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ABSTRACT

The planet is facing enduring and intersecting challenges from climate change, land degradation, habitat and biodiversity loss,
as well as social inequalities. To achieve sustainability in the face of these crises, transformative changes are essential. While
the path towards a more sustainable future has the capacity to bring net social benefits, it also holds the potential to exacerbate
vulnerabilities. As such, there is growing recognition that social equity and justice must be central to action for sustainability
transformations. However, it remains unclear what characterises a ‘just transformation’ and how to achieve it. To develop a
baseline understanding of how social justice is integrated into sustainability transformations and to help guide research and
practice in this emerging field, we present a systematic literature review of 125 papers that explicitly account for social equity and
justice in research on place-based transformations. Results reveal considerable variation and ambiguity in how the concepts of
transformation and equity are employed, and highlight a focus on a narrow set of systems, with a large number of papers focusing
on energy and urban transformations, located primarily in the Global North. While distributional and procedural dimensions
of justice are frequently addressed, contextual and restorative justice remain underexplored. We identify key areas that require
future attention in research and practice, including promoting interdisciplinary research that champions global inclusivity as
well as a more explicit consideration of contextual justice and place.

1 | Introduction and inequality (Thiery et al. 2021; Portner et al. 2022). In the

light of these pervasive issues, we urgently require comprehen-
Social and ecological systems are facing profound and inter- sive and multi-dimensional solutions for a sustainable future
connected challenges, including the effects of climate change, (Patterson et al. 2018). The need for transformative changes to
land degradation, habitat and biodiversity loss, as well as per- systems of human activity is increasingly acknowledged (Ripple

sistent structural and institutional discrimination, oppression et al. 2023), with calls for the creation of sustainable futures that
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incorporate social equity and justice! to respond to environ-
mental change (Bennett et al. 2019; Martin et al. 2020; Thorn
et al. 2020).

1.1 | Conceptual Framework: Transformation,
Justice and Place

Transformation involves deliberate, radical shifts in social, po-
litical, economic and ecological systems that may arise through
forced, emergent or deliberate processes (O'Brien 2012). It
encompasses not only practices and political structures, but
also individual beliefs, values and worldviews (Gosnell 2022).
Scoones et al. (2020) outline three complementary analytical
lenses to help understand the complexity of transformations.
Firstly, structural approaches emphasise managing, organis-
ing and implementing changes in production and consumption
within society. These approaches entail altering the ideological
underpinnings of politics, economy and society and include
movements that shift dominant social paradigms such as replac-
ing a normative view of economic growth with concepts of zero
growth and degrowth, as well as movements for race, class or
gender rights. Systemic approaches target the interdependencies
of institutions, technologies and actors to steer systems towards
desired goals. They identify particular features (elements, driv-
ers and levers) of systems as targets for focused change. Changes
are modulated by policy, and as such they align with more con-
trolled ‘transitions’ and often follow multi-level governance
and technological innovation frameworks. Finally, enabling
approaches place a strong focus on human agency, values and
capacities. They aim to empower individuals and communi-
ties to take action on their own behalf, with a greater focus on
process and capacities rather than solely on outcomes (Scoones
et al. 2020). These lenses offer complementary approaches to
both understanding and enacting transformative change.

Amidst the growing discourse around transformations, it is
essential that the concept does not become a buzzword used
to justify superficial interventions and business-as-usual re-
sponses (Vogel and O'Brien 2022). Meaningful and lasting
transformation requires strategies that centre on justice and
equity, which are crucial in navigating potential pitfalls and un-
intended consequences of transformations (Bennett et al. 2019;
Martin et al. 2020; Scoones et al. 2020), as well as for ethical
reasons (Blythe et al. 2018). Global policy recommendations,
such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports,
have echoed the centrality of justice considerations. These rec-
ommendations underscore the principle of ‘leave no one behind’
and recognise the significance of ‘climate justice’ and ‘rights-
based approaches’ in mitigation and adaptation strategies and
projects (Portner et al. 2022).

Within the sustainability literature, justice has become in-
creasingly considered within discourse. Recent scholarship
has outlined fostering equity and justice as a main goal of
sustainability science, alongside place-based transdisci-
plinary work (Sahle et al. 2025). Justice is commonly consid-
ered a trivalent concept, composed of distribution (of costs
and benefits), procedure (who is involved and how) and rec-
ognition (of different cultures, needs and ways of knowing)

(Schlosberg 2004; Bennett et al. 2019). Heffron and McCauley
(2017) also consider a fourth dimension—restorative justice,
which seeks to repair, compensate for and rectify injustices
that have burdened individuals, communities or nature. As
all of these dimensions are set within historical, geopolitical,
cultural and other social contexts, it is also important to con-
sider contextual justice dimensions, which remain underex-
plored in the literature (Friedman et al. 2018). The contextual
dimension refers to how justice is understood and pursued
differently across social, cultural, historical and political con-
texts (McDermott et al. 2013; Sikor et al. 2014; Sultana 2022;
Lenzi et al. 2023). Indeed, McDermott et al. (2013, 419) argue
that ‘to uncover the origins of injustice it is necessary to un-
derstand political processes and distributive outcomes in their
social context’. These contributions demand attention to pre-
existing inequalities and power dynamics that shape what is
considered appropriate or fair within different contexts.

Such frameworks of justice that integrate historical, political
and socio-cultural contexts, therefore highlight the impor-
tance of considering notions of place (Massey 1994; Cresswell
2004), foregrounding local meaning and contexts. Place-based
solutions consider identity and embrace the heterogeneity and
diversity of various regions in order to drive transformative
change (Horlings, Roep, et al. 2020), providing a powerful way
to frame and contextualise solutions. Place has been concep-
tualised and assessed across disciplines in a variety of ways
through constructs, such as senses of place, place attachment,
place identity (Stedman 2002; Sampson and Goodrich 2009;
Raymond et al. 2021), as well as the social and emotional sense
of belonging or non-belonging to specific places. Beyond specific
locations, place is produced by the flow of people, things and
ideas across space and time, meaning it is not singular or fixed;
instead, it is understood in relation to wider structural and sys-
temic processes (Massey 1994; Cresswell 2004). Such relational
understandings of place therefore challenge ‘one size fits all’ ap-
proaches that may inadvertently lead to adverse effects for jus-
tice and equity (Grenni et al. 2020).

The importance of place in its different forms is increasingly re-
flected within global policy. The 2022 IPCC assessment report
(Portner et al. 2022) reiterates that to achieve just and transfor-
mational changes, cultural meanings, emotional attachments
and identities that are deeply rooted in specific landscapes and
places must be considered. As emphasised by Abson et al. (2017),
the core of any sustainable and just transformation lies in how
it restructures, reconnects and reshapes the meanings of rela-
tionships between individuals, communities and the ecosystems
in which they are interwoven. In order to operationalise effec-
tive transformations, they need to be considered within specific
contexts, meaning place is particularly integral to justice discus-
sions in practice.

However, as this review highlights, there is currently a scar-
city of research that examines place and its context in depth.
To ensure a focus on actual transformative impact rather than
abstract concepts, this review focuses on how the transforma-
tion literature intersects with notions of place. For the purpose
of this review, we define a place-based approach as a situated
and relational process, that is socially negotiated and produced
within specific geographies, shaped by local cultural, ecological,
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political and historical conditions (Barca et al. 2012; Horlings,
Roep, et al. 2020).

1.2 | Research Gaps and Questions

Despite consensus around the importance of justice and equity
within place-based sustainability transformations, operationalis-
ing and defining justice and equity remain a complex and chal-
lenging task (Sovacool et al. 2017; Friedman et al. 2018; Kothari
et al. 2024). As the field of sustainability transformations and
research on ‘just transformations’ continues to expand, it is im-
portant to consider how both ‘transformation’ and ‘justice’ are
interpreted, applied in practice and integrated into the evolving
landscape of environmental studies. Stark et al. (2023) highlight
the need for more scholarship to consider the ‘how’ of sustainabil-
ity transformations. Furthermore, Banerjee and Schuitema (2022)
articulate the need to assess the degree to which justice concerns
are actually upheld within processes of transformation, high-
lighting the discrepancies that exist between the interpretation
of justice and its theoretical and practical application. This arti-
cle aimed to provide such an assessment, examining the different
methodologies, strategies and dimensions of justice considered in
studies on place-based sustainability transformations.

The review explores how extant research on sustainability
transformations considers issues of justice and equity, reveal-
ing the definitions/conceptualisations and methods of assess-
ment, and touches on how these notions are implemented
practically within place-based environmental research. In
doing so, it aims to generate a better understanding of how
principles of social and environmental justice can be applied

successfully to place-based sustainability transformation ef-
forts in practice, laying an important foundation for future
scholarship and action towards sustainable futures that are
just and equitable.

The review was guided by the following questions:

1. What are the thematic, methodological and geographical
characteristics of research on justice, place and transfor-
mations for sustainability?

2. How is justice framed or conceptualised within sustaina-
bility transformations studies?

3. How have these factors contributed to the perceived suc-
cess or failure of upholding justice and equity in sustaina-
bility transformations?

The following sections outline the systematic review meth-
odology and present an integrated discussion of the findings.
Following this, recommendations are made for advancing re-
search and practice in the field of just place-based sustainability
transformations.

2 | Methodology

This study takes a systematic approach to understand how
justice and equity are considered within place-based sustain-
ability transformation research across a range of disciplines,
methodologies and regions. First, we conducted a structured
literature search in July 2022, guided by 2020 PRISMA
principles (Page et al. 2021), related to justice and equity in

Search terms: "just*" OR "fair*" OR "equit*" OR
"equal*" (Topic) and "transform*" OR "paradigm shift" OR
""adaptation path*" OR "transition" OR

ecological" (Topic) and "place" OR "community" or "local"

"futures" (Topic) and "sustain*"" OR "environment*" OR "social-

v

Identification

Scopus (14483)

Records identified through database search = Web of Science (4567),

Year filter: 2022, 2021, 2020 (n=6,546)

Document type: Article or Proceeding Paper (n=5290)
Language: English (n= 4980)

Subject filters (n= 3744)

*>| Combined literature and removed duplicates (n= 3149)

Automated
screening

A 4

Articles screened by title and abstract (n=3149)

I

Eligibility

Full articles assessed (n=204)

!

| Articles included in study (n= 125)

FIGURE1 | Flow diagram of the screening and data extraction process (guided by 2020 PRISMA principles; Page et al. 2021). These figures are
inclusive of the top 100 most cited articles, which were selected without the date range.
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place-based sustainability transformations, as summarised
in Figure 1. During the initial screening phase, papers were
excluded based on their title and abstract for one or more of
the following reasons: (1) did not target social justice/equity
as a topic; (2) did not relate social justice/equity issues to a
deliberate transformation; (3) did not conduct empirical anal-
ysis; or (4) employed the search terms in an unrelated con-
text. Studies were screened by the lead author, aided by the
Rayyan software to expedite the screening process (Harrison
et al. 2020). This resulted in a list of 204 studies for full-text
review. We developed a codebook for data extraction, based on
previous work by Friedman et al. (2018) and also drawing on
the theoretical literature on transformations. The full coding
framework used can be found in Data S4.

Three authors trialled the coding frame on a sample of nine
studies (Data S5) and met online on two occasions to discuss any
discrepancies and challenges faced during coding. The coding
frame was modified based on these discussions and finalised
through online consultation. Five reviewers then analysed the
full texts using the coding frame, ensuring that each study still
met the criteria, resulting in a final count of 125 papers (full list
of papers in Data S2).

Synthesis and analysis of the literature included geographic vari-
ables, dimensions of justice, transformation approaches, social-
ecological system and types of methods employed. Relevant
variables were cross-tabulated using SPSS. Additionally, we
identified a subset of 11 papers during the coding process for
their strong alignment with the key themes of analysis (integra-
tion of social justice/equity as a main topic, strong focus on de-
liberate transformation and explicit mention of place). We then
thematically coded these using NVivo to explore in more depth
the implementation of justice within transformation efforts and
assess their impacts. A full description of the methodology can
be found in Data S1. The results and discussion below draw from
the whole set of papers, with additional insight coming from the
thematic coding.

2.1 | Methodological Limitations

A number of limitations must be considered when interpreting
the results from this study. Firstly, the review largely considered
a subset of papers, by publication year, due to the quantity of the
literature. This pragmatic decision, while important for manag-
ing the scope of the review, may have inadvertently led to key
papers being overlooked. We included the top 100 cited papers
without filtering by publication year, in hopes of remedying this
issue (see full methodological breakdown in Data S1). Future re-
views could utilise emerging automated approaches in order to be
able to analyse a wider range of literature, yet the variable termi-
nology and conceptualisation of key concepts may act as a barrier
to this approach's success and preclude more critical analysis of
the field. The review also only considered English language pa-
pers and did not engage with the grey literature, both of which
may have biased the coverage of our analysis. Finally, although
efforts were made to ensure we carried out thorough, transparent
and repeatable search, screening and review processes, there re-
mains an element of subjectivity and inherent bias in both paper
inclusion and interpretation.

3 | Findings

The following section presents an integrated analysis of the 125
studies reviewed, weaving together thematic patterns, descrip-
tive trends and narrative insights to understand the current
shape of the field and assess where gaps remain. A full summary
of data collected can be found in Data S3.

3.1 | Geographical Characteristics of Research
on Justice, Place and Transformations
for Sustainability

This section examines the distribution of reviewed studies, and
identifies patterns where research is concentrated. There was
a strong bias towards the Global North, with potential impli-
cations for just outcomes within reported transformations. Of
the 125 studies reviewed (some containing multiple regions and
countries), the majority of studies focused on Europe (46.4%,
n=>58) and North America (19.2%, n=24). Asia (15.2%, n=19),
Sub-Saharan Africa (14.4%, n=18), Latin America and the
Caribbean (12.8%, n=16), Oceania (4%, n=5) and North Africa
and the Middle East (3.2%, n=4) made up smaller proportions
of the studies. The United States (12.8%, n=16), the United
Kingdom (11.2%, n=14), Italy (6.4%, n=238), Brazil (4.8%, n=6),
Kenya (4.8%, n=6), the Netherlands (4.8%, n=6) and Spain
(4.8%, n=6) were the most frequently studied nations (Figure 2).

Similarly, first authors of the reviewed studies were based
largely at institutions in the United Kingdom (19.2%, n=24),
the United States (16.8%, n=21), the Netherlands (7.2%, n=9),
Spain (5.8%, n=7) Italy (4%, n =6) and Sweden (4.8%, n=6). The
studies largely took place at either national (52%, n=65) or local
(44%, n=55) scales. International (2.4%, n=3) and cross-scale
comparisons (2.4%, n=3) were less common.

Such concentration of research in Europe and North America,
and from authors in the same geographical regions, indicates
a risk of overlooking justice challenges and contexts present
within the Global South. Asia, Latin America and Sub-Saharan
Africa collectively only make up about one-third of studies. This
not only skews our understanding of ‘just’ transformations from
a global perspective, but also perpetuates inequalities. This cur-
rent geographical shortcoming may lead to overlooking emer-
gent justice considerations or constraints specific to the Global
South, posing important questions surrounding who is consid-
ered in just transformation discourse and what that means for
just outcomes.

Within the reviewed papers, Sovacool et al. (2021) in particular
highlight examples of how low-carbon transitions occurring in
Europe can have negative consequences for regions in the Global
South. For example, smart meters, which are being increasingly
rolled out in homes in the United Kingdom to try and reduce
energy usage, have a 5- to 10-year lifespan, meaning that they
contribute to electronic waste production. In the case study, the
e-waste ended up in Agbogbloshie, Ghana, where 40,000 inhabi-
tants live and work around the scrapyard. The hazardous materi-
als in e-waste are longer-lived and more potent than organic waste,
posing severe risks for e-waste workers, women and children. Yet,
in the absence of other opportunities, residents had no choice but
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FIGURE 2 | Map of countries represented in the studies reviewed (colour scale reflects the number of papers).

to work and live in the area, highlighting injustices and power
imbalances. Similarly, the paper highlighted how Congolese min-
ing for cobalt for use in electric car batteries, largely for use in
the Global North, impacted vulnerable children and women to
a greater extent than adult men. These workers faced inhumane
working conditions and exposure to toxic materials and diseases,
and still barely made enough to survive. Consequently, nations
such as Norway received ‘green’ and ‘clean’ electric vehicles, while
mineral and metal extraction exacerbated dispossession, mar-
ginalisation and environmental degradation in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (which also highlights ‘more-than-human’
injustices). Additionally, while Sovacool et al. (2021) provided
one of the clearest examples of cross-scalar justice implications
of transformations, the study is entirely authored by researchers
in the Global North. This reflects a broader tension within the
sustainability literature, where many injustices occurring in the
Global South are documented and analysed through frameworks
occurring in the Global North. This dynamic raises critical ques-
tions about epistemic justice such as whether and how western
modes of thinking and knowledge creation become reinforced
and reproduced by the very research activities that seek to reveal
social and economic injustices.

Scholars are increasingly showing how energy transitions in par-
ticular can reflect colonial thinking, imposing Western models
of energy knowledge and policy onto regions with different his-
toric, social and cultural contexts (Broto et al. 2018; Okpanachi
et al. 2022). Such issues have been underscored by broader the-
oretical scholarship, such as Collyer (2018), where the publica-
tion of academic knowledge was explored, highlighting how

knowledges produced in the Global South are systematically
marginalised, dismissed and undervalued. Ghosh et al. (2021)
similarly argue that transition and transformation research
largely continue to be shaped by hegemonic Western knowl-
edge systems that fail to recognise and centre the agency of
communities. Pereira et al. (2020) show how Global South per-
spectives can challenge the ‘status quo’ within transformation
research, offering alternative viewpoints rooted in justice and
history. Current patterns of geographical and epistemic domi-
nance highlight the urgent need to disrupt such dominance to
enable a greater diversity of perspectives to shape transforma-
tion research.

3.2 | System Focus

These results reveal the dominant socio-economic systems ad-
dressed within the literature, showing that the most common
systems considered within the studies were energy systems
(60%, n=175), followed by urban (21.6%, n=27), agricultural
(15.2%, n=19) and general (10.4%, n=13) (these were transfor-
mations that did not focus on a specific sector). The remaining
studies focused on marine, forest, conservation, transport or
‘other’ systems (14.4%, n=18).

These results may reflect how the themes of justice and sustain-
ability transformations have emerged within the literature, as
there has been a strong emphasis on ‘just energy transitions’
to date within both research and policy, due to the urgent need
to move away from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources

Geo: Geography and Environment, 2025
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to mitigate the effects of climate change. Similarly, urban
areas amass considerable attention as they are responsible for
around 70% of global carbon emissions, 75% of global energy
consumption, and by 2050 it is estimated that 7 billion people
will live in urban areas (Ritchie and Roser 2018). Therefore,
achieving sustainability depends largely on action within the
urban sphere (Torrens et al. 2021). This may also be why many
novel, experimental (action or participatory) research methods
have occurred in these contexts. Raymond et al. (2021) also
identified urban areas as an important locus for the politics
of place, identity, representation, recognition and legitimacy,
linking closely with notions of justice and equity. Although it
is clear that these systems are extremely important for actual-
ising just transformations, such emphasis may also produce
blind spots, meaning that important insights from other sys-
tems may be missed.

3.3 | Methodological Approaches for Place-Based
Just Transformations

This subsection explores the methodological tools and ap-
proaches used to study place-based sustainability transforma-
tions, focusing on the balance between qualitative, quantitative,
spatial and mixed studies, reflecting on how methodological
choices impact study insights.

The research methods found within the analysed papers were
mainly qualitative (72.8%, n=91), with the remaining papers
categorised as mixed (12%, n=15), quantitative (12%, n=15)
or spatial (3.2%, n=4) (Figure 3). The most common quali-
tative methods of data collection were interviews (including
structured, semi-structured and informal) (70.8%, n=75), ob-
servation (33%, n=35) and document analysis (27.4%, n=29).
Methods such as action research, citizens assemblies and
participatory workshops were found in 41.5% of qualitative
or mixed-methods studies (n =44). The remaining qualitative
or mixed-methods studies employed focus groups, question-
naires, site visits, stakeholder analysis and creative methods
(42.4%, n=45).

Spatial
3.2%

Quantitative 8
12.0%

Although all approaches to transformation employed quali-
tative methods most frequently, systemic transformation had
greater representation of quantitative (13.1%, n=13), mixed
(12.1%, n=12) and spatial (4.0%, n=4) methods than other
transformation categories. Although qualitative methods
were used most frequently to examine all the dimensions of
social justice, quantitative methods are better represented
in distributive studies (14.6%, n=15) than for other dimen-
sions. Mixed methods were comparatively better represented
in studies on recognitional justice (11.4%, n=5), and spatial
methods were proportionately more common in studies con-
sidering restorative (15.4%, n=2) or contextual (10.0%, n=2)
justice. Overall, the heavy lean towards qualitative research,
which typically allows for more liberty and nuance than quan-
titative methods, may reflect the messiness and pliability of
transformation, justice and place as concepts. The intricacies
of these concepts may elude the ‘neat’ frameworks that quan-
titative methodologies seek. Many of the ‘transformations’
investigated within this review were presented as incomplete
processes with no definitive endpoint (e.g., Williams and
Doyon 2020), necessitating a more dynamic approach to un-
derstanding and progressing them. The qualitative and mixed
methods used throughout these studies allow researchers to
explore narratives, emotions and perceptions, capturing the
lived experiences of the people and places undergoing trans-
formations, relaying not only what is happening but also how
it is felt, interpreted and experienced on the ground. When
considering just transformations, this is invaluable, as it can
help to illuminate both positive and negative aspects of in-
terventions, such as empowerment or disenfranchisement.
Qualitative methods capture these nuances and conflicts,
where quantitative data might simplify the story.

However, quantitative research is useful in conveying a
greater breadth of information and overarching trends that are
often influential for policy-making. Taking a mixed-methods
approach, incorporating both qualitative and quantitative ele-
ments, may therefore prove valuable for marrying the richness
of qualitative insights with the rigour and breadth of quanti-
tative analysis. For example, Zollet et al. (2021) showed how

Qualitative
72.8%

FIGURE3 | Breakdown of method types employed in the papers reviewed.
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taking this approach could be useful in the context of place-
based, just sustainability transformations. The paper showed
how national data and statistics on energy poverty, in conjunc-
tion with qualitative stakeholder workshops, could combine
to make strong policy recommendations. They argued that
using a number of indicators and metrics, both qualitative and
quantitative, was essential to capturing the complexity of en-
ergy poverty (and just energy transitions) in a way that would
ensure policy interventions address the multi-dimensional na-
ture of the problem. Only 11% of papers reviewed used mixed
methods, supporting conclusions from previous studies that
quantitative data could be used more effectively as a comple-
mentary form of analysis within research on social equity
(Friedman et al. 2018).

3.4 | Conceptualising Justice in Sustainability
Transformations

The following section explores how justice and equity are
conceptualised and operationalised across the reviewed stud-
ies, highlighting the dimensions most commonly addressed.
Studies typically had justice or equity as their primary or
whole focus (41.6%, n=>52) or as a component of the analysis
(44.8%, n=56), yet only 46.4% (n = 58) of the studies provided
an explicit definition for justice or equity. This lack of defini-
tion may relate to the plurality of dimensions and meanings
justice and equity embody, making them difficult concepts to
capture within single, concise definitions. The lack of clear
definition, however, means that it might be harder to opera-
tionalise and describe how concepts are applied in practice.
Despite this, 91.2% (n=114) of reviewed papers did provide
some sort of rationale within the study as to why justice or
equity was explored. This was a much larger proportion than
articles from the conservation science literature reviewed in
2018 (Friedman et al. 2018).

Out of the papers studied, 65.6% (n=282) explored more than
one dimension of justice, highlighting how justice dimensions
are often closely linked. Distributional justice was the most
commonly considered dimension (82.4%, n=103) followed by

B Enabling [ Structural

Procedure
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Restorative

Contextual

Other

0 50

FIGURE 4 | Dimensions of justice included in studies reviewed.

procedural (69.6%, n=287), recognition (35.2%, n=44), contex-
tual (16%, n=20), restorative (10.4%, n=13) and ‘other’ dimen-
sions (1.6%, n=2) (Figure 4). This reflects much of the justice
literature to date (especially concerning energy justice), which
typically focuses on three tenets of justice (Wood 2023).

Many studies did consider a combination of dimensions con-
currently rather than focusing on one; however, few explic-
itly considered the role of restorative or contextual justice,
perhaps because these dimensions were not explicitly consid-
ered in foundational theorisations of environmental justice
(Schlosberg 2004). This limited attention to restorative and
contextual dimensions suggests that important factors, such
as historical harms and sensitivity to local social and cul-
tural contexts, may remain underexplored (Fitz-Henry and
Klein 2024).

Barragan-Contreras (2022), for example, shows that the histor-
ical marginalisation and discrimination linked to colonial and
postcolonial heritage has led people to lack the confidence to
express their opinions during public events about energy proj-
ects in Yucatdn, Mexico, exacerbating procedural injustices.
This created an imbalance in decision-making towards govern-
ments and developers that ‘produces and reproduces injustices,
inequalities, and power dynamics that risk the cultural and
socio-environmental local context’ (388). This study also high-
lights how dimensions interact and often reinforce injustices—a
lack of procedural justice in the Mayan region resulted in a lack
of distributional and recognitional justice, where loss of biodi-
versity and degradation of the environment also placed ancient
traditions and culture at risk. This finding also illustrates how
attachment to place might be put at risk when justice consider-
ations are neglected.

Williams and Doyon (2020), in their exploration of the Energy
Futures Lab in Canada, highlighted how contextual and re-
storative justice considerations may have improved recogni-
tion and procedural justice for First Nations people. In their
meetings, only one First Nation representative was invited,
despite the fact that there are 45 nations on 140 reserves,
each with unique histories and social contexts that are likely

Systemic
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to impact perspectives of sustainability transformations. The
one representative was said to have felt pressure by being in
this situation and echoed the fact that a single indigenous
worldview does not exist. These situations exemplify the need
to try and repair historical harm to create spaces where mar-
ginalised voices can be heard, emphasising the importance of
incorporating contextual and reparative dimensions into ‘just’
transformation discourse.

3.5 | Transformation Categorisation
and Integration With Justice

Drawing on the categorisation from Scoones et al. (2020), this
section examines approaches to transformation within the re-
viewed studies. The majority of papers took a systemic trans-
formation approach (79.2%, n=99). Structural transformations
appeared in 39.2% (n=49) of reviewed studies and enabling
transformations in 38.4% (n=48). Nearly half of the papers fo-
cused on more than one facet of transformation (40.8%, n=51).
For instance, 16% (n=20) of studies considered all three ap-
proaches, showing that researchers are increasingly attempting
to address transformation at various scales through a variety of
techniques.

Of studies examining systemic transformations, most occurred
in energy (66.7%, n=66) and urban systems (18.2%, n=18).
Although studies considering enabling transformations most fre-
quently looked at energy (43.8%, n=21) or urban (31.3%, n=15)
systems, general transformations (25.0%, n=12) and conserva-
tion (6.3%, n = 3) were more common contexts for enabling than
for other approaches. Structural transformation studies most

frequently took place in energy systems (51.0%, n =25), followed
by agricultural systems (24.5%, n=12). Additionally, more than
for distributional justice, studies examining procedural and rec-
ognitional justice dimensions had a greater focus on enabling
(48.3%, n=42 and 56.8%, n=25, respectively) and structural
(44.8%, n=39 and 47.7%, n=21) transformations (Figure 5).

Numerous other terms for ‘transformation’” were used inter-
changeably within the papers (some of which were found within
our search string) including: transition (n =106), change (n=38),
pathway (n=5) and futures (n=5). Only 33.6% of studies (n =42)
provided a definition of transformation (or other terms relating
to transformation). The diversity of combinations of approaches
highlights the plurality of ways that scholars are grappling with
transformations in their research, both in terms of what is being
transformed and the language used to convey the changes.
It may also reflect a degree of conceptual vagueness within
the field.

3.6 | Place in Transformation Theory and Practice

Notions of ‘place’ were mostly considered implicitly within stud-
ies (80.8%, n=101), with fewer studies explicitly mentioning
place as a topic or analysing it (19.2%, n=24). Only 32% of stud-
ies (n=40) provided a rationale for their exploration of place.
The lack of explicit discussion and analysis of place highlights
that studies may be overlooking important context and nuance,
especially around power, histories and community dynamics.

Although all of the studies were inherently ‘place-based’ as per
the inclusion criteria, there was a conspicuous lack of explicit
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FIGURE 5 | Visualisation of transformation categories and justice dimensions.
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discussion about place theories, despite many papers grappling
with them implicitly.

The lack of explicit engagement with place theory, including
concepts like senses of place, place attachment, place identity,
belonging and meaning-making, may therefore limit the field's
ability to understand how spatial, emotional, cultural and his-
torical dimensions shape transformation processes. Without
this theoretical grounding, analyses may risk overlooking deeply
situated values, attachments and identities that often underpin
justice claims and influence how communities engage with,
experience and respond to sustainability transformations. For
example, Sanz-Hernandez (2020) highlights the importance of
place identity and culture in coal-reliant communities, showing
that resistance to transformation can only be overcome when a
new territorial project is socially rooted in local identities and
cultural histories. This underscores how transformation strat-
egies that ignore place-based belonging may face local resis-
tance, reinforcing the need for context-sensitive and culturally
grounded approaches to change. Lai (2021) echoes this in their
exploration of community energy in Taiwan, critiquing research
that fails to consider site-specific context and ‘geo-historical’
entanglements.

Reflecting this, many of the papers that outlined success-
ful transformative actions were sensitive to the local con-
text, adaptable and employed egalitarian approaches within
decision-making and implementation. For instance, Lacey-
Barnacle (2022) focused on an activist group in Bristol,
Residents Against Dirty Energy (RADE), that effectively lob-
bied the local council for battery storage units rather than
diesel generators. The proposed diesel generators were to be
situated within two areas of high deprivation that also had
low engagement with consultation processes. RADE realised
that residents in these areas might need extra help in prevent-
ing the potentially unjust projects proposed for their area, rec-
ognising the importance of how, even within one city, there
are differences in terms of appropriate action. The study un-
derscored that ‘understanding the spaces and places in which
injustice takes place, can then give rise to recognition and pro-
cedural justice, which can then assist the realisation of distri-
butional justice’ (963). This demonstrated how space and place
intertwine with the traditional tenets of justice in ways that
can enrich and reinforce their transformative potential.

Other studies also highlighted how considering ‘place’ at mu-
nicipal and local levels is crucial to enabling successful energy
transformations. For instance, Lee et al. (2023) showed how
aligning macro-level policies with public values was crucial
for achieving equitable outcomes in four ‘smart city’ initiatives
around the globe. The study advocated for flexible, contingent
and practical strategies tailored to the specific challenges of
each city rather than a ‘one size fits all approach’, allowing
for more inclusive and adaptable approaches in urban devel-
opment processes. In doing so, each of the four cities studied
have had largely positive outcomes on their transformation
journey thus far.

The success of many of the grassroots initiatives found within
the analysed studies points to the importance of contextual and
place-based frameworks in promoting justice. Place-specific

approaches ensure that transformations are grounded in the
social, cultural and historical contexts of the communities in-
volved. Nicol (2020) emphasises the role of supportive legis-
lative frameworks alongside grassroots action to support the
scaling-up of sustainable food systems. Similarly, Barragan-
Contreras (2022) stresses the importance of incorporating en-
ergy sovereignty concepts into energy justice frameworks,
arguing that transformative action becomes more effective by
aligning decisions about energy infrastructure with local com-
munity needs and values which is likely to reduce opposition to
projects, and sentiments also mirrored by Vanhulst et al. (2022)
who argue that place attachments, meanings and ‘subjective
territorial identity’ are important tenants with transformation
frameworks. Yet, even within such frameworks, it remains per-
tinent that researchers are mindful of the power asymmetries
that shape which local voices are heard and legitimised or side-
lined (Avelino and Wittmayer 2016).

A deeper exploration of the role of place within environmental
transformations may therefore support more just outcomes, as
it aids in understanding how justice is conceptualised, negoti-
ated and enacted. Understanding transformation in place helps
ground the often abstract and ambiguous nature of transforma-
tion in lived, situated experience. The consideration of how peo-
ple and places are impacted by transformative change is integral
and closely linked with justice concerns (Grenni et al. 2020;
Horlings, Roep, et al. 2020).

3.7 | Implementation and Impact of Justice
Within Sustainability Transformations

This section explores the reported outcome of transformations
and the strategies used to implement justice within reviewed
papers. Of the 125 studies analysed, the reported impacts of
sustainability transformations were variable. Negative im-
pacts were reported in 20% of studies (n=25), alluding to
challenges in the transformation process, including exclusion
of communities, injustices in implementation and unintended
harmful outcomes. Positive impacts were seen in 28.8% of
studies (n = 36), where efforts led to more equitable outcomes,
including community empowerment, improved livelihoods
and improved education. Mixed impacts were identified in
20% of studies (n = 25), indicating success in specific areas, but
facing limitations and setbacks in achieving just outcomes for
all. Hypothetical impacts were also presented in 24% of papers
(n=30), where transformation processes were incomplete, but
researchers modelled or presented expected outcomes, often
focusing on future-oriented scenarios. In nine studies (7.2%),
no impacts were discussed, with research more focused on
process and frameworks rather than transformation outcomes.
The mixed and sometimes negative outcomes reported in some
studies highlight the complexity of achieving equitable trans-
formations, reinforcing the need for context-sensitive and in-
clusive approaches.

The majority of papers provided recommendations or guidelines
for implementing justice into transformations (88.8%, n=111).
The most common recommendation was the use of participatory
processes (47.7%, n=53), which largely focused on the inclusion
of community groups and a wide range of stakeholders within
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decision-making and transformation processes. Policy interven-
tions (21.6%, n = 24) were also frequently suggested, often involv-
ing explicit justice-oriented objectives. A further 21.6% (n=24)
of studies recommended knowledge sharing and upskilling, for
example through education programmes and capacity-building
projects. Finally, a variety of grassroots community-led action
was advocated across several studies (16.2%, n=18). This sug-
gests that the literature is action-oriented, though the effective-
ness and uptake of recommendations remain unclear.

The results show the critical role of participation, co-production
and community empowerment in promoting justice and equity
within transformations. Empowering communities to actively
participate in decision-making processes was a central theme
across several papers due to the role of effective participation
and co-production in ensuring that transformations are inclu-
sive, context-specific, and address the needs and values of those
impacted. The importance of inclusive decision-making was
highlighted in Lacey-Barnacle (2022) where close collabora-
tion with and lobbying by communities ensured that they were
not burdened with new fossil fuel-based technologies. Lehigh
et al. (2020) also emphasise the use of capacity building, open
communication and context-specific partnerships to include
diverse community voices, ensuring more equitable redevel-
opment outcomes. However, power imbalances and historic
injustices persist, and without addressing these challenges, the
participatory processes outlined previously may be ineffective.
Lehigh et al. (2020) found that a redevelopment project, despite
engaging in multiple intersecting engagement efforts with the
community, was negatively influenced by structural and or-
ganisational power imbalances, suggesting deeper changes are
needed to truly empower communities. Similarly Barragan-
Contreras (2022) exposes how indigenous communities were
excluded from key decision-making processes regarding
large-scale energy infrastructure, violating their right to self-
determination. The study argues for moving away from reliance
on top-down approaches, emphasising the need for frameworks
that recognise collective rights and empower communities.

Grassroots, people-centred and cooperative approaches emerge
from the literature as a promising alternative to entrenched power
dynamics. Cooperative ways of working including community-
supported agriculture (CSAs) have been recognised as effective
mechanisms for driving sustainable and just food systems (Nicol
2020), albeit on a small scale. Zollet et al. (2021) similarly describes
how proactive grassroots action has driven transformative change
towards just food systems in Italy when compared with reactive
institutional responses that focus on short-term issues. These
models enable community ownership and economic empower-
ment by providing communities with access to resources, training
and land, while offering a more democratic form of governance by
allowing for truly collaborative decision-making.

At the governance level, effective policy frameworks are cru-
cial for embedding justice within transformations. Policies
that address power asymmetries and promote inclusive, multi-
stakeholder participation may help in creating more equitable
transformations. Zollet et al. (2021) calls for policies that explic-
itly address power asymmetries in food systems, recognising
the need for bottom-up approaches that empower local commu-
nities over corporate interests. Feenstra et al. (2021) similarly

highlight the importance of ‘humanising the energy transition’
by developing policies that ensure energy poverty is integrated
into national energy frameworks to ensure that vulnerable
populations are not left behind by the transition. Williams and
Doyon (2020) introduce the use of tools, such as a ‘justice and
system transitions framework’. To assess how well justice is in-
corporated into transitions, advocating for more comprehensive
evaluations. These tools are useful for governance bodies seek-
ing to ensure that principles of justice and equity are upheld in
transformation processes. The findings across studies highlight
several key themes for integration of justice within sustain-
ability transformations, suggesting the need for a multi-scalar
approach that combines grassroots, place-based efforts with ro-
bust policy and governance frameworks that address historical
inequalities and power asymmetries to pave the way for more in-
clusive and equitable transformation processes. As emphasised
by Monaco (2025), the most successful sustainability initiatives
are those that are co-produced with local actors, adapted to the
specific socio-ecological contexts in which they are situated and
co-designed with community groups with formal shared gover-
nance mechanisms, therefore contributing to more democratic
and inclusive transformations.

4 | Conclusions and Recommendations

This review explored how justice and place are conceptualised
and operationalised within the sustainability transformation
literature, a quickly growing and evolving field of research.
Our findings highlight several key patterns and limitations.
The literature on ‘just’ place-based transformations has a heavy
focus on energy and urban systems, particularly within Europe
and North America, showing disparities in the way the field
has emerged. This reveals the potential to exacerbate existing
social injustices and vulnerabilities. It also highlights the lack
of explicit acknowledgement of the concept of ‘place’, despite
local contexts being crucially important in the way transforma-
tions occur—an expanded and more critical engagement with
place theory could therefore deepen understanding of how such
transformations play out in context. The literature reviewed of-
fers insights into how transformations are unfolding in a variety
of contexts, with both positive and negative justice outcomes,
emphasising the differences in conceptualisation, implemen-
tation and contestation across different settings. Many studies
championed approaches that prioritise local communities, plac-
ing importance on people-centred and participatory methods of
decision-making in order to empower people and promote eq-
uitable outcomes. The review also shows that there is a lack of
explicit definitions when considering both transformation and
justice, highlighting the need for a greater level of clarity within
policy and interventions. Addressing this gap is essential within
future research to enable progress to be monitored effectively.
To support more equitable transformation research and prac-
tice, we propose the following recommendations based on find-
ings from this review:

1. Promote epistemic justice—supporting local scholars, fos-
tering global partnerships and integrating different types
of knowledge through more inclusive authorship may help
in creating a more equitable and globally relevant research
agenda (Collyer 2018).
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2. Expand conceptualisations of justice to include contextual
and restorative perspectives—moving forward, research
should shine a critical light on transformation processes
to ensure that justice for all is at the fore. Without greater
consideration of contextual and restorative elements, no-
tions of justice may risk being simplified, reducing them
to easily measurable factors while neglecting deeper, more
systemic inequalities that lie at the root of such injustices
(Barragan-Contreras 2022).

3. Integrate place theory more substantially into transfor-
mation frameworks—it is important that policy makers
and researchers treat place as an integral consideration
within just transformation research and practice (Grenni
et al. 2020).

4. Adopt interdisciplinary and mixed-methods approaches—
promoting interdisciplinary research and weaving together
varied methodological approaches may help to strengthen
recommendations provided by researchers. Quantitative
evaluation within transformation research may help to
make transformative change more tangible and less ab-
stract, while qualitative insights help to add depth and nu-
ance (Zollet et al. 2021).

5. Broaden systems focus—research in the field would ben-
efit from a greater amount of scholarship that considers a
wider range of interdependent systems, along with inter-
connections between different systems, echoing the im-
portance of taking a nexus approach (Liu et al. 2018) to
promote more holistic and justice-oriented solutions.

6. Support grassroots, community-led approaches alongside
policy and governance mechanisms (Monaco 2025).

Taken together, these findings suggest that without deeper the-
oretical engagement and more inclusive, context-sensitive re-
search practices, scholarship on sustainability transformations
may risk reproducing the injustices it seeks to address. A more
comprehensive understanding of transformation and justice,
coupled with targeted place-based actions, policy and interven-
tions can create a path towards a more just and environmentally
sustainable future.
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Endnotes

!Justice and equity are two distinct, but related concepts, that are
often used synonymously (particularly outside of academic circles).
Although it is important to recognise this distinction, because of the
overlap in use in the literature, for the purposes of this paper we use
the two terms interchangeably to refer to the same concept of fairness.
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