
Will the transition to a green economy be 
seized as an opportunity to transform social 
structures, institutions and power relations 
for more resilient, inclusive and equitable 
societies? Or will it be limited to technological 

fixes and market-based solutions that support 
business as usual?

In the two decades since the 1992 Earth Summit, 
the international development community has 
come to accept that sustainability will require major 
transformations in patterns of investment, technol-
ogy, production, consumption and governance. 
Persistent poverty in some regions, and growing 
inequalities worldwide, are stark reminders that 
economic globalization and liberalization have not 
created an environment conducive to sustainable and 
equitable social development. Multiple global 
crises – food, fuel and climate – also bring into 
sharp relief the limits and contradictions of current 
development models based on the exploitation of 
finite natural resources, and the urgent need to shift 
to low-carbon development paths. 

Green economy has emerged as a pathway 
towards sustainable development. It has called 
attention to the environmental failings of economic 
development, and the significant structural changes 
required in the economic system itself.

But green economy is highly contested. There is little 
agreement on how to define the concept, or how to 
green the economy in ways that are equitable and 
just. Because the idea is purposefully vague, it can 
be shaped by diverse groups in new, hopeful ways 
– but it is also vulnerable to capture by powerful 
interests favouring business as usual. 

The social dimensions – the third pillar of sustainable 
development – are often marginalized in green 
economy analysis and policy. For example, despite 
serious debate around the ways in which equity, 
human rights and justice – critical social factors in 
poverty reduction, pro-poor growth and environmental 
sustainability – can be integrated with economic or 
environmental priorities, these issues remain on the 
margins of the mainstream green economy agenda.

Also sidelined are questions about how green 
economy strategies impact different social groups 
and patterns of inequality; whose values, priorities 
and interests are shaping the concept and policies 
of green economy; and what alternative visions and 
processes exist at local, national and global scales 
to achieve social, environmental and economic 
objectives in a holistic way. 

From Green
Economy to
Green Society
Bringing the Social to Rio+20

>> Green economy can be seen 
as capitalism’s best hope to create 
jobs, restore growth, and limit 
climate change… or it can have 
more negative connotations.
Bob Jessop, speaking at the UNRISD 
conference 2011
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Evidence from around the world indicates that social dimensions are central 
to understanding the connections between green economy, sustainable 
development and poverty eradication. Efforts to restructure the economy that 
are both green and fair must take the following into account.

> �The winners and losers, and the role for social policy in mitigating 
the unequal social effects of different green economy approaches.

 
> �How green economy approaches can transform persistent 

structural inequalities that underpin poverty and vulnerability, 
rather than reproducing them. 

> �The strategies of participation that are emerging – or might 
need to emerge – for diverse social actors to influence green 
economy agendas.

Sources and further reading
UNRISD. 2010. Combating Poverty and Inequality: Structural Change, Social Policy and 
Politics. 
UNCTAD. 2011. The Green Economy: Trade and Sustainable Development Implications. 
Background note prepared by the UNCTAD Secretariat for the Ad Hoc Expert Meeting, 
2nd Preparatory Meeting of the UN Conference on Sustainable Development, 7-8 Octo-
ber 2011, Geneva.
Oxfam International. 2012. Left Behind by the G20? How Inequality and Environmental 
Degradation Threaten to Exclude Poor People from the Benefits of Economic Growth. 
Oxfam Briefing Paper.
Environment Management Group. 2011. Working towards a Balanced and Inclusive 
Green Economy: A United Nations System-Wide Perspective.
United Nations Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Global Sustainability. 2012. 
Resilient People, Resilient Planet: A Future Worth Choosing. 
UN Task Team on Social Dimensions of Climate Change. 2011. The Social Dimensions 
of Climate Change, Discussion Draft. 
World Business Council for Sustainable Development. 2010. Business and Develop-
ment: Challenges and Opportunities in a Rapidly Changing World.

Bringing the Social to Rio+20 continued

Viewing Green Economy through a Social Lens

Green economy is often defined as an economy “that results in improved 
human well-being and social equity, while significantly reducing environ-
mental risks and ecological scarcities” (UNEP 2011). While this definition 
clearly connects economic, environmental and social aspects, analysis 
and policy often ignore key social dimensions. Viewing green economy 
through a social lens can help redress this situation, by directing attention 
to the following issues and related questions.

Values, knowledge and discourses informing policy
A number of transition paths are currently being envisaged. But the ques-
tion of which ideas and values will prevail, and shape policy and practice, 
partly depends on which worldviews inform public opinion and policy 
processes. Certain academic disciplines and strands of economics are 
particularly influential while others, which potentially have much to con-
tribute, remain marginal. Similarly, policy making often fails to draw on 
valuable local knowledge. 

Social impacts and distributional consequences
Green economy is often associated with “win-win” assumptions, which 
mask the fact that all change entails winners and losers. It is crucial to 
identify which social groups stand to lose from industrial restructuring 
and more accurate pricing of carbon, market-centred approaches that 
may exacerbate existing inequalities, and strict environmental regula-
tions that may negatively impact the livelihoods and identity of small 
farmers, indigenous groups and others.

Social institutions and relations
Promoting a fair green economy requires recognition of the multiplicity of 
social institutions (norms, regulation, rights, trust and cooperation) and 
relations (class, gender and ethnic) that underpin vulnerability and the 
capacity of individuals, groups and organizations to respond to change. 
New standards to promote green consumption and production should 
take human rights and equity issues into account.

The role of social policy in transition
Within the public policy arena, social policy has a key role to play in pro-
moting a green and fair economy. Diverse aspects of social policy need 
to be factored into green economy debates and strategy. These include 
“eco-social” investment in housing and public transport, human capital for-
mation, social protection for those negatively affected by transition, and 
redistributive policies that address issues of equity and empowerment.

Power and participation
Green economy concepts, approaches and policies are contested by a 
wide range of social actors, each with different interests and capacities 
to mobilize resources and influence decision-making processes. Institu-
tional change associated with low-carbon growth and environmental 
protection requires not only local buy-in, but also the backing of broad-
based coalitions of social actors. It is important to consider which inter-
ests are driving change, the extent to which disadvantaged groups can 
participate effectively in decision-making processes that affect them, and 
the potential for individuals, groups and communities to organize and 
mobilize collectively.

Sources and further reading
UNEP. 2011. Towards a Green Economy: Pathways to Sustainable Development 
and Poverty Eradication. A synthesis for policy makers.
UNRISD. 2012. Social Dimensions of Green Economy. Research and Policy Brief 12.

A fair and equitable green economy transition must 
not only address the consequences of environmental 
and economic change. It must also seek to transform 
the social structures, institutions and power relations 
that underpin vulnerability, inequality and poverty.

Case Study

Carbon Consumption and Mitigation Policies
in the United Kingdom

The United Kingdom, which is legally committed to 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, is implementing 
a range of carbon mitigation policies (CMPs). Research 
indicates that these ambitious policies place a heavy 
burden on poorer households.

Energy companies obliged by the government 
to improve efficiency and increase the use of 
renewables are passing on costs to consumers in the 
form of higher energy prices. This is problematic from 
a distributional perspective, as energy comprises a 
far higher share of total spending in lower income 
households. It is impossible to fully compensate 
lower income households for such costs via social 
benefits, tax allowances and credits because of the 
heterogeneity of their circumstances. 

Household income is also a major driver of emissions. 
Because of the low income elasticity of emissions, 
they constitute a higher share of spending for low 
income households. Consequently, higher carbon 
taxes or tighter carbon allowances also impinge 
more heavily on low income households. 

Those groups and populations likely to be most 
harmed by climate change are the least responsible 
for causing it and have the least resources to cope 
with the consequences. Combating this “double 
injustice” requires better policy integration across 
economic, social and environmental domains – for 
example, through policies such as personal carbon 
allowances and trading, reduced working time, and 
the taxation of consumption. A priority should be 
better integration between social policies and carbon 
mitigation policies in line with social justice goals. 

Research conducted by Ian Gough, Professorial Research Fellow, London School of Economics.
(To read the full article, go to www.unrisd.org/publications/op-gough)

>>This is double injustice: 
those groups and 
populations likely to be most 
harmed by climate change 
are the least responsible for 
causing it and have the least 
resources to cope with the 
consequences.

Green economy policies are heavily informed by 
neoclassical economics, under which market efficiency 
depends on “getting the prices right”, often to the exclusion 
of other perspectives. In the case of carbon trading, 
accurate pricing requires regulation (polluter pays, carbon 
caps) and extending property rights. Carbon trading offers 
an illustration of how green economy policy making could 
gain important insights from other strands of economics. 

> Ecological economics, which points to the ecological 
incommensurability of fossil versus biotic carbon, the 
potential for conflicts among resource-dependent 
competitors and the fact that profitable carbon trading 
opportunities and offset schemes may actually aggravate 
the overall ecological burden. 

> Institutional economics, which points to the exclusionary 
nature of carbon allowances or credits, as well as how 

powerful economic agents shape institutions favouring 
control of fossil fuels and CO

2
 emissions.  

> Property economics, which makes explicit the fact that 
exclusive carbon rights increase the capitalization value of 
firms by securing their future income and profit, in addition 
to profits made on primary carbon markets.

These perspectives, which contribute to a more holistic 
understanding of the potential and limits of carbon markets 
with regard to the environment, differing interests in society, 
and future generations, can inform more coherent policies.

Research conducted by Pascal van Griethuysen, The 
Graduate Institute, Geneva. (To read the full article, go to 
www.unrisd.org/news/vanGriethuysen)
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Q  What are your main concerns around the concept 
of green economy? We need a global value transformation that 
is not only concerned with the accumulation of capital within a green 
economic paradigm, but that also incorporates cultural dimensions. 
We can learn a lot from communities in the South about how to live in 
harmony with the environment.

Q  What do you see as the main challenge for Rio+20? 
Our greatest concern is how to make sure people on the ground 
are listened to. The UN seems less and less willing to provide this 
opportunity. Offering the floor to the people should be the objective 
of the conference. For Rio+20 to be rich in terms of thinking and 
progress, we have to listen to the voices of those already affected 
by compensatory policies. In Rio, Friends of the Earth International 
will, together with other social movements, stand outside the official 
negotiations to try and make the voices of those affected heard.

Q  What types of coalitions or alliances are needed to 
implement sustainable development policies? For coalitions or 
alliances to make sustainability possible, we need common visions. 
In this age of climate disaster, we are told that we are all in the 
same boat – “let’s save the planet together!” But linking civil society, 
governments and the media is not working. From the perspective of 
a grassroots organization in existence for 40 years, we are foremost 
committed to our alliances, to those with a shared vision of living 
without exploitation. I believe that when governments are really willing 
to listen to the people’s perspective, then they can become our allies. 

Q  In terms of advocacy and activism, what gives you 
hope? The capitalist system is revealing failures and is about to 
crack under financial crises. This presents a window of opportunity, 
especially for people to mobilize. [Some] people do not believe in 
the green economy, they believe that it is more of the same thing, 
repackaged. It is time to make alternative proposals and to be listened 
to. Only then we can create change.

Evidence from Sweden shows that women and men tend to consume 
in ways that confirm traditional gender roles. Women are more likely to 
purchase basic essentials in the form of less expensive but recurring 
consumer goods for the whole family, while men buy expensive 
capital goods and also tend to own the family residence. The fact that 
men globally, in all economic segments of society, tend to have more 
resources, power and rights, both as a group and as individuals, gives 
them greater freedom than women to choose lifestyle and consumption. 
And their preferences are shaping a wider culture of consumption.

A gendered assessment of consumption patterns may be needed if we 
are to replace outdated carbon-intensive models of development with 

innovative thinking that can shift the focus, from purely economic or 
environmental considerations, to aspects of well-being that are more 
sustainable. Acknowledging the role that gender plays in shaping 
consumption and well-being can go a long way towards addressing 
key aspects of quality of life for both women and men. These are core 
social dimensions of sustainable development often missing from 
green economy debates.
 

Research conducted by Gerd Johnsson-Latham, Deputy Director, 
Department for Development Policy, Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Sweden
(To read the full article, go to www.unrisd.org/news/johnsson-latham)

Contested Pathways 
to a Green Economy
Various “worldviews” on sustainable development are 
currently shaping green economy debates, priorities 
and actions. Each has its own potentials and constraints.

Four worldviews
Four worldviews reflect different ways of defining the problems and 
identifying the solutions of sustainable development challenges.

> �Market-liberal: This view argues that economic growth creates 
higher incomes, leading to improved capacity to make environmental 
improvements. Solutions rely on eco-efficiency, voluntary standards and 
markets as the key mechanism for achieving environmental change 
(through investment, R&D, incentives, technology transfer and industrial 
restructuring).  

> �Institutionalist: Sharing much with the market-liberal approach, 
this perspective also recognizes the need for a stronger role for both 
states and global governance mechanisms for moving towards more 
sustainable forms of development. 

> �Social green: Social, economic and environmental problems are 
seen as inseparable. In this view, rebalancing global inequalities and 
restructuring capitalism are considered fundamental to achieving 
sustainability, equity and human survival.

> �Bioenvironmental: This view emphasizes Earth’s limited ecological 
carrying capacity and the impossibility of infinite growth. According 
to this perspective, economic models require a revised measure of 
progress and methods to achieve it, as well as a new understanding of 
the human/nature/economy relationship. 

Shaping pathways to green economy
Each worldview influences how different actors envisage transition paths 
to a green economy. But their limitations must also be considered.

Capitalism with a green face
In the context of recent multiple crises (food, energy and finance), this 
approach sees a crisis “in” the system that can be resolved through top-
down crisis management, rather than a crisis “of” the system that requires 
more fundamental institutional, structural and political change (Jessop 
2012). Poverty reduction is seen to follow largely from green jobs, pollution 

reduction, environmental remediation and targeted social protection. 
However, this dominant approach to green economy draws heavily on a 
market logic that, without compensatory and redistributive mechanisms, 
may generate or reinforce inequality and human insecurity.

Strong sustainability
Economic and environmental concerns take priority over the social in this 
view, despite its calls for changes in institutional arrangements to address 
market failure, shifts in production and consumption patterns, and coop-
eration and policy coordination. Ongoing fragmentation and blind-spots in 
institutional governance – around macroeconomic policy, trade regimes, 
elite power, corporate influence and multistakeholder cooperation – mean 
that doubts persist about the legitimacy and capacity of many existing or 
reformed institutions. 

Social economy
Social economy faces many challenges: fragmentation, the political 
strength of interests favouring business as usual, lack of a widespread 
social base for focusing on ethics and justice, and difficulties connecting 
Northern and Southern movements and forming global-level coalitions. 
The lack of funding, research and policy work in this area also means that 
social economy is rarely considered a viable alternative to dominant green 
economy approaches.

Limits to growth
In practice, few concrete solutions – beyond those offered by ecological 
economics – have been influential in mainstream sustainable development 
policy. In the context of green economy, this approach is most aligned with social 
economy but has little political traction despite growing civil society support.

Different worldviews matter for a number of reasons 
> How the social dimensions of green economy will be interpreted and 
how they will be applied in practice is up for grabs.
> Looking at proposals for a green economy from different perspectives 
can help us move beyond purely economic and environmental ques-
tions, towards a better understanding of the social nature of potential 
transition paths.
> They allow us to look beyond the rhetoric of green economy, and to 
unpack assumptions (about markets, institutions and development trajec-
tories for example) underpinning how green economy is defined and why 
it is contested.
> They bring to light the very different sets of social values, knowledge, 
institutions and impacts underlying different pathways of change.

Sources and further reading
The chart and text draw on the worldviews classification developed in J. Clapp 
and P. Dauvergne. 2011. Paths to a Green World: The Political Economy of the Global 
Environment. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA. 
S. Cook, P. Utting and K. Smith. 2011. “Social policy, participation and the transition 
to a green economy”, in The Road to Rio+20, Issue 2, UNCTAD.

B. Jessop. 2012. “Economic and ecological crises: Green new deals and no-growth 
economies.” Development, Vol. 55, No. 1.
M. Kennet and V. Heinemann. 2006. “Green economics: Setting the scene. Aims, 
context, and philosophical underpinning of the distinctive new solutions offered by 
green economics.” International Journal of Green Economics, Vol 1, No. 1/2.

THE WINDOW OF 
OPPORTUNITY IS NOW

INTERVIEW

Q  What can be done to ensure a fair transition to a 
green economy? It is vital to make the case that fair and equitable 
approaches are not just desirable but indeed necessary to making 
the transition. An example of this is gender equality. Recent empirical 
work has been carried out using quantitative analysis. What emerges 
repeatedly and very clearly is a strong association between gender 
equality and environmental sustainability. The point is that fairness 
and equity – a socially just approach to the transition to a green 
economy – is essential.

Q  Does gender need to be given special consideration in 
the transition to a green economy? Absolutely. We know that 
gender equality is very strongly associated with positive outcomes 
and the performance of countries in environmental terms. In fact, 
some of the analysis we did recently looked within high-growth 
countries to see if there were any differences. What is evident is that 
the strongest environmental performance tends to be in countries with 
better gender equality. The countries which came out strongest were 
Canada and Sweden among developed countries and Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania among middle-income countries. In these cases, strong 
gender equality related not just to environmental outcomes but also to 
growth. Empowering women, ensuring that women have voice and can 
contribute in various ways to the transition to a green economy, appears 
to be essential. 

Robin Mearns, Lead, Social Dimensions of Climate Change, 
World Bank

GENDER EQUALITY
FOR SUSTAINABLITIY
AND GROWTH

INTERVIEW

Lucia Ortiz, International Program Coordinator - 
Economic Justice, Friends of the Earth International
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a grassroots organization in existence for 40 years, we are foremost 
committed to our alliances, to those with a shared vision of living 
without exploitation. I believe that when governments are really willing 
to listen to the people’s perspective, then they can become our allies. 

Q  In terms of advocacy and activism, what gives you 
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crack under financial crises. This presents a window of opportunity, 
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men globally, in all economic segments of society, tend to have more 
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A gendered assessment of consumption patterns may be needed if we 
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innovative thinking that can shift the focus, from purely economic or 
environmental considerations, to aspects of well-being that are more 
sustainable. Acknowledging the role that gender plays in shaping 
consumption and well-being can go a long way towards addressing 
key aspects of quality of life for both women and men. These are core 
social dimensions of sustainable development often missing from 
green economy debates.
 

Research conducted by Gerd Johnsson-Latham, Deputy Director, 
Department for Development Policy, Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Sweden
(To read the full article, go to www.unrisd.org/news/johnsson-latham)

Contested Pathways 
to a Green Economy
Various “worldviews” on sustainable development are 
currently shaping green economy debates, priorities 
and actions. Each has its own potentials and constraints.

Four worldviews
Four worldviews reflect different ways of defining the problems and 
identifying the solutions of sustainable development challenges.

> �Market-liberal: This view argues that economic growth creates 
higher incomes, leading to improved capacity to make environmental 
improvements. Solutions rely on eco-efficiency, voluntary standards and 
markets as the key mechanism for achieving environmental change 
(through investment, R&D, incentives, technology transfer and industrial 
restructuring).  

> �Institutionalist: Sharing much with the market-liberal approach, 
this perspective also recognizes the need for a stronger role for both 
states and global governance mechanisms for moving towards more 
sustainable forms of development. 

> �Social green: Social, economic and environmental problems are 
seen as inseparable. In this view, rebalancing global inequalities and 
restructuring capitalism are considered fundamental to achieving 
sustainability, equity and human survival.

> �Bioenvironmental: This view emphasizes Earth’s limited ecological 
carrying capacity and the impossibility of infinite growth. According 
to this perspective, economic models require a revised measure of 
progress and methods to achieve it, as well as a new understanding of 
the human/nature/economy relationship. 

Shaping pathways to green economy
Each worldview influences how different actors envisage transition paths 
to a green economy. But their limitations must also be considered.

Capitalism with a green face
In the context of recent multiple crises (food, energy and finance), this 
approach sees a crisis “in” the system that can be resolved through top-
down crisis management, rather than a crisis “of” the system that requires 
more fundamental institutional, structural and political change (Jessop 
2012). Poverty reduction is seen to follow largely from green jobs, pollution 

reduction, environmental remediation and targeted social protection. 
However, this dominant approach to green economy draws heavily on a 
market logic that, without compensatory and redistributive mechanisms, 
may generate or reinforce inequality and human insecurity.

Strong sustainability
Economic and environmental concerns take priority over the social in this 
view, despite its calls for changes in institutional arrangements to address 
market failure, shifts in production and consumption patterns, and coop-
eration and policy coordination. Ongoing fragmentation and blind-spots in 
institutional governance – around macroeconomic policy, trade regimes, 
elite power, corporate influence and multistakeholder cooperation – mean 
that doubts persist about the legitimacy and capacity of many existing or 
reformed institutions. 

Social economy
Social economy faces many challenges: fragmentation, the political 
strength of interests favouring business as usual, lack of a widespread 
social base for focusing on ethics and justice, and difficulties connecting 
Northern and Southern movements and forming global-level coalitions. 
The lack of funding, research and policy work in this area also means that 
social economy is rarely considered a viable alternative to dominant green 
economy approaches.

Limits to growth
In practice, few concrete solutions – beyond those offered by ecological 
economics – have been influential in mainstream sustainable development 
policy. In the context of green economy, this approach is most aligned with social 
economy but has little political traction despite growing civil society support.

Different worldviews matter for a number of reasons 
> How the social dimensions of green economy will be interpreted and 
how they will be applied in practice is up for grabs.
> Looking at proposals for a green economy from different perspectives 
can help us move beyond purely economic and environmental ques-
tions, towards a better understanding of the social nature of potential 
transition paths.
> They allow us to look beyond the rhetoric of green economy, and to 
unpack assumptions (about markets, institutions and development trajec-
tories for example) underpinning how green economy is defined and why 
it is contested.
> They bring to light the very different sets of social values, knowledge, 
institutions and impacts underlying different pathways of change.

Sources and further reading
The chart and text draw on the worldviews classification developed in J. Clapp 
and P. Dauvergne. 2011. Paths to a Green World: The Political Economy of the Global 
Environment. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA. 
S. Cook, P. Utting and K. Smith. 2011. “Social policy, participation and the transition 
to a green economy”, in The Road to Rio+20, Issue 2, UNCTAD.

B. Jessop. 2012. “Economic and ecological crises: Green new deals and no-growth 
economies.” Development, Vol. 55, No. 1.
M. Kennet and V. Heinemann. 2006. “Green economics: Setting the scene. Aims, 
context, and philosophical underpinning of the distinctive new solutions offered by 
green economics.” International Journal of Green Economics, Vol 1, No. 1/2.

THE WINDOW OF 
OPPORTUNITY IS NOW

INTERVIEW

Q  What can be done to ensure a fair transition to a 
green economy? It is vital to make the case that fair and equitable 
approaches are not just desirable but indeed necessary to making 
the transition. An example of this is gender equality. Recent empirical 
work has been carried out using quantitative analysis. What emerges 
repeatedly and very clearly is a strong association between gender 
equality and environmental sustainability. The point is that fairness 
and equity – a socially just approach to the transition to a green 
economy – is essential.

Q  Does gender need to be given special consideration in 
the transition to a green economy? Absolutely. We know that 
gender equality is very strongly associated with positive outcomes 
and the performance of countries in environmental terms. In fact, 
some of the analysis we did recently looked within high-growth 
countries to see if there were any differences. What is evident is that 
the strongest environmental performance tends to be in countries with 
better gender equality. The countries which came out strongest were 
Canada and Sweden among developed countries and Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania among middle-income countries. In these cases, strong 
gender equality related not just to environmental outcomes but also to 
growth. Empowering women, ensuring that women have voice and can 
contribute in various ways to the transition to a green economy, appears 
to be essential. 

Robin Mearns, Lead, Social Dimensions of Climate Change, 
World Bank

GENDER EQUALITY
FOR SUSTAINABLITIY
AND GROWTH

INTERVIEW

Lucia Ortiz, International Program Coordinator - 
Economic Justice, Friends of the Earth International

THINK PIECE

Illustration courtesy of Áine CassidyGender Equality as a Key to
Sustainable Consumption
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Social policy encompasses a range of public actions designed to manage 
livelihood risks, protect people against contingencies (such as ill-health 
and loss of income) and invest in their capacities to contribute productively 
to the economy. As demonstrated in both developed and developing 
country contexts, appropriate social policies can enhance productivity 
and contribute to reducing poverty while providing the foundations for 
more equitable growth. Achieving such outcomes requires not only social 
assistance but also redistributive policies, support for families and social 
reproduction, and investments in human capital. 

Social policies are also necessary for the transformation required to 
achieve a fair green economy. First, increased environmental risks, which 
disproportionately affect the poor, will need to be incorporated into a social 
policy framework to promote adaptation as well as provide protection. 
Second, green economy involves major shifts in employment, production 
and consumption. Social policies can facilitate employment and skill 
transitions, and are also a key policy instrument for providing incentives 
to change the behaviour of consumers. Third, both environmental and 
economic change generate losers as well as winners, at least in the short 
term. Most often, the most negatively impacted will be those already 
economically or socially disadvantaged and thus in need of assistance. 
Finally, comprehensive social policies can foster social inclusion, which 
may be threatened during processes of rapid change. 

Current policies focus on protection and adaptation
Around the globe and particularly in low-income countries, the current 
social policy agenda has come to be dominated by social protection in 
the form of cash transfers. With increasing concerns about environmental 
change, combined with the limited resilience of those most affected, 
innovations have emerged in thinking about adaptive social protection. 
Interventions are expanding to address a wider range of risks, including 
the consequences of environmental change, and to strengthen the coping 
and adaptive capacities of low-income or vulnerable groups.

Thus we see a policy focus on:
> �protection or compensation of individuals or groups directly affected by 

policy changes (for example, workers displaced when environmentally 
harmful production processes are discontinued) as well as those con-
sidered vulnerable (due, for example, to income, age, gender, location 
or ethnicity); and

> �adaptation to enable such groups to better respond to environmental 
or climate-related risks. 

Beyond these social protection mechanisms, there is also increasing 
attention to programmes that can deliver co-benefits – in other words, 
that simultaneously meet a combination of social, environmental and 
economic objectives. Such “win-win” approaches include: 

> job creation and training in “green and decent” work 
> education, retraining and skills for the transition from “dirty” to green jobs  
> provision of ecological low-cost housing 
> infrastructure investments (such as public transport) that benefit the poor
> incentives for green consumption (for example, via green taxation)

The limits of current approaches
Limitations of current approaches are seen both in the conceptualization 
of green economy policies and in practice.

> �Interventions are most likely to be residual and compensatory – projects 
or programmes added on to policies designed to achieve economic and 
environmental goals. 

> �They are often implemented through projects not policies, so are at high 
risk of being cut if resources are constrained.  

Using Social 
Policy for
Green Economy
Transformation

An “eco-social” policy agenda that integrates 
environmental and social risks can support 
a fair and green economy. Such an agenda 
will need to not only compensate or protect 
losers, but also address structural causes 
of inequality and exclusion, and strengthen 
accountable institutions that promote rights 
and social inclusion. 

> �Implementation often depends on local social and power relations: 
gender, ethnicity or other factors may determine outcomes.

> �Win-win programmes (such as green jobs in renewable energy) do 
not automatically lead to improved opportunities or conditions for poor 
or marginalized workers, or for women, and the social dimensions 
tend to remain secondary to economic or environmental goals. 

> �They may have negative social consequences when they affect 
traditional and sustainable systems of resource management and 
food security. 

Where contradictions exist between macroeconomic, sectoral, tech-
nological or other green economy approaches on the one hand, 
and social goals and programmes on the other, the latter are rarely 
prioritized. In contexts where underlying structures of inequality are 
entrenched and persistent, whether along lines of class, gender, 
ethnicity or other factors, these are unlikely to be challenged, and may 
indeed be reinforced, by residual and compensatory social policy ap-
proaches. For example, despite integrating social protection (such as 
direct cash transfers) into some REDD schemes in Brazil, these have 
still been shown to involve unjust trade-offs with the well-being of 
indigenous or other peoples. In Australia this is also a concern, as 
indigenous groups do not automatically benefit from PES schemes.

Can social policies be transformative?
In addition to these compensatory, protective and adaptive functions, 
social policies can have a broader function in supporting structural 
transformations. When social policies are closely aligned with broader 
developmental and productive objectives, there is the greatest potential 
for structural transformations that are inclusive, sustainable and 
equitable. This requires integrating economic and social policies that 
address distribution and reproduction as well as protection; confronting 
underlying contours of social disadvantage; recognizing that market 
initiatives may reinforce rather than challenge unequal distributions of 
resources and power; and undertaking more systematic analysis of the 
distributional consequences of economic policies.

Current policies tend to give least attention to these potentially 
transformative approaches or to building the social institutions and 
inclusive processes that will be essential to a green economy. Rather, 
as described above and illustrated below, analysts, governments and 
private actors currently focus most attention on policies that address 
(a) social consequences or (b) co-benefits, to the exclusion of (c) 
broader social processes that drive structural change. This third tier(c) 
includes not only a focus on outcomes, but greater attention to the 
processes through which policies are designed and implemented, 
and ensures relevant stakeholders are empowered to shape 
decisions and that the rights and entitlements of the vulnerable are 
protected. A broader institutional agenda that combines policy types 
a, b and c would also encompass policies, laws and governance 
arrangements that institutionalize rights; facilitate active citizenship 
and the empowerment of disadvantaged groups; and promote 
accountability. Mechanisms range from freedoms of information, 
association, expression and collective bargaining; secure land rights 
and support for smallholders; and institutions to hold corporations 
and government accountable.

Towards eco-social policy for a green society 
A green economy is not sustainable without a green society –
composed of individuals and households, consumers and producers, 
organized in social and economic institutions, making choices to 
manage the environment and natural resources in the interests of 
future generations. Given the public goods nature of many of the 
resources of concern, market mechanisms alone cannot deliver the 
required outcomes.

The challenge will be to build eco-social policies that integrate 
sustainable environmental goals into core social policy objectives; 
which utilize such policies to support economic and behavioural 
change towards sustainable goals; and where economic policies are 
designed to meet core social and environmental, rather than simply 
growth, objectives. Such a policy approach would aim to:

> �reduce well-being deficits – particularly in critical areas of food, 
fuel and water;

> �compensate losers and support adaptation through a range of 
social protection measures;

> �create employment and facilitate the uptake of green economy 
jobs among disadvantaged groups;

> �incorporate uncertainties and complexities associated with climate 
change into conventional social policy analysis;

> �support eco-social investments, for example in housing, energy 
and infrastructure, that benefit the poor; and

> �integrate incentives for low-carbon consumption or other behav-
ioural change into a range of social and economic policy areas 
(such as housing, transport, energy and water use). 

Sources and further reading
UNRISD. 2010. Combating Poverty and Inequality: Structural Change, Social 
Policy and Politics. 
UNRISD. 2006. Transformative Social Policy: Lessons from UNRISD Research, 
Research and Policy Brief 5.
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assistance but also redistributive policies, support for families and social 
reproduction, and investments in human capital. 
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policy framework to promote adaptation as well as provide protection. 
Second, green economy involves major shifts in employment, production 
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> infrastructure investments (such as public transport) that benefit the poor
> incentives for green consumption (for example, via green taxation)
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or programmes added on to policies designed to achieve economic and 
environmental goals. 

> �They are often implemented through projects not policies, so are at high 
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a, b and c would also encompass policies, laws and governance 
arrangements that institutionalize rights; facilitate active citizenship 
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An active citizenry and contestation are crucial 
for transforming relations of power and pat-
terns of inequality that underpin poverty and 
unsustainable growth. Governance arrange-
ments that allow the expression of alternative 
perspectives, facilitate the collaboration and 
coordination of multiple stakeholders and foster 
meaningful participation are also key. 

In the 1970s UNRISD defined participation as the organized efforts of the 
hitherto excluded to gain control over resources and regulative institutions. 
Since then participation has been widely assimilated into mainstream 
development debates, but some key aspects have been lost in translation. 
Participation has often been reduced to consultation or dialogue with selected 
stakeholders, while organized efforts or collective action have been sidelined. 
Similarly, mainstream institutions borrowed the term empowerment from 
more radical discourses but defined it in terms of gaining voice rather than 
gaining control. There was no guarantee that voices would actually be 
heard or significantly shape decision-making processes. 

Coalitions involving civil society, governments, NGOs and business are 
needed to generate the political will to shift from business as usual, and 
to mobilize resources and competencies. Collaborative governance and 
partnerships can ensure complementarities and synergies that would not 
otherwise exist. But such arrangements are often far removed from the 
harmonious and inclusive relations depicted in much of the discourse on 
public-private partnerships. For example, contestation and bargaining 
between different actors are actually essential ingredients. And marginalized 
groups (for example, women and indigenous peoples) may not have a say, 
while powerful groups more easily have their interests heard. Research has 
shown these to be problematic issues in many REDD and PES schemes. 

Creative solutions to current development challenges can gain from the 
genuine participation of social movements concerned with sustainable 
development. Civil society activism can drive innovative solutions at local, 
national and global levels, and contribute to the design of a new social pact 
for sustainability. However, in relation to green economy, activism is often 
fragmented. For instance, while the Climate Justice movement is strong 
and dynamic at the grassroots level, it is less successful at the global scale. 
Research suggests that some global movements might have more success 
by refocusing on local- and regional-level struggles. 

Sources and further reading
S. Cook, P. Utting and K. Smith. 2011. “Social policy, participation and the transition 
to a green economy”, in The Road to Rio+20, Issue 2, UNCTAD.
R. Hiraldo and T. Tanner. 2011. The Global Political Economy of REDD+: Engaging 
Social Dimensions in the Emerging Green Economy. Occasional Paper 4, UNRISD, Geneva. 
N. Bullard and T. Muller. 2012. “Beyond the ‘green economy’: System change not 
climate change?” Development, Vol. 55, No.1.

Case Study

Coalitions for
Integrated Policy at 
the Local Level in Brazil

Crafting forms of green economy that are conducive to sustainable 
development and poverty eradication requires combining various 
forms of assets (human, natural, social, financial and physical) in ways 
that redefine what is meant by nature, society and economy. Two case 
studies in Brazil, Bolsa Floresta and Araçuai Sustentável, show that 
achieving this in an integrated way depends on both cross-sectoral 
collaboration and contestation.

Bolsa Floresta, a REDD+ project, provides a range of incentives to settlers 
in order to avoid deforestation in the Amazon. Araçuai Sustentável is a 
grassroots project in the state of Minas Gerais that aims to combat social 
exclusion through self-help literacy and the promotion of agroecological 
practices among poor small-scale farmers. Building on local knowledge 
is a key aspect of this particular programme. 

In both schemes, local communities, grassroots organizations, private 
foundations, companies and federal/local government institutions 
have come together to provide varied resources and competencies. 
But the perspectives they bring, and the distribution of resources they 
promote, are contested by the various actors involved. A focus on 
how each policy process is being contested and how conflicts evolve 
through implementation provides useful insights into how policy 
integration happens in practice. 

Research conducted by Laura Rival, Lecturer, University of Oxford
(To read the full article, go to www.unrisd.org/publications/op-rival)

Participation and 
Coalitions for Change

Sustainable Futures, 
Alternative Visions 

Numerous examples exist of successful local and regional programmes that 
join up social, economic and environmental goals, and that can inform the 
global level both analytically and practically. Many of these examples are driven 
by the needs of diverse citizen groups at the local level. These groups might 
represent marginalized and vulnerable people in the South, consumers in the 
North, and forward-thinking collaborations between governments, business 
and civil society. Underpinning many alternatives is the recognition of different 
forms of knowledge, diverse forms of action/participation and a vision of 
development that is more inclusive and equitable. Such alternatives should 
be better supported, promoted and funded in ways that do not compromise 
their objectives.

Traditional knowledge often plays an integral role in informing and shaping 
action. However, the voices of those who hold such knowledge are seldom heard 
at the international level. Research can learn from them and, in particular, from 
societies that have strong connections with ecology. Many alternatives envisage 
a new nature-society relationship, based on recognizing interconnections and 
interdependence, with major implications for both economic and environmental 
policy choices. A better understanding of how this knowledge has been put 
into practice (and the challenges in doing so) is key for linking natural and  
social sciences, breaking down boundaries and – perhaps – creating a new 
science altogether.

Rather than mainstreaming climate issues into development, or vice versa, 
new approaches have the potential to reframe the meanings of growth, equity 
and fairness, and re-evaluate development in order to redefine it. Elements of 
this would: 

> include justice as a central principle of policy making;
> �change consumption patterns, starting with increasing support for existing 

alternatives to conventional production and consumption;
> overcome challenges to scaling-up local success stories; and 
> move towards a social economy, not just a green economy.

These considerations become especially important in debating a post-
MDG agenda, and in the context of current negotiations around sustainable 
development goals.

Part of the challenge of rethinking the dominant 
approaches to green economy lies in learning from real-
world experiences that put alternatives into practice. 
With better support, these visions can help to chart a 
fairer and greener development model for the future.

Q  What are your main concerns around the concept 
of green economy? As a scholar coming from the global South, 
I welcome the concept: I believe in it. But I also have reservations for 
historical, political and economic reasons. My understanding is that 
green economy can be seen as a means to achieve sustainable 
development. However, although there are successes at a micro level, 
at the global level I see it as a failure. We must learn from this. The voices 
of our partners in the global South must be brought into the debate. 

I also want to emphasize the issue of trust. Historically, actors in 
developed countries of the North and corporations have created 
[today’s climate] problem. These same actors are trying to create 
the sustainable development model. Who is going to win and who 
is going to lose? What benefits will be shared with the South? The 
issues of equity and justice are the most important in the green 
economy. There is also an ethical issue: actors in the global North 
must make compromises in terms of production, distribution, and 
consumption – otherwise it is only going to be rhetoric.

Q  What is social economy?  Social economy has been 
proposed as an alternative way of addressing economic and social 
divisions. It sits between the state and market, trying to mitigate 
the negative consequences that come with state development 
models and market encroachments. Social economy talks about 
the principles of justice, sustainable equity and democratic decision 
making. I see social economy as an integrated approach to 
understanding the relationship between society and nature, and I 
think it is a sustainable model with which to move forward. But there 
are various experiments happening within social economy: it is not 
the model but a model that incorporates different approaches.

Q  Could you give us an example of an alternative vision 
for development? I have been working with a group in India called 
the Deccan Development Society, with Dalit women in particular. They 
consciously say that they are walking out of the market system and, 
therefore, the state system. They are trying to control their land, water 
and other resources, and to produce traditional knowledge systems 
which are part of their life and nature. They are trying to attain food 
sovereignty and seed sovereignty. They are also establishing their 
own community media and radio projects. They are demonstrating 
that this is possible within the global capitalist system – I see this as 
an alternative development model.

Ashok Kumbamu, Postdoctoral Fellow, University of Alberta
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COP 15 Demonstration, December 2009.
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La Via Campesina
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Organic millet and pulse shop run by Deccan Development Sangham 
women in Zaheerabad.

Case Study

                     La Via Campesina     
                     Global Peasant 
Movement for Food Sovereignty
La Via Campesina, an international movement, engages with climate change 
as part of a broader strategy of transformation. Research into its growth and 
influence illustrates:

> why global movements are more effective when rooted in local struggles; and 
> how local thinking and practice can inform and be informed by global debates. 

Representing some 200 million smallholders and other disadvantaged rural 
groups, La Via Campesina is grounded in communities and organizations 
that are directly engaged in local livelihood struggles. It is an autonomous, 
pluralist and multicultural movement, independent from any political, 
economic or other affiliation. La Via Campesina calls for the transformation of 
food production and consumption systems to achieve social and ecological 
goals, and demands government action to support food sovereignty – 
the notion that small-scale farmers, including fisherfolk, pastoralists and 
indigenous peoples, are capable of producing food for their communities 
and feeding the world in a sustainable and healthy way.

La Via Campesina sees its members as drivers of change who are entitled 
to voice, rights, information and choice. In addition to empowering many 
communities to achieve food sovereignty, land reform and autonomy at the 
grassroots, the movement has also developed a strong analytical capacity 
on food and agrarian development issues. La Via Campesina’s ideas have 
influenced policy and debates in the FAO, the UN Human Rights Council, and 
a growing number of national governments. 

Research conducted by Nicola Bullard, Associate, Focus on the Global South, 
and Tadzio Müller, Fellow, Rosa Luxemburg Foundation
(To read the full article, see “Beyond the ‘green economy’: System change 
not climate change?” Development, Vol. 55, No.1.)
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