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Three pillars of just transition labour market policies
Jing Ding and Tuuli Hirvilammi

Faculty of Social Sciences, Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT  
In academia, just transition has received increasing interest, 
including the topical research on sustainable welfare states and 
integrative ecosocial policies. However, an analytical perspective 
of labour market policy has been surprisingly weak and studies 
associating just transition with labour security considerations in 
welfare states are lacking. By inductively synthesising labour- 
related just transition literature, this review identifies three 
intertwined approaches to labour market policies: green jobs 
approach, green skills approach, and green compensation 
approach. Respectively, they chime with three forms of labour 
security in terms of employment opportunities, skill reproduction, 
and income security. We argue that these three forms of labour 
security constitute three pillars of just transition labour market 
policies. Addressing three pillars in a holistic fashion is 
highlighted given that currently they are unbalanced in just 
transition discussion. Additionally, a critical reflection on the role 
of economic growth in labour market policymaking is advocated 
considering it is the labour security that unifies all three pillars. 
To steer the labour markets toward a greener future, more 
studies could focus on redefining green jobs, repurposing active 
labour market policy, and tackling work-welfare nexus from an 
ecosocial perspective. Exploring the potential of job guarantee for 
promoting labour security without growth is worthwhile.
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1. Introduction

Analogous to industrialisation and globalisation, the decarbonisation process is affecting 
labour markets dramatically. In this process, seeking the balance between ambitious 
climate action and stable labour markets would mean political, economic, and societal 
struggles. The emergence of just transition in political discourses and programs is an 
outcome of such struggles aiming to address the concerns of job loss in carbon-intensive 
sectors, potential labour shortage in green sectors, and insufficient social protection 
during the decarbonisation process.

In academia, just transition has received increasing interest, including the topical 
research on sustainable welfare states and integrative ecosocial policies (e.g. Galgóczi & 
Pochet, 2023; Mandelli et al., 2023). However, an analytical perspective of labour 
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market policy has been surprisingly weak in just transition discussion, and studies associ-
ating just transition with labour security considerations are lacking. To close this research 
gap, this review paper explores what kinds of labour market policies can be found in the 
previous literature on just transition and how they are linked to different forms of labour 
security as categorised by Standing (1997). By labour market policy, we mean policies that 
promote the efficient function of labour markets by facilitating the supply-demand match 
and offering social security. In practice, this refers to unemployment benefits, social insur-
ance, labour market training, state pensions, or targeted labour market schemes such as 
public employment and employment subsidies (Standing, 2011).

As a contribution to just transition discussion, this paper provides a fresh perspective for 
studying how labour security can be holistically promoted while at the same time decarbo-
nising labour markets and greening welfare states. To acknowledge the essential role of 
welfare states in achieving a just transition and to overcome the current unsustainable 
work-welfare nexus linked with economic growth, we draw on the growing literature on 
ecosocial policy and sustainable welfare. It considers simultaneously the issues of social 
and environmental sustainability and develops integrated ecosocial policies (e.g. Fritz & 
Lee, 2023). As this research strand has focused on the critique towards traditional labour 
market policies and envisioned the concept of sustainable employment (Bohnenberger,  
2022b; Laruffa, 2022; Lee et al., 2023), it can provide a more fitting reference point for devel-
oping just transition labour market policies than the traditional labour policy research that 
still tends to ignore the significance of ecological constraints (e.g. Ebbinghaus, 2020).

By applying the Critical Interpretive Synthesis (CIS) approach to reviewing previous lit-
erature on just transition, we classify three intertwined approaches to improve labour 
security in just transition: ‘green jobs’, ‘green skills’, and ‘green compensation’ 
approaches. Together, they cover the demand and supply side of labour as well as the 
social protection dimension of labour market policy design and they also jointly chime 
with labour security concerns using Standing’s (1997) terminology. We argue that these 
three forms of labour security – employment opportunities, skill reproduction, and 
income security – constitute three pillars of holistic just transition labour market policies 
and that they are all necessary and equally important.

The paper is structured as follows: In Section 2, we introduce the background and the 
analytical concepts used in this paper. In Section 3, we present our synthesis process. In 
Section 4, we present the findings. In Section 5, we discuss how the ecosocial approach 
informs just transition labour market policymaking and give suggestions for future 
research agenda.

2. Just transition as a matter of labour market policy

The past decades have witnessed a flexural journey of workers confronting environmental 
policies and calls for a just transition. Originating from the labour movement in the 1990s, 
just transition represents a vision for reconciling conflicts between climate action and its 
‘social consequences’ such as the loss of jobs and livelihoods for affected workers, which is 
often known as the ‘jobs versus environment’ dilemma (Hoffman & Paulsen, 2020; Stevis & 
Felli, 2015). Later, thanks to environmentalists and climate justice activists, the notion of 
just transition goes beyond the narrow focus on affected workers to refer to an ecologi-
cally sustainable and socially just and fair transition for all (McCauley & Heffron, 2018). 
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Nevertheless, social demand for job and livelihood security could be subordinated by the 
demand for immediate climate actions (McCauley & Heffron, 2018). Under circumstances 
where workers’ hesitancy and fear of losing their jobs and livelihoods remain unresolved, 
they can be the ‘last defenders of the indefensible’ (Stevis & Felli, 2016).

Workers’ resistance denotes the unfulfilled demands for redistributive justice in decarbo-
nisation. And it is precisely the concern for social redistribution that makes a just transition a 
matter of labour market policy. From a social and labour market policy perspective, paid 
employment is an important source of income for the working-age population, which 
means that unemployment would lead to a risk to income and thus to livelihoods and 
well-being (Gallie, 2004). Personal employment status (i.e. employed or unemployed) there-
fore becomes a major generator of inequality distribution in market economies (Ebbin-
ghaus, 2020). The goal of labour market policy is, therefore, to rebalance unemployment- 
induced income inequalities through social redistribution (Ebbinghaus, 2020; Schmid 
et al., 1996). Work-first conditional activation, such as unemployment insurance and 
social assistance, and active labour market policies, such as training, public employment, 
and employment services, represent different approaches to such rebalancing (Bonoli,  
2010; Ebbinghaus, 2020; Weishaupt, 2013). In essence, policies that promote security and 
return to work operate with the aim of decommodifying work, while decoupling workers’ 
living standards from unpredictable market forces (Esping-Andersen, 1990).

Just transition and labour market policy scholarships share the advocacy of fostering 
security for workers. Therefore, we find it helpful to utilise Guy Standing’s typology of 
labour security to analyze various approaches to just transition labour market policies. Noti-
cing the steady extension of labour rights and entitlements, Standing (1997) conceptual-
ised seven forms of security in developing the postwar labour market, as depicted in  
Table 1.

Under the context of globalisation and growing labour market flexibility, Standing 
observed an orthodoxy shift from ‘labor security’ to ‘economic growth’ in social and 
labour policy (1997). Criticising the neo-liberal ‘fervent faith in markets’, he argued that 
such a shift erodes all seven forms of labour securities and leads to further fragmentation 
of labour forces, which essentially hinders the distributional justices in the process of 
restructuring of labour market (Standing, 1997, p. 14). Around the same time, Stiglitz’s 
(2002) work on ‘Employment, social justice and societal well-being’ echoed the same 
idea. He maintained that enhancing labour security and improving the welfare of 
workers, rather than capital accumulation and growth, is the goal of development 

Table 1. Forms of labour security.
Forms Notions Examples

Labour market Generating employment opportunities State-guaranteed employment
Employment Promoting secure employment relations Regulations on arbitrary dismissal, hiring and firing
Job Designating occupation/career Job qualification
Work Protecting against accidents and illness at 

work
Work time limitation, safety and health regulation

Skill 
Reproduction

Offering opportunities for reskilling or 
upskilling

Apprenticeships, training

Income Protection of income Minimum wage, social security, taxation (social 
transfer)

Representation Protecting collective voice Union’s participation in decision making, strike

Source: Standing (1997).

CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL SCIENCE 3



(Stiglitz, 2002). For him, the neo-liberalist view of labour-production relations, where 
labour is seen solely as an input into production, de facto serves the objective of enhan-
cing the security of ‘capital’. Therefore, he argued that the neo-liberalist version of labour- 
production relations violates the purpose of economic activity, which is to increase the 
well-being of individuals (Stiglitz, 2002).

To have an in-depth understanding of the relationships between just transition and 
labour market policymaking in the context of ecological crisis, it is beneficial to draw 
on the growing literature on ecosocial policy and sustainable welfare. Sustainable 
welfare refers to welfare systems which aim to satisfy everyone’s needs within planetary 
boundaries by decoupling welfare provisioning from environmentally harmful economic 
growth. Integrated ecosocial policies are concrete policy measures that can realise sus-
tainable welfare goals in practice (Büchs, 2021; Fritz & Lee, 2023; Koch & Mont, 2016). Sus-
tainable welfare scholars have criticised the strong connection between welfare 
improvement and economic growth, indicating that the present welfare states de facto 
contribute to the environmental crisis (e.g. Bailey, 2015; Hirvilammi et al., 2023). They 
often share the degrowth arguments that question the current level and forms of material 
welfare and the capacity of technological progress for decoupling production growth 
from emissions (Kallis et al., 2012; Schmelzer et al., 2022). As such, the sustainable 
welfare and ecosocial approach differentiates itself from green growth or ecological mod-
ernisation, by explicitly acknowledging the incompatibility between economic growth 
and carbon emissions especially in advanced welfare states (Schoyen et al., 2022).

Concerning labour-related issues, the sustainable welfare approach has criticised the 
unsustainable nature of the work-welfare nexus in social and labour policymaking, 
which has profoundly shaped the social security systems in welfare states. Historically, 
to build and expand the welfare system, the welfare states have used growing taxes 
taken from the primary income of their labour market parties, which increasingly tigh-
tened the fixation between paid labour, economic growth, and social welfare (Hirvilammi,  
2020; Lee et al., 2023). In a system where social benefits are distributed according to a 
person’s labour market status, everyone who is able to work is expected to participate 
in the labour market for as long as possible. Participation in the labour market entitles citi-
zens to varying degrees of social security in the event of unemployment, sickness and old 
age (Dukelow & Murphy, 2022). Thus, for welfare states, enabling paid work has become 
an unquestioned priority for maintaining and expanding welfare provision. From an 
environmental perspective, however, the work-welfare nexus has a different face in 
terms of its dependence on continuous production growth as a way of generating 
labour demand in the market economy. Yet, the environmental implications of this are 
rarely questioned in conventional social security measures and social policy debates 
(Dukelow & Murphy, 2022). It is therefore worth noting that just transition policies are 
being developed in welfare states where an expansionary economic model has deeply 
shaped post-war social security systems.

Another branch of an ecosocial critique claims that current labour market policies are 
not best working to achieve just transition. In fact, they may considerably hinder just tran-
sition, given that many grassroots-level ecosocial innovations where socially meaningful 
and ecologically beneficial work is done outside the formal labour market are discouraged 
by employment services and social security systems. While innovative activities generate 
new (unpaid) work opportunities outside the formal labour market, current labour market 
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institutions are preventing unemployed job seekers from matching those labour 
demands, since for labour market administrations these works are not designated as 
‘employment’ (Stamm et al., 2020).

The ecosocial policy and sustainable welfare literature promotes two solutions for 
building more sustainable labour market policies. The first calls for post-productivist 
employment policies and social security system including a more autonomous relation-
ship with work beyond formal paid work (Dukelow & Murphy, 2022). It has been argued 
that the absolute desirability of employment promotion is both socially and ecologically 
problematic, as participating in formal and paid employment is not the only and intrinsi-
cally best way to enhance individual and collective capabilities (Laruffa, 2020, 2022). In 
fact, there are many different forms of work, such as care and volunteer work, that con-
siderably enhance individuals’ well-being and benefit others, yet they receive little valua-
tion in the productivity-oriented labour market (Hirvilammi & Joutsenvirta, 2020). 
Rejecting to consider labour as human capital to be allocated into the productive 
sector in the ever-increasing economy, Laruffa (2020) calls for a post-productivist, capa-
bility-informed social policy that aims to provide sufficient opportunities for those who 
want to work, and meanwhile, to empower people to conduct other forms of work 
such as care and political participation. The second solution points to the expansion of 
the current market-based valuation of labour. In a growth-based economic model, the 
employment rate depends on expansive production and consumption of goods and ser-
vices at the expense of ecological destruction (Gough, 2017). The value of economic 
activity is measured by its remuneration, regardless of its social value or disvalue 
(Gough, 2022). Consequently, some forms of labour conducted in the care and education 
sector are undervalued in the sense of income reward. For example, the low pay levels for 
many essential workers (e.g. nurses and teachers) reveal a dramatic gap between market 
valuation and social valuation of different forms of labour (Gough, 2022). Opposing the 
market valuation centralised by consumer preferences and price-based systems, the 
social valuation of labour refers to measuring labour’s value according to the extent to 
which human needs are met while respecting the ecological limits of our planet. 
Meeting people’s basic needs, which are universal regardless of geographical and cultural 
contexts, should be the priority of social policies increasing social justice (Doyal & Gough,  
1991). These aforementioned ideas have not been much brought up in the just transition 
literature but could help overcome some of the challenges, as we will later discuss.

3. Methods

To explore what kinds of approaches to labour market policy can be found in previous 
literature on just transition, we utilise the Critical Interpretive Synthesis (CIS) approach to 
literature review (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006). We consider CIS a suitable method for two 
reasons. First, it matches our data selection strategy, which is to maximise and purposively 
sample the contribution at the level of concepts, solely filtering out those interpreting just 
transition (e.g. from a philosophical perspective) without labour market policy impli-
cations. The sampling, on the other hand, focuses purposively on exemplifying available 
literature rather than reviewing as comprehensive and exhaustive amount of literature as 
possible (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006). It serves our aim to explore what kinds of approaches 
to labour market policy exist, rather than to test ‘what works’. Second, the critical 
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perspective leads us to identify the linkage between just transition and ecosocial policy 
and sustainable welfare research, which sheds light on future research orientations. In 
CIS, the critical stance features in a way that both the line-of-argumentations and the 
opposing arguments in literature are required to be carefully examined (Dixon-Woods 
et al., 2006). Attention is also paid to the normative assumptions in the construction of 
problematics around the phenomenon under study (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006).

The data was selected by asking two questions: (1) whether or not, and if so, how 
labour market-related issues are addressed? (2) what have been deemed as the major 
labour-related challenges for just transition and what have been proposed to address 
them at the policy level? To ensure that the included data represents different kinds of 
labour policy approaches as comprehensively as possible, and since the notion and 
scope of labour market policy have not been consistently defined or operationalised 
across just transition literature, we applied the following data selection criteria: first, 
the paper addresses labour-related issues and second, the paper has labour policy impli-
cations. The explicit use of the term ‘labor /labour market policy’ was not required during 
the data selection process.

Following the procedures of CIS (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006), our synthesis involved 
three steps. The first step focused on screening, sampling, and categorising dominant 
categories of labour-oriented discussion on just transition. Three dominant categories 
of labour-oriented approaches to just transition were classified. We employed the ter-
minology – ‘green jobs’ and ‘green skills approach’ – directly from data as they are 
both established research fields on their own. Papers falling in the third category 
were centered on the idea of compensating costs of just transition as one way of pro-
viding social protection/security. Yet, there is no commonly used overarching terminol-
ogy insofar. Therefore, we labeled the third category as the ‘green compensation’ 
approach. The second step focused on completing the line-of-argumentations of 
each category. The aim was to gain clarification regarding how the literature constructs 
the major labour-related challenges in the context of just transition, how concepts (e.g. 
green jobs) have been defined, how proposed solutions have been justified, and what 
concerns are deemed important insofar. On this basis, we formulated inductively an 
understanding of what we call ‘just transition labor market policies’. The third step 
focused on analyzing opposing arguments of each category and reflecting on how 
they speak to each other. By opposing argument, we mean arguments that fundamen-
tally challenge the approach as a whole, by questioning the normative assumptions on 
which the literature draws and/or the underpinning ideas that have influenced the 
argumentation.

In total, 32 scientific publications were reviewed, covering the time scale from 2010 to 
2023. They are published in various journals, under different headings, and they represent 
diverse scientific backgrounds and methodological traditions (see the list of reviewed 
publications in Appendix 1). As the goal of this review is to identify labour market 
policy approaches to just transition at the conceptual level, we gave equal consideration 
to publications with different geographical focuses as well as different institutional levels 
(e.g. international, regional, and national policymaking). The selected publications mainly 
discuss the just transition and labour-related issues in ‘developed’ countries and in 
welfare states. As we aim to contribute to just transition research by drawing on the 
research on the ecosocial policy and sustainable welfare states, we discuss our findings 
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in the context of welfare states where the role of the social welfare system in terms of pro-
viding social protection for citizens is strongly legislated (see in Section 5).

4. Results

We identify three major challenges present in the literature on labour market concerns 
and just transition: job loss in carbon-intensive sectors; labour shortage in growing 
green sectors; and absent or insufficient provision of social protection. To overcome 
these challenges, three different categories of policy proposals have been suggested. 
We label these categories as ‘green jobs’, ‘green skills’, and ‘green compensation’ 
approaches to just transition labour market policies.

4.1. Green jobs approach to generating employment opportunities

The prospects of green jobs in terms of promoting employment opportunities have 
gained the most popularity among just transition proposals, resonating with the first 
form of labour security as employment opportunities according to Standing’s (1997) 
typology. Confronting the intractable ‘job versus environment’ dilemma, the green 
jobs approach embraces the idea that environmental regulation leads to increased 
job creation, instead of costing jobs. For example, the International Labor Organization 
(ILO) publication has famously estimated that by 2030, 6 million jobs will be replaced 
but 24 million new jobs will be created through a green and just transition (ILO, 2018). 
In reviewed papers, this line of argument is characterised by an emphasis on green 
sectors’ capacity to green the labour market, in the sense of creating massive labour 
demand in the fields of clean energy, clean tech, and digital industries. Given the 
potential of absorbing a vast number of workers including those from fossil fuel indus-
tries, scholars view green job creation as a way to offset the negative impacts of dec-
arbonisation on employment (e.g. Jaeger et al., 2021). When it comes to policy 
implications, the focus has been on creating new job vacancies through generous 
policy incentives that promote technological innovations, public subsidies, and invest-
ments (e.g. Goods, 2011).

In the green jobs approach, accessibility, quality, and qualification of the job are the 
main concerns. For instance, Cha (2017) views that the green transition would not be 
socially just if those jobs promised by green sectors were not made accessible to the dis-
located fossil fuel workers. Evans and Phelan (2016) call for more attention to the quality 
of green jobs, noting that some green sectors such as renewable energy industries lag 
behind fossil fuel industries in terms of offering long-term economic stability and security 
for workers, due to relatively weak bargaining power. Related to the qualification debates, 
Stilwell (2021) views that the very nature of green jobs is determined by specific tasks, 
meaning that neither occupation nor industry are adequate indicators for assessing the 
ecological dimension of jobs. Social scientists have added the social dimension of such 
qualification by suggesting that jobs can be qualified as green if they meet the criteria 
of increasing security and providing decent wages and career opportunities (Master-
man-Smith, 2010). From feminist perspective, social reproduction, care work, and other 
so-called ‘pink-collar’ jobs are essentially green jobs due to their low dependency on con-
sumption-oriented industries (Fredman, 2023)
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4.2. Green skills approach to improving skill reproduction security

Investing in skill development to provide a timely labour supply is another prominent 
approach to just transition labour market policies (e.g. Strietska-Ilina et al., 2011), resonat-
ing with the ‘skill reproduction security’ in the typology of labour security by Standing 
(1997). The line of argument emphasises the role of training and education for relocating 
laid-off workers and for directing existing labour forces into green sectors. The idea that 
retraining is an effective measure to relocate laid-off workers is shared among most of the 
reviewed papers (e.g. Ferrer Márquez et al., 2019; Green & Gambhir, 2019; Harrahill & 
Douglas, 2019). In a broader sense, an environmentally friendly training and education 
system is considered crucial for just transition (e.g. Ferrer Márquez et al., 2019; Herpich 
et al., 2018; Rosemberg, 2010). This is seen in the calls for ‘educational leave’ (Rosemberg,  
2010), ‘retraining rights’ for workers facing risks of jobs loss (Bohnenberger, 2022a), and 
‘social dialogue’ between employers and training providers when it comes to training pro-
gramme design (Galgóczi, 2020). In addition, a general enhancement of coordination 
between environmental and skill development policymaking is suggested in order to 
improve the situation where these two are often dealt with in isolation from one 
another (Mercier, 2020; Strietska-Ilina et al., 2011).

Restriction of eligibility and misuse of training resources are the main concerns in 
green skills discussion. For example, Bohnenberger (2022a) points out that in addition 
to affected workers, all workers who are employed in the labour market should be 
given the entitlement to access training and update their knowledge on sustainability 
transformations, so that workers are motivated to shift their jobs from carbon-intensive 
to greener sectors or to make their daily working practices greener. The concerns 
related to the misuse have intensified when, for example, Cameron et al. (2020) found 
that six months after training financed through the Scottish Just Transition Fund, 56% 
of trained workers returned to the oil and gas industry. Lessons learned from this case 
are that retraining programmes may be misused by trained workers as ‘work subsidies’ 
for moving back to unsustainable sectors. Moreover, the retraining programmes may 
reversely subsidise the unsustainable industries, making them even more competitive 
and hindering the whole process of phasing out fossil fuels (Bohnenberger, 2022a). To 
tackle this problem, Bohnenberger (2022a) proposed to include the termination of 
employment contracts with unsustainable companies in retraining programmes.

4.3. Green compensation approach to ensuring income security

Compensating the vulnerable through the social security system constitutes the third 
approach to just transition labour market policies. The green compensation approach fea-
tures especially in the EU’s Green Deal which, as stated, is committed to safeguarding the 
social security of hard-hit sectors, communities, and workers so that ‘no one is left behind’. 
Studies categorised under this approach advocate income security (Standing, 1997) 
oriented labour market policy. The line of argument suggests that the ‘losers’ of decarbo-
nisation can be compensated through social redistribution of wealth. Policy measures 
insofar include unemployment benefits and pension protection (Abraham, 2017; Cha,  
2017; Green & Gambhir, 2019; Mayer, 2018; Pollin & Callaci, 2019), unconditional pay-
ments or wage insurance schemes (Green & Gambhir, 2019; Haywood et al., 2021), job 
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replacement or salary compensation (Cha, 2016, 2017; Pollin & Callaci, 2019). In general, 
these income protection measures act as ‘buffers’ to ensure that all citizens are protected 
and to tackle transition-related increases in inequalities (Sabato et al., 2023). In addition, 
the provisioning of employment services and career counseling is also an important way 
of compensation, especially for the relocation of laid-off yet well-skilled workers (Cameron 
et al., 2020).

The question of ‘who gets compensated’ is hotly debated in this regard. Both targeted 
and universal approaches get support. While some argue that valuable and limited 
resources should be targeting to the hard-hit workers, as their vulnerability may be the 
source of reluctance towards the green transition (e.g. Rosemberg, 2010), some argue 
that a universalism-based approach to income support and employment services is 
necessary for ensuring a secure and environmentally favorable environment for all 
workers (e.g. Bohnenberger, 2020, 2022a; Cameron et al., 2020; Marais, 2018).

4.4. Opposing arguments to just transition labour market policies

We found two major opposing arguments that fundamentally challenge the assump-
tions on which the identified approaches are based and/or the underpinning ideas 
implied in these approaches. Firstly, the apolitical, technocratic, and growth-depen-
dent feature of the green jobs approach is criticised. For example, Stevis and Felli 
(2015) point out that the framing of green jobs often favors the idea that achieving 
social justice and ecological sustainability can be mutually beneficial, which postulates 
an ‘affirmative’ rather than ‘transformative’ version of just transition. Bottazzi (2019) cri-
ticises that mainstream green jobs discussion favors solely certain soft interventions of 
the states to correct market irregularities without challenging the productivity-oriented 
labour process. Instead of relying on technologies and markets, the resolution of ‘jobs 
versus environment’ nexus needs to be politicalised (Healy & Barry, 2017) and stronger 
state intervention as well as active involvement of labour and unions are dispensable 
(Clarke & Lipsig-Mummé, 2020). Moreover, the productivity-oriented labour process is 
intertwined with the pursuit of a growth agenda. As Stevis (2011) observed, there is 
no explicit discourse acknowledging the need to break with the ideology of growth, 
rather, it is pre-assumed among workers that better working conditions are based 
on growth and market expansion. Consequently, green job creation may reinforce 
the productivity-oriented labour process thereby the economic growth model, increas-
ing social inequality and shooting the planetary boundaries (Holemans & Volodchenko,  
2022).

Secondly, regarding the compensation approach, a deep critique focuses on the work- 
welfare nexus in which social security measures are designed to shorten the job-seeking 
period. The welfare recipients thus can become welfare contributors by re-entering the 
labour market as fast as possible. Noting the potential of compensation in terms of ulti-
mately delinking income thereby livelihood from employment, Bohnenberger (2022a) 
argues that diversifying the income sources by offering unconditional states-founded 
income could encourage individuals to choose or transfer to green professions regardless 
of being employed or unemployed. The purpose of compensation should be shifted away 
from shortening the job-seeking period to enabling free and secured occupational 
choices and transformations. The findings are summarised in Table 2.
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5. Discussion and conclusion

Our synthesis demonstrates that, in just transition literature, major labour-related chal-
lenges include job loss in carbon-intensive sectors, labour shortage in growing green 
sectors, and absent or insufficient provision of social protection. To overcome these chal-
lenges, three different approaches have been identified. We labeled them as ‘green jobs’, 
‘green skills’, and ‘green compensation’ approaches to just transition labour market pol-
icies. Respectively, the green jobs approach highlights the potential of green sectors in 
terms of creating new employment opportunities thereby absorbing both dislocated 
and upcoming labour forces. The green skills approach emphasises the importance of 
education and training in producing skilled labour and matching the labour shortage 
of decarbonisation. The green compensation approach stresses the necessity of updating 
social security systems so as to make sure the hard-hit and vulnerable groups are not left 
behind.

Distinguishing three approaches to labour market policy allows us to see how the idea 
of labour security (Standing, 1997) has significantly influenced the content of just tran-
sition proposals, even though the reviewed papers hardly used the concept of labour 
security. In specific, three forms of labour security are classified: labour market security 
in the sense of employment opportunities, skill reproduction security, and income secur-
ity. We argue that these three forms of labour security constitute three pillars of just tran-
sition labour market policies.

We utilise the term ‘pillar’ to emphasise that three forms of labour security are equally 
important and therefore need to be addressed in a holistic fashion. Our synthesis reveals 
that currently, three approaches are unbalanced in the just transition discussion. Notice-
ably, the critical discussion that fundamentally challenges the green skills approach as a 
whole is missing (see Section 4.4). Through the lens of ecosocial approach, investing 
people’s human capital to improve their employability can be detrimental to green 

Table 2. Three approaches to just transition labour market policies.
Green jobs approach Green skills approach Green compensation approach

Line-of- 
argumentations

Given the potential labour 
demand in growing green 
sectors, environmental 
regulation leads to 
employment benefits instead 
of costing jobs. Policy 
incentives for technological 
innovation and green public 
spending can be used to boost 
labour productivity.

Green jobs need green skills. 
To avoid the labour 
shortage while 
guaranteeing social justice, 
policy should focus on 
offering training and 
education to laid-off 
workers and the general 
labour force.

Hard-hit workers and 
communities need to be 
compensated. To make sure 
that no one left behind, 
compensative measures in 
form of monetary benefits or 
employment services are 
crucial.

Main concerns . Qualification of green jobs
. Job quality. Weak union 

intensity in new green 
sectors

. Accessibility of green jobs to 
dislocated workers

. Eligibility of training 
recipient

. Misuse or waste of 
training resources

. Eligibility of welfare 
benefits

Opposing 
arguments

1. Technology and market-driven solutions & dependency on the growth of green jobs approach
2. Work-welfare nexus & focuses on shortening the job-seeking period of green compensation 

approach
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transition if employability is defined according to a worker’s ability to generate profit and 
productivity (Laruffa, 2020). As such, normalising employability in current labour policy-
making prioritises the economically instrumental function of training and education, 
which in effect subordinates the crucial role that education could play in sustainability 
transformation when developing people’s agency and autonomy (Laruffa, 2020; 2022). 
Thus, it is beneficial to take this critical stance into account when discussing what kinds 
of training and education are needed to enhance the second pillar of just transition 
labour market policies.

More importantly, in general, the green jobs and green skills approaches are well 
established with the debates covering a variety of perspectives and aspects. However, 
the overall discussions on the green compensation approach are more at a superficial 
level. For instance, social security provision is mostly perceived as a way to smooth the 
transition. This implies that social security systems are meant to protect citizens from 
negative labour market changes during the decarbonisation process (e.g. Sabato et al.,  
2023). This may explain why suggested measures, such as unemployment benefits and 
job-searching services, are compensatory by nature. However, what has been largely neg-
lected is the potential role of the social security system in terms of empowering citizens to 
proactively drive the labour market change favorable for decarbonisation. For example, 
compensation has not been discussed in a way that could allow workers more freedom 
to leave their current ‘brown jobs’ (Bohnenberger, 2022b) or liberate them from paid 
employment.

Therefore, studies focusing on improving income security via a green compensation 
approach need to be strengthened. In light of ecosocial policy and sustainable welfare 
research, we suggest the following directions for future research agenda. First, to 
strengthen research on compensation as a driver of the transformation, studies should 
focus on tackling the work-welfare nexus by systematically incorporating other forms 
of work (outside the formal labour markets) within the welfare system. Rather than focus-
ing on paid work and encouraging people to participate in the labour markets by improv-
ing their attractiveness to employers, active labour market policy measures could be used 
to support participation in unpaid work that is socially meaningful and ecologically ben-
eficial (Dukelow & Murphy, 2022). Going beyond employment objectives, new kinds of 
active labour market policies could enable the working-age population to ‘take up’ 
various forms of work (Brodkin & Marston, 2013; Dukelow & Murphy, 2022). Repurposing 
the active labour market policy from an ecosocial perspective would mean that policy 
design allows people to freely choose sustainable employment as defined by Bohnenber-
ger (2022b) and conduct various forms of work that they find meaningful and valuable. In 
doing so, a connection between welfare and other forms of work outside the formal 
labour markets would be gradually built up. Participation income could be one concrete 
policy proposal for these (McGann & Murphy, 2023).

Moreover, the potential of public employment as a traditional active labour market 
policy measure to ensure labour security is worth revisiting in future research. By 
sharing the critique on the environmentally detrimental work-welfare nexus (Laruffa,  
2022) and following the ideas for degrowth policy solutions (Hickel et al., 2022), we 
suggest studying the potential of job guarantee programme in promoting labour security 
in just transition. ‘Green jobs guarantees’ could be used to ensure that the work needed 
for urgent social and ecological goals will be done (Hickel et al., 2022). This would include, 
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for example, work in social and health care, education, installing renewables, or retrofi-
tting buildings. Job guarantees could also improve the collective bargaining power, 
which could make it an attractive policy proposal in the eyes of trade union actors.

In general, trade unions could have a significant role in addressing not just green jobs 
or green skills pillars but also the compensation approach. However, in the context of neo-
liberal orthodoxy, trade unions have been marginalised and they have not managed to 
shape policy decisions towards improved labour security. We thus suggest, along with 
Korkut et al. (2017), that union revitalisation should be linked with a broader alternative 
agenda challenging the current economic paradigm and that national trade unions 
should be mobilised with the help of wider international movements.

Last but not least, the idea of ‘pillar’ denotes that there is a unifying principle holding 
three pillars together. This study reveals that this unifying principle is labour security, 
rather than economic growth. The focus on green skills and green compensation, in particu-
lar, hints that time is over for what Standing (1997, p. 14) called ‘fervent faith in markets’. 
Labour security concerns are gaining new ground. We suggest that the three-pillar perspec-
tive offers a new angle for critically reflecting on the role of economic growth for just tran-
sition labour market policymaking. In a just and green world, labour policy should be 
evaluated in accordance with the extent to which it contributes to labour security improve-
ment rather than economic growth measured by GDP. Based on our findings, nevertheless, 
the expansionary economic model is still strongly present as the structural background of 
just transition policy proposals, especially within the green jobs discussion. In line with 
Laruffa (2020), we argue that stimulating labour demands by incentivising green sectors 
can indeed reinforce the growth dependency if the generated employment is meant to 
maintain constant production and consumption. More broadly speaking, social and 
labour policy can be environmentally detrimental and socially harmful if the normative 
core is restricted to the employment rate in a growth-driven economy (Laruffa, 2020). 
After all, the increase in employment rate does not necessarily deliver social and environ-
mental justice which are necessary policy goals of just transition.

Therefore, we suggest that more research exploring labour security in the absence of 
environmentally harmful economic growth is urgently needed. Drawn on the sustainable 
welfare and ecosocial approach, it is worthwhile to redefine the concept of ‘green jobs’ 
based on its outcomes and its relation to social and ecological value (Bohnenberger,  
2022b). Moreover, green jobs could be evaluated according to the extent to which 
they contribute to human needs while also respecting the ecological limits of our 
planet (Gough, 2022). Downplaying the market valuation and underpinning the ecosocial 
value of the jobs is essential for steering the labour market toward a greener future.
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