example,
public awareness campaigns, educational programmes, and policies that emphasise the
importance of environmental sustainability and social justice can contribute to the
promotion of values associated with these principles. Over time, such efforts may
influence individuals within a culture to internalise and prioritise these values in their

decision-making and behaviour.

However, it is essential to recognise that the malleability of values is not uniform across
all individuals or cultures. The extent to which values can be effectively promoted
depends on various factors, including the existing cultural context, the perceived
relevance of the promoted values, and the presence of supportive social structures. The
effectiveness of such efforts will depend on the specific context and the receptiveness of
individuals and communities to the promoted values. The intentional promotion of
specific values has many practical and ethical implications which go beyond the focus of
this thesis. However, on a theoretical level, by applying Schwartz’s model to the context
of transitioning to a low carbon future, we can gain valuable insights into the ethical

underpinnings that can shape and drive a transition to a fairer, more sustainable society.

Universalism, the value of understanding, tolerance, and concern for the welfare of all, is
intertwined with generosity. Both principles are based on interconnectedness and
acknowledge our shared responsibilities and the inherent value of collective well-being.
This underpins a vision of sustainability not as an isolated endeavour, but as a
collaborative journey propelled by empathy and a sense of duty towards present and

future generations.
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Benevolence, with its focus on the well-being of those close to oneself, aligns seamlessly
with the spirit of care and generosity. It calls upon individuals and societies to extend
compassion and support to those who bear the brunt of environmental degradation and
resource scarcity. The integration of benevolence into a generous transition depends on
how successful we are on widening our moral circle and recognising more people and
more parts of the environment as worthy of moral consideration. This would amplify the
transformative potential of a transition to a low carbon future, fostering a society where

the principles of justice, empathy, and collective welfare resonate harmoniously.

Self-direction, the value of independent thought and personal choice, might assume a
crucial role in the framing of generosity-driven low carbon transitions. It acknowledges
that change can be inspired by the conscious decisions of individuals. The concept of self-
direction emboldens us to make deliberate choices that prioritise sufficiency over excess,
thereby steering the trajectory of consumption patterns towards sustainability and shared

responsibility.

As these ethical values coalesce, they form a backdrop against which the principles of
generosity come alive. Universalism binds us to the global community, benevolence
nurtures our commitment to the well-being of others, and self-direction empowers us to
embrace change from within. Together, they sculpt a roadmap for action—a roadmap that
holds the potential to guide us towards a future where sustainability, justice, and empathy

intertwine to create positive change.

4.4 Contribution to the Literature
My research has been guided by a profound concern for social justice during a transition

to a low carbon future. Throughout this thesis, I have delved into the relationships
between our environment, societal and cultural dynamics, and the imperative for a more
equitable distribution of power and resources. Central to this research is the concept of
just transition, a cornerstone of conversations surrounding the shift towards sustainability.
However, as I reviewed the literature on just transition and investigated how the concept
translated into policy, it became evident that while just transition offers opportunities for
positive transformation, it carries inherent limitations. This realisation compelled me to
cast a wider net, ushering in the concept of generosity as a guiding principle, one which
could simultaneously spark different types of justice, while overcoming some of the
inherent limitations of justice. Generosity, in this context, does not supplant justice;

instead, it enriches it, offering a new dimension to our understanding. This synthesis of
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concepts and insights transcends the boundaries of my individual papers, culminating in
a cohesive narrative that prompts us to reimagine the future. A future where care,
empathy, and conscientious decision-making provide the starting point for a more holistic

framework for sustainable progress.

In this thesis I argue that incorporating ethics of care and generosity principles to the just
transition concept can help reconfigure the concept to restore its historic origins in labour
and environmental movements, while overcoming the limitations previously outlined. A
generous approach to low carbon transitions could play a key role in promoting more
sustainable forms of production and consumption, while also promoting a fairer
distribution of resources. This approach recognises a transition to a low carbon future will
require wider collective action and cooperation, with the participation of more actors and
with greater contributions from some actors than others. For example, it acknowledges
that, as high consumers are disproportionately responsible for emissions and resource
depletion, they have more responsibility to reduce their environmental impact through
lifestyle changes. Emphasising the importance of relationships and interconnectedness
(as well as a different understanding of individual achievement), this approach can be
applied to social interactions between people as well as to the relationship between
humans and the environment. Generosity as the underpinning principle for a fair and
equitable transition could help guide policy and action to reduce the consumption levels
of those with a greater environmental impact. It could also ensure that the benefits of the

transition are distributed fairly.

This thesis makes several significant contributions to the existing body of literature on
low carbon transitions and social justice. Firstly, on a conceptual level, it challenges the
conventional use of justice as the guiding virtue in low carbon transitions. Instead, the
thesis proposes the incorporation of ethics of care and generosity principles, arguing that
these can act as catalysts for justice and provide a reconfigured and more historically
grounded approach to the just transition concept. Secondly, a methodological contribution
is made through the innovative application of Q methodology to explore policy makers’
perspectives on the interpretation of a just transition, specifically in South Yorkshire.
Finally, the empirical contributions are substantial, particularly through a detailed case
study in South Yorkshire, offering new insights into the meaning of just transition within
a specific geographic context and shedding light on the social justice implications.

Additionally, the investigation into high consumption as a social justice issue associated
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with the transition to a low carbon future contributes to the literature by highlighting a
key, often overlooked, dimension of the transition. The thesis contends that a generosity-
driven approach can play a pivotal role in fostering sustainable production and
consumption, promoting equitable resource distribution, and recognising the collective
action required for a just transition. The nuanced exploration of this generosity-driven
approach presented in preceding sections illuminates its profound implications for high
consumption, policy interventions, and the broader ethical perspectives that could guide

our vision for a low carbon future.

This research holds relevance for several academic fields. Scholars in environmental
ethics can find valuable insights into the moral dimensions of transitioning to a low-
carbon future, especially through the exploration of the generous transition concept.
Transition studies can benefit from the localised case study in South Yorkshire, which
provides nuanced perspectives on the interpretations of just transition within a specific
geographic context. Environmental sociology and consumption studies can be enriched
by prioritising the investigation into high consumption practices, shedding light on their
implications for social and environmental inequalities during the transition to a low-
carbon future. Beyond these fields, the multidisciplinary nature of this research opens
avenues for cross-disciplinary dialogue, making it pertinent for any academic domain

concerned with the interplay of justice, sustainability, and societal transitions.

4.5 Summary of Limitations
Publication 1 brought to the fore a series of considerations that underscore the contextual

constraints embedded within my research. The findings from the literature review, while
insightful, are inevitably influenced by a bias towards the developed world—an echo of
the prevailing focus of scholarly discourse and available sources. The confinement to a
select set of theoretical perspectives was not merely a choice, but rather a reflection of
the academic terrain where the conversation has predominantly unfolded. The scope of
this review, despite its meticulousness, may not encompass the broader spectrum of

perspectives and critical nuances that a more exhaustive review might uncover.

Publication 8 focused on secondary data, leveraging existing sources to shed light on the
high consumption landscape in the UK. However, the limitations of data originally
collected for different purposes introduce an inevitable constraint—an unavoidable trade-

off between the availability of relevant indicators and the specificity demanded by my
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research questions. The lack of granular geographical data restricts our ability to map the

contours of high consumption at finer spatial resolutions.

In the synthesis of these studies, the limitations stand not as impediments but as signposts
guiding future research. They serve as a reminder that the pursuit of knowledge is an
evolving task, and the quest for a more equitable and sustainable world requires ongoing
inquiry, adaptation, and refinement. These limitations have motivated me to consider new

dimensions, embrace broader perspectives, and develop more encompassing frameworks.

4.6 Directions for Future Research
The study of high consumers opens avenues for theoretical discussions on needs, resource

access, inequalities, intergenerational justice, and solidarity with the vulnerable. While
theoretical groundwork has been laid, empirical research is now vital to uncover specific
aspects of this topic. Key questions arise: Who are high consumers, where are they, and
how can their environmental impact be reduced? What barriers do they face to reduce
their consumption? Can subsets of high consumers more receptive to reducing
consumption be identified? Understanding their awareness of consequences and
exploring factors beyond income and lifestyle influencing high consumption is crucial.
This group, often neglected in sustainability research and policymaking, holds valuable

potential for positive change, urging a focused research agenda to bridge existing gaps.

Future research in the realm of just transition should consider the integration of
generosity-based frameworks to unearth the underlying values of just transition in
context. A promising avenue lies in scrutinising the generosity embedded in the actions
of governments and companies as they articulate their commitment to just transition
principles. Examining the extent of generosity in these entities can serve as a revealing
lens, shedding light on the interests and values that shape their understanding of just
transition. This exploration could offer valuable insights into the motivations and ethical
foundations guiding the implementation of just transition initiatives, contributing to a
more comprehensive understanding of the dynamics at play within these transformative

Processes.

The insights gleaned from this research are relevant not only within the confines of
academic discourse but also extend into practical realms in the form of policy

considerations and implications for cultural values.
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One noteworthy trajectory lies in the investigation of practical applications of generosity
as a guiding principle. The notion of encouraging high consumers to take proactive steps
towards sustainability could create a ripple effect that reverberates through consumption
patterns. By fostering a culture where generosity guides decisions, we could open
pathways for collaboration, innovation, and meaningful change. The potential for
grassroots movements, community initiatives, and corporate responsibility to converge
under the banner of generosity offers a glimpse of a society where environmental

stewardship and social justice coalesce.

Policy makers, equipped with the insights of this study, possess a unique opportunity to
shape governance structures that mirror the ethos of generosity. Crafting policies that
reward sustainable choices, empower marginalised communities, and steer industries
towards sustainable practices can pave the way for a more equitable and resilient future.
The integration of generosity as a guiding principle reshapes policy considerations from
enforcement-centric approaches to ones that inspire and uplift, nurturing a sense of

agency and shared responsibility.

Moreover, the exploration of generosity uncovers a multifaceted landscape where
interconnectedness between individuals, communities, and the environment is not just
acknowledged, but celebrated. This realisation has the potential to influence not only
decision-making but also cultural norms and societal values. By integrating generosity
into educational curricula, public discourse, and media narratives, we could sow the seeds
for a shift in collective consciousness—one that transcends individual interests to

prioritise the greater good.

However, this journey will not be without its challenges. The implementation of
generosity-driven transitions requires addressing issues of inequality, access, and
systemic barriers that persist in various contexts. Striking a balance between individual
agency and collective impact, while navigating political considerations, economic issues

and diverse cultural nuances, demands thoughtful navigation and strategic planning.

4.7 Conclusion
The integration of generosity into the discourse of low carbon transitions is not a mere

theoretical exercise; it holds the potential to shape policy, inform individual choices, and
recalibrate societal values. This thesis asserts that generosity is a practical tool for change.
It can transform how we view ourselves, our relationship with the environment, and our

obligations to present and future generations. The principles of generosity, universalism,
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benevolence, and self-direction are core values that resonate across cultures, contexts,
and beliefs. Together, these values can help us create a more just, harmonious, and
sustainable world, where everyone has the opportunity to thrive, and where we live in

balance with the rest of nature.

Through empirical research and theoretical analysis, this work has contributed to our
understanding of the moral and practical implications just transitions entail. It has also
shed light on the often-overlooked issue of high consumption in the context of
environmental sustainability and social justice. While this research has made valuable
contributions, it is important to acknowledge the ever-evolving nature of these challenges.
Social justice and sustainability are complex and continuously changing issues, as
demonstrated by the evolving literature in these fields. This thesis builds upon the insights
shared by many others, contributing to an ongoing collective investigation of these crucial

topics. In this spirit, I remain committed to further exploration in the years to come.
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Appendix A: Level of Contribution for Each Publication

Publication

number

Title

Level of contribution

1

High consumption, an
unsustainable habit that

needs more attention

First author. I assumed the primary

authorship  role, overseeing the

conceptualisation, organisation, and
writing of the literature review.

I conducted an exhaustive review of the
relevant literature, including identifying
key themes, synthesising findings, and
critically evaluating existing research.

I was responsible for the analysis and
synthesis of the gathered literature,
ensuring the paper's coherence and the
integration of various sources.

I took the lead in drafting the
manuscript, ensuring clarity, structure,
and adherence to academic writing
standards.

I played a central role in reviewing and
revising the paper based on feedback
from co-authors and reviewers,
contributing to the paper's overall

quality and rigor.

Lessons for a Just Transition
from the COVID-19

pandemic

Sole author.

Transitions for zero carbon
futures: from just to

generous

Sole author.

What is an urban just

transition? Grappling with an

Contributing author. I conceptualised
and led the Q methodology portion of
the study. This included designing the Q
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unsettled concept in an

industrial region

method research framework, conducting
the Q-sort data collection, and
performing the Q analysis.

I actively participated in the semi-
structured interview data collection
process. Additionally, I contributed to
the analysis of interview data.

I made substantial contributions to
writing and revising the final paper,
contributing to the methodology, results
and conclusion sections. My
contributions ensured the seamless
integration of the Q methodology and
interview data within the paper's

overarching research narrative.

Uneven consumption and the

work of being a high

consumer

Contributing author. I contributed to
the conceptual development of the
chapter, shaping its focus and ensuring
alignment with the overarching project
goals.

I participated in drafting the chapter,
ensuring that the ideas and findings from
the literature review and interviews I had
previously conducted were effectively
integrated and presented.

I actively participated in the review and
revision process, incorporating feedback
and ensuring the chapter's coherence and

academic rigor.

Alternatives to justice for a

thriving transition

Contributing author. 1 offered key
conceptual ideas and insights that helped
shape the overall direction and focus of

the chapter. These ideas were
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instrumental in guiding the chapter's
narrative.

I collaborated closely with the other
authors, providing input during
discussions and brainstorming sessions.
My contributions were integrated into
the chapter's framework, contributing to

its overall quality.

High consumers of energy
and resources and the work
of being wealthy: towards a

research agenda

Contributing author. I significantly
contributed to the paper's theoretical and
contextual foundations.

I actively participated in the interview
data collection process, conducting
several interviews.

I contributed to the drafting of the
conference paper, drawing on my
knowledge of the literature and the
insights gained from the interviews. I
also took part in the review process,
refining the paper for clarity and

coherence.

High consumption in the
UK: an exploration of

secondary data

First author. I actively scoured and
evaluated various databases to collect
relevant secondary data for the project.
I assumed the responsibility for creating
informative and visually engaging
graphs based on the collected data.
These visual representations played a
crucial role in conveying our findings
effectively.

I provided support in analysing the
secondary data, assisting in deriving

insights and patterns that informed our
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project's conclusions and
recommendations.

I actively participated in the writing
process, helping to craft clear and

concise sections of the report.

9 It’s high time to talk about Contributing author. 1 actively
the climate impacts of high | participated in deriving meaningful
consumers insights and implications from the
collected information.

I contributed to the development of
report sections, providing substantial
input in structuring and drafting portions
of the document.

I played an integral role in the review
and refinement of the report, ensuring
that it maintained consistency with the

literature review's findings (publication

).

Appendix B: Q-sort Analysis

Exploring views on a Just Transition for Sheffield City Region with Q Methodology

This research explores the different perspectives about a just transition for Sheffield City
Region (SCR) using Q methodology. It was conducted as part of a wider study aimed at
understanding what a just transition for SCR should look like, using responses from SCR,
LEP and civil society participants. This research is directly related to achieving a just
transition in the region, and provides insights on areas of agreement and disagreement
regarding the concept of a just transition.
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Q methodology combines the openness of qualitative methods with the statistical rigour
of quantitative analysis. It provides a way of establishing patterns among individuals,
eliciting the variety of discourses about a particular theme. We used an online tool (Q-
Tip) for online data collection and a desktop application (KADE) for the analysis of the
data.

The Q study allowed us to identify 17 consensus statements, which could provide
common ground for conversations about a Just Transition for the region. However,
those consensus statements could also be further refined as different people might
attach different meanings to them.

Three distinct views on what a Just Transition should look like for SCR emerged from the
analysis: (1) Leading through investing in infrastructure and education, (2) A growing
economy and technological innovation, and (3) Solidarity and putting people at the
centre.

There are significant differences between those three ways of understanding a Just
Transition for SCR, which might reflect ongoing debates about the topic.

As one of the main challenges for a just transition is reaching agreements on a common
vision for the future, Q methodology is a valuable resource to identify points of view and
perceptions of the concept, which could in turn facilitate public debate.

Q-sort analysis

The respondents’ Q sorts showed there are 17 consensus statements, which could
provide common ground to start (or continue) conversations about what a JT should
entail. These consensus statements could also be further refined in conversation, as
different people might give different meanings to them:

Agreement Just Transition needs to account for the rights of future
generations.

Just Transition is about ensuring inclusive growth.

Just Transition means changing how we think about
education, training and skills.

Just Transition is about changing how we think about work
and jobs.

Just Transition for SCR should prioritise improving housing
stock for people.

Neutral Just Transition will require specific policies to promote gender
and racial equality.

JT needs to be place-based.

JT means protecting housing and businesses in areas prone to
flooding.

The region’s anchor institutions will be central to a Just
Transition

A JT means putting the region’s ecosystems first.
Disagreement Just Transition should not be a priority for the City Region.
SCR is less important than other places when it comes to
implementing just transition principles.
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A just transition should take decades to give people time to
adapt.

A just transition depends on international agreements.

Just Transition will require implementing a UBI so that
everyone has sufficient income to meet their needs.

Realising a JT inevitably means conflict between different
groups in society.

JT means Trade Unions should be closely involved in decision-
making.

The data analysis process using KADE, a desktop application for the analysis of Q
methodology data, was comprised of four steps:

1- Datainput from the Q sorts of all 17 participants in the Q study.

2- Factor extraction using the Centroid method.

3- Selection of 3 factors for rotation.

4- Application of Varimax rotation to maximise the variance shared among items.
The output KADE provides after using these statistical techniques shows different
tables created from the data, including the distinguishing statements for each factor
and consensus statements. It also shows composite Q sorts that are related to distinct
views on the topic of interest.

The 3 distinct views on Just Transitions that emerged from the composite Q sorts can
be classified as answers to the question What does a just transition look like for
Sheffield City Region? Based on the composite Q sorts from the participants’
responses, the different views are:

e Leading through investing in infrastructure and education (linked to the
‘Education’ theme on the interview analysis)

e A growing economy and technological innovation (linked to the ‘Economy’
theme on the interview analysis)

e Solidarity and putting people at the centre (linked to the
‘Communities/Inclusion and Awareness’ theme on the interview analysis)

Leading through investing in infrastructure and education

Composite Q Sort:
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+ Distinguishing statement at P< 0.05
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» z-Score for the statement is higher than in all other factors
<t z-Score for the statement is lower than in all other factors

[ Consensus Statements

This way of understanding a Just Transition for the region holds that Just Transition
principles should guide SCR. And that this requires rethinking development and more
investment in education.

Distinguishing Statements —
A just transition means radically rethinking economic development and planning / 5
Just transition means investment in education / 4

Just transition principles should be the guiding principles for all the City Region's
activity / 3

Sheffield City Region should produce and adopt a just transition strategy to guide its
investment and policy decision-making / 2

Just transition requires placing more value on care and domestic work / 2
The perspective of those who are more affected by a transition is very important / 1

Just transition for Sheffield City Region needs a step-change in public transport
accessibility and use / 1

A just transition is only possible if there's a shared vision for the future / 1

A just transition means promoting social solidarity and culture in Sheffield City Region /
0

Just transition means prioritising some places in the City Region over others / -1
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A just transition is not possible within existing political structures / -1

A just transition is only possible with a strong, growing economy / -1

In order to achieve change a just transition needs to focus on a manageable number of

clearly defined policy objectives / -2

Just transition is about safeguarding jobs / -3

A just transition needs to account for the rights of non-human animals / -3

A just transition needs to be business led / -4

A just transition means abandoning economic growth as a policy goal / -4

Ensuring economic growth is more important than a just transition /-5

A growing economy and technological innovation

Composite Q Sort:
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[ Consensus Statements

This is a view of Just Transition as reliant on economic growth and technological

innovation.

Distinguishing Statements —

A just transition is only possible with a strong, growing economy /6

A just transition means radically rethinking economic development and planning / 5
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A just transition needs to focus on innovation-led economic development / 4
Just transition requires technological innovation / 4

A just transition is only possible if there's a shared vision for the future / 4
Ensuring economic growth is more important than a just transition / 3

The region's anchor institutions (e.g. hospitals, universities) will be central to a just
transition for Sheffield City Region /2

Just transition means investment in education / 1

A just transition needs to be business led / 1

A just transition is urgent and needs to prioritise people's wellbeing / 1

A just transition is urgent and needs to prioritise the environment / 0
Just transition requires placing more value on care and domestic work / 0

A just transition should centre on the foundational economy (the activities that sustain
urban life like utilities,

public transport, care, education, food provision) / -1

Sheffield City Region should produce and adopt a just transition strategy to guide its
investment and policy decision-making / -2

A just transition means promoting social solidarity and culture in Sheffield City Region /
-2

Just transition means prioritising some places in the City Region over others / -3

A just transition means making policy decision-making more democratic /-3

Solidarity and putting people at the centre

Composite Q Sort:
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[] Consensus Statements

This perspective holds that a Just Transition needs a common vision based on solidarity
and putting people at the centre.

Distinguishing Statements —
A just transition is only possible if there's a shared vision for the future / 6

A just transition means promoting social solidarity and culture in Sheffield City Region /
2

A just transition means radically rethinking economic development and planning / 2
Just transition means prioritising some places in the City Region over others / 2

A just transition needs a people's assembly to drive decision-making / 2

A just transition is a vehicle for creating jobs in Sheffield City Region /1

A just transition is only possible with a strong, growing economy /1

Sheffield City Region should produce and adopt a just transition strategy to guide its
investment and policy decision-making / 0

A just transition means investing in low carbon infrastructure / 0
Just transition means investment in education / -1
Ensuring economic growth is more important than a just transition / -2

A just transition needs to be business led / -3
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Just transition requires placing more value on care and domestic work / -3
Spatial planning is important to just transition for Sheffield City Region / -4

Sheffield City Region will need new powers to successfully achieve a just transition / -4
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