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Summary of theoretical-methodological framework of social sustainability (WP4) 

The theoretical-methodological research focus in WP4 on Social Sustainability especially 

addresses the connection of TSTR with Social Work. Social work as a discipline and 

practice have long served as an expert in social sustainability. The demand for ecosocial 

transition of societies has questioned social sustainability as the only sufficient dimension 

of sustainability, and thus social work needs a broader framework and understanding of 

multidisciplinary sustainability research to address sustainability challenges in the lives 

of vulnerable people and communities. However, in the theoretical frame of WP4, the 

major societal challenge of social inclusion requires a radical participatory approach of 

social sustainability, underlining contributive justice and environmental justice.   
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Social sustainability transition (WP4) focuses on social work with vulnerable communities 

and explores the challenges of social sustainability and its interconnectivity with 

environmental and economic sustainability. Previous research shows (Raworth 2017; 

O’Neill et al. 2018) how a sustainable social foundation of human life can only develop in 

an inherent interdependence with the overall ecological boundaries and regenerative 

and distributive economy. 

Human activities have been identified as having an impact on changes in ecosystems, 

such as advancing climate change and biodiversity loss. The challenge is to steer this 

change and move towards a more sustainable future at the local and global levels. (IPCC 

2018; Global Sustainable Development Report 2019.) The debate on the concepts of 

green, ecological and ecosocial social work emphasizes the interdependence between 

social and ecological sustainability and strives to define the role of social work in the 

ecosocial transition of society (Gray et. al. 2012; Dominelli 2012; Matthies et. al. 2020; 

Närhi and Matthies 2016, 2018). Ecosocial work is understood in WP4 as a social work 

practice that considers ecological sustainability as a prerequisite for social and economic 

sustainability in the practices of social work (Boetto 2017; Boetto et al. 2020).  

Contributive justice (Sayer 2009, 2011; Gomberg 2016) looks beyond the distributive 

justice of standardised services and tools of labour market inclusion. It searches for 

justice in the individuals’ opportunities and capabilities to become socially and culturally 

recognised members of their communities through their own activity. Thus, people in 

vulnerable situations are not to regarded as objectives, but social sustainability means 

that social work needs to search for a strong subjectification and participatory means also 

in environmental and economic dimensions of sustainability.  

WP4 Social Sustainability Transition explores the pathways for strengthening social 

sustainability transition by focusing on concepts like ecosocial work and contributive 

justice to obtain more knowledge on their usefulness in social work research and practice 

for vulnerable people and communities. The five WP4 research topics are: Social work’s 

role regarding local environmental issues as transdisciplinary challenges about 

environmental induced displaced people (ESR1), Contributive justice for young migrants 

in rural environments as a challenge for sustainable social work knowledge and practice 

(ESR3), Exploring the value and the sustainable impact of socio-professional integration 

centres aimed at supporting vulnerable young people to gain contributive justice (ESR4), 

The contributions of social inclusion projects to ecosocial development: cases of at-risk 

and migrant youth of Germany, Finland, and Ljubljana (ESR5), and Participatory and 

inclusive social work practice promoting social, economic and/or environmentally 

sustainable communities. (ESR7). 

 



 

 The project leading to this application has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 

 research and innovation programme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement No 955518. 

This report reflects only the authors' views and the European Commission is not responsible for any use 

that may be made of the information it contains. 

 

3 (3) 

References 

Boetto, Heather (2017) A Transformative Eco-Social Model: Challenging Modernist 

Assumptions in Social Work. British Journal of Social Work 47(1), 48-67. 

Boetto, Heather, Närhi, Kati, Bowles, Wendy and Powers, Meredith (2020) Raising 

awareness of transformative ecosocial work: Participatory action research with Australian 

practitioners. International Journal of Social Welfare 29 (4), 1-10. 

Dominelli, Lena (2012) Green Social Work: From Environmental Crises to Environmental 

Justice. Cambridge: Polity.  

Global Sustainable Development Report (2019) The Future is Now – Science for Achieving 

Sustainable Development. New York: United Nations. 

Gomberg, Paul (2016) Why Distributive Justice Is Impossible but Contributive Justice 

Would Work. Science & Society 80 (1), 31-55. 

Gray, Mel, Coates, John and Hetherington, Tiani (eds.) (2012) Environmental Social Work. 

New York: Routledge.  

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (2018) Summary for Policymakers of 

IPCC Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C approved by governments, Author, 

available online at: https://www.ipcc.ch/2018/10/08/summary-for-policymakers-of-ipcc-

special-report-on-global-warming-of-1-5c-approved-by-governments/ 

Matthies, Aila-Leena, Krings, Amy and Stamm, Ingo (2020) Guest Editorial. Special Issue 

on Research-based knowledge about social work and sustainability. International Journal 

of Social Welfare 29, 4. 

Närhi, Kati and Matthies, Aila-Leena (2018) Ecosocial Approach in Social Work as a 

Framework for Structural Social Work. International Social Work 61(4), 490-502.  

Närhi, Kati and Matthies, Aila-Leena (2016) Conceptual and historical analysis of 

ecological social work. In Jennifer McKinnon and Margaret Alston (eds.) Ecological social 

work: toward sustainability. Houndmills, ENG: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Raworth, Kate (2017) Doughnut Economics: Seven Ways to Think Like a 21st-Century 

Economist. Cornerstone. 

O’Neill et al. (2018) A good life for all within planetary boundaries. Nature Sustainability 

1, 88-95.  

Sayer, Andrew (2009) Contributive Justice and Meaningful Work. Res Publica 15, 1-16.  

Sayer, Andrew (2011) Habitus, Work and Contributive Justice. Sociology 45 (1), 7-21.  


