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Abstract

Climate change risks deepening social inequalities and poses new challenges for social
policy. Drawing on climate justice, this article examines how climate impacts and policies
are experienced by people living in poverty situations and by social workers, how their
knowledge by experience and professional practice circulates in local climate policy-making,
and how social workers understand their role in promoting climate justice. Based on
qualitative interviews with people experiencing poverty, social workers, and local policy
officials in three Flemish municipalities, the study shows that vulnerable groups experience
climate injustice as a combination of disadvantages, misrecognition, and limited influence
over policy agendas. While experiential knowledge is widely acknowledged as valuable,
it remains weakly integrated in policy processes and is often channelled indirectly or
introduced only after key decisions, reflecting persistent epistemic marginalisation. These
patterns can be explained by the interaction of dominant policy framings, unequal power
relations, and institutional arrangements that privilege technical expertise. Together, these
dynamics highlight both the strategic importance and structural constraints of social work
as a mediating actor and point to the need for institutional arrangements that enable earlier,
more substantive, and more direct integration of experiential or practice-based knowledge.

Keywords: eco-social work; eco-social policies; climate change; climate justice; experiential
knowledge; social inequalities

1. Introduction

Climate change is increasingly recognised as an urgent and complex social crisis (De
Brabander 2023) marked by unequal exposure to eco-social risks (Mandelli et al. 2024), un-
even capacities to respond, and unequal influence over policy responses. Although climate
mitigation and adaptation have become central policy priorities at European, national, and
local levels (Mehl et al. n.d.; New Climate Institute 2025), their social consequences are
unevenly distributed (Biichs et al. 2025; IPCC 2023). People living in poverty and other
vulnerable situations often contribute the least to climate change yet face disproportionate
burdens, including poor housing quality, energy insecurity, and limited adaptive capacity
(Breil et al. 2021; Bruckner et al. 2022; Chancel et al. 2021; Ivanova and Wood 2020; Oswald
et al. 2020). Climate change thus not only threatens environmental sustainability, but also
deepens existing social inequalities.
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These dynamics are commonly addressed through the lens of climate justice, which
extends environmental justice by emphasising not only the fair distribution of costs and
benefits but also the recognition of people in vulnerable situations and meaningful par-
ticipation in decision-making (Cuadra and Ouis 2023; Newell et al. 2021; Schlosberg and
Collins 2014). However, research shows that climate policies may reproduce or intensify
inequalities when they rely on technocratic problem definitions and overlook everyday
realities. Measures such as subsidy schemes or low-emission zones often assume financial
stability, property ownership, and administrative capacity, thereby privileging middle-
class households while excluding those in more precarious situations (Btichs et al. 2025;
Hosseinzadehtalaei et al. 2025; Laurent 2023).

This points to a fundamental knowledge problem in climate governance. While tech-
nical and economic expertise dominate policy design, the experiential knowledge of those
most affected by climate impacts and transition measures remains marginal (e.g., De Bra-
bander 2023). From an epistemic justice perspective (Fricker 2007), this marginalisation is
not only a democratic deficit but is reinforced by dominant assumptions that portray people
experiencing poverty as less engaged with environmental issues (Geerts 2026). Where
certain groups are systematically excluded as credible knowers of their own conditions,
this also entails a loss of situated knowledge crucial for effective policy-making.

Social work occupies a distinctive position in this context. Grounded in commitments
to social justice, human rights, and participation, social work operates at the interface of
policy institutions and everyday lifeworlds of people in disadvantaged situations, using
practice-based knowledge, for example, to mediate their experiences in policy processes
(IFSW 2014; Gilboa and Weiss-Gal 2022). The eco-social paradigm in social work further
extends this mandate by explicitly linking social inequalities to ecological crises and chal-
lenging approaches that individualise responsibility or detach sustainability from social
justice (Coates 2003; Dominelli 2012; Matthies et al. 2020; Matthies and Narhi 2017; Norton
2012; Rambaree et al. 2019). Rather than adding environmental concerns to existing prac-
tice, eco-social work calls for recognising diverse forms of knowledge and addressing the
structural roots of injustice (Santos et al. 2007).

However, despite growing recognition that social workers encounter climate-related
inequalities in daily practice (Boetto 2025; Narhi et al. 2025), and normative calls for their
active role in addressing climate injustice (e.g., Boetto 2017), little empirical research has
examined how experiential knowledge of people in poverty situations and practice-based
knowledge of social workers are recognised and mobilised within climate policy-making,
particularly in Europe. This gap also limits insights for local climate governance, where
participatory formats have increasingly been adopted but often remain consultative and
weakly institutionalised, with limited influence over decision-making and a persistent
dominance of better-resourced actors (Evers and Schmid 2025; Faber et al. 2025; Honkonen
2024; Ruiz-Mallén 2020).

Drawing on qualitative interviews with individuals in vulnerable situations, social
workers, civil society actors, and local policy officers, this article addresses that gap by
examining how experiential knowledge circulates in local climate policy-making in Flemish
municipalities and how social work engages with this process. It analyses (1) how people
living in poverty situations and social workers experience climate change and climate
policies; (2) how experiential knowledge is perceived to influence local eco-social policy-
making; and (3) how social workers understand their role in promoting climate justice,
with particular attention to epistemic justice. Building on these questions, the study further
explores (4) which ideas, interests, and institutional arrangements enable or constrain the
integration of experiential knowledge into policy-making. Across the analysis, epistemic
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justice functions as a cross-cutting lens within climate justice, while the eco-social work
perspective situates social workers as key intermediaries in these dynamics.

2. Theoretical Framing
2.1. Climate Justice and Epistemic Justice

This study is situated within the broader field of environmental and climate justice
(Walker 2012), which examines how environmental harms, benefits, and decision-making
power are distributed across society. Scholars increasingly argue that ‘just transition” serves
as an umbrella term, connecting debates on climate justice, energy justice, just resilience,
and socio-ecological transformation (Btichs et al. 2025). A recurring analytical framework
within this literature distinguishes three interrelated dimensions of justice: distributional,
recognitional, and procedural justice (McCauley et al. 2019). Distributional justice concerns
how the costs and benefits of climate impacts and transition measures are allocated. Recog-
nition justice addresses whether diverse experiences and social positions are respected in
governance processes rather than marginalised. Procedural justice focuses on meaningful
participation and influence in decision-making. These different dimensions align with
Fraser’s (2005) conception of justice as parity of participation, which emphasises equal
standing in social and political processes beyond material outcomes alone. Importantly,
the dimensions are not independent but mutually constitutive. Climate justice can only
be realised where distributional, procedural, and recognition dimensions are aligned, as
deficits in one dimension tend to reproduce or reinforce injustices in the others.

Epistemic justice adds a crucial layer by drawing attention to who is recognised as
a legitimate knower and which forms of knowledge are considered relevant in policy
processes (Fricker 2007). In this sense, epistemic justice can be understood as a cross-cutting
condition that shapes the realisation of distributional, procedural, and recognition justice,
as unequal recognition of knowledge constrains both participation in decision-making and
the substantive outcomes it produces.

In climate governance, epistemic injustice arises when experiential and situated knowl-
edge is systematically marginalised in favour of technical or economic expertise, limiting both
democratic legitimacy and policy responsiveness. From this perspective, climate injustice is
not only a matter of unequal outcomes, but also of unequal influence over how problems
are defined, which solutions are deemed legitimate, and how experiential knowledge is
recognised, translated, and incorporated into policy-making (Matutini et al. 2025).

2.2. Experiential Knowledge and Social Work

Experiential knowledge has gained increasing attention within social work, social
policy, and environmental justice scholarship as a distinct way of knowing social reality.
The concept refers to knowledge that emerges from lived experience through reflection,
articulation, and social exchange, combining embodied insight into social realities with a
practical understanding of how they are navigated or contested (Wilken and Cabiati 2024).
Within social work and related movements, experiential knowledge has long challenged
professional and technocratic monopolies over knowledge production (e.g., Askheim
et al. 2017; Krumer-Nevo 2009). Its persistent marginalisation reflects dominant positivist
assumptions about legitimacy and evidence, and constitutes epistemic injustice when
people are denied recognition as knowers of their own lives (Fricker 2007).

In climate governance, experiential knowledge is particularly salient because tech-
nocratic indicators and expert models often obscure how climate impacts and transition
measures are experienced in everyday life (Schlosberg 2013; Temper and Del Bene 2016).
Eco-social work scholarship positions social work as a crucial mediator of experiential
knowledge at the interface between social justice and ecological transformation, and calls
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for addressing the structural roots of inequality (Boetto 2017; Erickson 2018; Matthies and
Narhi 2017; Nagoshi et al. 2025). This is because social workers frequently encounter the
social consequences of climate change impacts and transition policies in frontline practice,
including energy poverty, housing precarity, and psychosocial stress within locally situ-
ated and relational forms of practice (e.g., Dominelli 2024; Nérhi et al. 2025; Nojd et al.
2025). While they do not hold experiential knowledge themselves, social workers develop
practice-based knowledge (Samson 2015) that enables them to mediate such experiences in
policy processes.

At the same time, critical accounts point to institutional and managerial constraints that
limit social workers’ capacity to mobilise experiential knowledge beyond implementation-
focused roles (Chang et al. 2026; Jhagroe 2022; De Brabander 2023). Similar patterns are
observed in participatory research on eco-social work, where transformative ambitions
remain concentrated at local and professional practice levels (Boetto et al. 2020), and in
environmental governance scholarship, showing that participatory processes often privilege
actors with high interest and influence, while impacted but less powerful groups remain
underrepresented (Reed et al. 2025). This calls for an empirical analysis of how experiential
knowledge is enabled or constrained in practice, and how social work navigates its role
within local climate policy-making processes.

2.3. The 3-i Framework

To analyse how experiential knowledge enters, or fails to enter, eco-social policy-
making, this study draws on the 3-i framework, which conceptualises policy development
as the interaction of ideas, interests, and institutions (Hall 1997). Ideas refer to dominant
beliefs and problem framings that shape how policy issues are understood and what
solutions are considered feasible. Interests capture the agendas and power relations of
actors involved, including policymakers, professionals, and affected groups. Institutions
encompass formal rules, organisational structures, and informal norms that stabilise partic-
ular policy pathways. Combined with insights from climate justice, epistemic justice, and
eco-social work, this framework allows analysis of why experiential knowledge may be
acknowledged rhetorically yet marginalised in practice, and how social work navigates its
role within these dynamics.

3. Data and Methods

To address our research questions, we conducted 22 semi-structured interviews with
stakeholders actively engaged in climate and poverty-related issues in 3 Flemish munici-
palities (Leuven, Mechelen, and Vilvoorde; Belgium) between January and June 2024. The
study deliberately focused on the local policy level, as municipalities play a key role in
initiating, coordinating, and implementing climate action (Shtjefni et al. 2024) and are often
the sites where climate policies most directly intersect with social concerns such as poverty
and exclusion. It is also a key governance arena in which social workers predominantly
operate and maintain proximity to people in vulnerable situations, enabling sustained
engagement with lived experience (Matthies 2025).

The municipalities were selected either because a local climate action plan or ‘climate
contract’ was in place. At the same time, they also represent a deliberate choice for
municipalities with a different population size (Leuven: about 105,000; Mechelen: about
90,000; and Vilvoorde: about 49,000) and composition (Leuven: academic, higher middle-
class; Mechelen and Vilvoorde: suburban, middle to lower-middle class), and different
financial resources (Leuven being the most and Vilvoorde the least affluent city)—aspects
which be believed may play a role in policy ambitions, design and governance.
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Interview partners were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling based
on their involvement with both ‘climate” and ‘poverty and social exclusion” in a broad
sense. For policy officials, the focus was on participants” connection to local policy-making
processes at the intersection of climate and social policies, rather than on specific policy
domains such as food, energy, or mobility, to capture cross-cutting perspectives. Social
workers were selected for their involvement in local climate and social justice policies.
People who had experienced poverty were selected based on their interest in reflecting on
the intersection of social exclusion and climate-related issues. Recruitment was facilitated
by the researchers’ long-standing connections with local social work organisations and
people living in poverty situations. An overview of all interview partners and the topics
discussed is provided in the Supplementary Material.

An important limitation of the sample concerns the relatively small number of par-
ticipants with lived experience of poverty. This reflects the empirical reality that direct
participation of people in poverty situations in local climate policy-making remains very
limited, which constrained the pool of potential respondents able to reflect on such pro-
cesses. At the same time, the sample includes social workers who are institutionally tasked
with representing and mediating the experiences of people in vulnerable situations within
policy processes. While this does not substitute for direct participation, it provides indirect
insight into how such experiential knowledge is articulated, translated, and mobilised in
practice. These considerations are taken into account when interpreting the findings.

Interviews lasted approximately 90 min and were conducted face-to-face using a
semi-structured format. All interviews were audio recorded with consent, transcribed
verbatim, and pseudonymised. The sample included two individuals with lived experience
of poverty, thirteen social workers, and seven local policy officers, with a balanced gender
distribution (13 women, 9 men). Participants received written and verbal information about
the study and provided informed consent. Ethical approval was granted by the Social and
Societal Ethics Committee of the researchers” home institution.

Data were analysed using NVivo (version 15.2.2, Lumivero, Denver, CO, USA) through
reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). This approach was chosen for its
suitability for in-depth, theoretically informed analysis of how participants make sense
of climate governance and experiential knowledge. For the first three, more exploratory
research questions, coding was primarily inductive, allowing patterns to emerge from the
data while being informed by sensitising concepts from climate justice, epistemic justice,
and eco-social work. Theme development thus involved an iterative engagement between
data and theory.

To address the fourth research question, the data were additionally coded deductively
using the 3-i framework to examine how ideas, interests, and institutions shape the in-
tegration of experiential knowledge into policy-making. The analysis involved repeated
reading of transcripts, systematic coding of meaningful segments, and iterative theme
refinement. It was shaped by the researchers’ backgrounds in social work and social policy,
especially their focus on inequality and poverty, which informed both their interpretation
and their sensitivity to epistemic justice. The coding framework and codes are available in
the Supplementary Materials.

4. Results
4.1. Experiencing Climate Change and Climate Policy

Our first research question was more exploratory, asking how individuals living in
poverty and other vulnerable situations experience climate change and climate policies.
Across interviews, respondents describe climate change as an urgent and fundamentally
unjust challenge. Social workers, local policy officers, and individuals experiencing poverty
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consistently note that climate impacts and transition measures disproportionately affect
those with fewer material and social resources. Poor housing quality, lack of insulation, and
limited access to green space intensify exposure to heat stress and water-related damage,
while adaptive options remain largely out of reach. Comparable to other interview partners,
one social worker put it this way:

“If we experience much longer heatwaves, including here in our country, it is the people
living in the least well-insulated homes who will be hardest hit” (social worker 01)

Continuing on climate change perceptions, some policy officers assume that this is a
secondary concern for people experiencing poverty, which is strongly contested by social
workers and respondents with lived experience. They emphasise that climate change and
the transition weigh heavily on their everyday lives, even though participation often feels
inaccessible or futile. One respondent stated bluntly:

“We're the first to suffer! If there’s a heatwave and you're stuck here in these [badly
insulated] building blocks, you can forget it, you know. You won'’t find any immediate
relief from the heat here or in the neighbourhood.” (person experiencing poverty 02)

Perceptions of climate policy are closely tied to everyday domains such as housing, energy,
mobility, and consumption. Respondents with lived experience frequently describe climate
measures as socially selective, and perceive regulatory measures such as low-emission
zones or renovation obligations as additional burdens. Sensitisation campaigns (e.g., pro-
moting the use of washable diapers or buying organic, local food) are often related to
feelings of shame or failure:

“Most subsidies and benefits that are given, like energy-efficient appliances and electric
cars, actually go to the better-off middle class.” (person experiencing poverty 01)

“It's the same with calls [calls or initiatives like] ‘Go and do your groceries at Bioplanet’
[...]." To me, as someone experiencing poverty, that feels like a slap in the face. Be-
cause I do care about the climate, but I can’t make that choice.” (person experiencing
poverty 02)

At the same time, interview partners highlight positive examples where social concerns
were integrated from the outset, such as inclusive renovation projects or community-based
mobility initiatives, which improved both environmental outcomes and social well-being.
Taken together, these findings show that climate injustice is experienced as a combination
of unequal exposure, limited adaptive capacity, and misrecognition within policy design.
Climate policies are not rejected per se, but are perceived as unjust or intimidating when
they fail to account for social inequalities.

4.2. Experiential Knowledge in Policy-Making

To address the second research question, we analysed our interview data to understand
how social workers and people in vulnerable situations experience attempts to incorporate
their lived or practice-based experiences and knowledge into policies or political decision-
making. Interviewees widely acknowledge its potential to shape socially just climate
strategies. However, this recognition remains largely rhetorical. Across cases, individuals
in vulnerable situations are rarely present in formal decision-making arenas, and their
perspectives are largely mediated through professionals or civil society organisations. As
one respondent with lived experience stated:

“There’s already so much being decided over our heads. We're already kind of a forgotten
group. Sure, we're not the only forgotten group, but we're increasingly becoming the
outcasts. The climate debate is no exception here.” (person experiencing poverty 02)

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466


https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466

Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 466

7 of 17

Social workers state that the priority in many local climate policies remains limited to achiev-
ing CO;, reduction “because of limited human and financial resources” (social worker 07).
They perceive themselves or are formally ascribed the role of intermediaries who translate
lived experiences into policy-relevant signals. While this role is considered necessary, it also
limits the direct participation of affected groups and risks reducing experiential knowledge
to second-hand input. Several social workers emphasise that even when participation
occurs, objectives are often predefined and experiential or practice-based insights are used
by policy-makers ex post to correct or legitimise decisions rather than to shape agendas
from the outset:

“[Instead of inviting them somewhere in between] they should involve people living in
poverty from the very beginning [. . .] because they are still the experts in what they go
through and in what the [possible] solutions to that are.” (social worker 11)

Policy officials confirm that existing governance structures lack the time, mandate, and
capacity to meaningfully integrate experiential knowledge. Participation is commonly or-
ganised through temporary projects or consultations with limited influence. The mediating
role of social workers is appreciated: “I don’t see people [living in poverty situations] com-
ing to consultation meetings or events like that. You need people on the ground who can
actually represent their views.” (policy officer 06). However, this approach fuels scepticism
among people in poverty, who frequently describe participation as symbolic rather than
consequential, a perception echoed by social workers who question the added value of
engaging in governance processes they experience as predominantly performative: “this is

1

marketed under the slogan ‘we have organised participation’” (social worker 10). Overall,
the findings point to a persistent gap between formal recognition and actual influence of

experiential knowledge, reflecting underlying epistemic hierarchies in climate governance.

4.3. Social Workers’ Roles in Promoting Climate Justice

To address our third research question, we examined how social workers view their
role and opportunities in promoting climate justice, with particular attention to the inte-
gration of experiential knowledge. Across the interviews, social workers do not primarily
frame their role in technical or environmental terms. Instead, they articulate their contri-
bution as relational, ethical, and political, rooted in proximity to lived experience. Inter-
viewees emphasise three interconnected roles: psychosocial support, epistemic mediation,
and structural advocacy.

First, several social workers describe climate-related measures, such as housing reno-
vation or energy transitions, as emotionally demanding and stressful processes that affect
dignity, identity, and family life. This is especially the case for people experiencing scarcity
in multiple, complex ways (De Bruijn and Antonides 2022; Mullainathan and Shafir 2013):

“They often find themselves facing a whole bunch of problems [. . .]. It's very complex. So,
for people in vulnerable situations, this calls for a special approach.” (social worker 12)

Providing psychosocial support is therefore seen as a precondition for just implementation.
Additionally, psychosocial work is framed as enabling agency and political self-efficacy.
Supporting people to experience that their voice matters is described as fostering engage-
ment in governance processes that are otherwise perceived as distant or inaccessible: “If
you can feel or see that your voice really matters, you’ll foster a sense of engagement” (social
workers 09).

Second, social workers emphasise their role in mediating experiential knowledge
across unequal systems. They translate technical information into accessible narratives for
households while conveying lived experiences back to policymakers. At the same time,
they critically reflect on the limits of proxy representation, noting that participation still
relies “too much on us” (social workers 11).
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Third, social workers frame climate justice as inseparable from structural change. They
describe advocacy as a core professional responsibility, aimed at challenging dominant
efficiency-driven narratives and holding policymakers accountable for social consequences.
However, many professionals express ambivalence about their epistemic legitimacy in
highly technical policy arenas, which constrains their perceived influence. As one social
worker critically noted, highly individualised measures, such as symbolic, politically shal-
low, and public relations-friendly actions, are “commendable” but ultimately insufficient
to address structural injustices (social worker 10). Altogether, these findings suggest that
social work’s contribution lies in making the transition genuinely social, but that this role
depends on institutional recognition and political space.

4.4. Factors Shaping the Integration of Experiential Knowledge

Building on Sections 4.1-4.3, this section applies the 3-i framework to analyse underly-
ing dynamics of the empirical patterns. In particular, we want to know how ideas, interests,
and institutions shape the integration of experiential (or practice-based) knowledge in local
climate governance. This helps explain why it is often recognised rhetorically but rarely
shapes policy agendas in a sustained way. While the municipalities differ in demographic
composition and policy context, the analysis focuses on cross-cutting patterns across cases
rather than on systematic comparisons.

4.4.1. Ideas: Framing Climate Action and Participation

Across the interviews, the integration of experiential knowledge is strongly shaped by
how actors conceptualise the climate transition itself. Climate policy discourses identified
in the preceding sections reflect a dominant technocratic framing of climate action, oriented
towards emission reduction, efficiency, and compliance with European targets. Within this
framing, social inclusion of people in vulnerable situations and social workers is perceived
to function primarily as an instrumental condition for implementation, aimed at feasibility,
acceptance, or behavioural change, rather than as a normative or epistemic foundation for
policy design. Many policy officers explicitly confirmed this logic, framing participation
as necessary “so we can reach the [climate] targets” (policy officer 01), because “first and
foremost, [...] we must ensure that we get our work done” (policy officer 03). This reveals
how policy rationales anchored in performance and compliance implicitly subordinate
social justice considerations, positioning social work primarily as a delivery mechanism
rather than a co-definer of policy goals. At the same time, a few policy officers criticised
this approach because it easily encounters resistance, alienates vulnerable groups from
policy processes, and misses out on other opportunities relevant to society:

“[There is] too much focus on those CO; targets. And certainly when it comes to mobility,
[...] because mobility is primarily about how we can create greater proximity of different
functions in increasingly urbanised environments, enabling us to organise mobility much
more sustainably using active modes.” (policy officer 06)

In contrast to an instrumental framing of the integration of experiential knowledge, many
interviewed social workers articulated an explicit eco-social understanding of climate justice
whereby climate policy starts from social needs, such as housing quality, affordability, and
stability: “we should reverse the order, first the people in poverty” (social workers 09).
From this perspective, climate change and social inequality are structurally intertwined, and
experiential knowledge is epistemically necessary for defining what climate justice entails
in practice, rather than a supplementary input added after policy choices have been made.
The implications of overlooking this perspective become apparent in concrete policy design.
For instance, in discussions on the ‘inclusive’ rollout of local mobility hubs—intended
to facilitate switching between transport modes such as car sharing, bike sharing, and

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466


https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466

Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 466

9of 17

public transport—a social worker (social worker 10) highlighted a mismatch between policy
assumptions and lived realities. Drawing on her daily experience, she pointed to structural
barriers such as shift or irregular work schedules, limited financial resources, language and
technical constraints, lack of driving or cycling experience, and cultural barriers. In such
contexts, mobility hubs are unlikely to address the mobility needs of people in poverty,
illustrating how well-intentioned policies may nevertheless fail to produce socially just
outcomes when experiential knowledge is not meaningfully integrated.

Thus, competing ideas, beliefs, attitudes, and priorities structure not only how partici-
pation is organised but also what counts as legitimate knowledge within decision-making.
In instrumental framings, participation primarily serves to legitimise and secure acceptance;
in eco-social framings, it functions as an epistemic practice that enables affected groups to
shape problem definitions and solutions. The marginalisation of experiential knowledge
under dominant framings is therefore experienced as misrecognition and depoliticisation.

4.4.2. Interests: Power, Priorities, and Strategic Alignment

In addition to ideas, the integration of experiential or practice-based knowledge is
shaped by competing interests and power asymmetries within local climate governance.
Interviewees consistently pointed to tensions between policy agendas: while policy officers
tend to prioritise scalability, efficiency, and measurable climate impact, the social agendas
articulated by people experiencing poverty and social workers centre on basic needs,
affordability, and security.

Within these interest configurations, climate objectives are treated as relatively fixed
reference points, whereas their social consequences remain secondary and negotiable. This
reflects underlying power asymmetries that shape which interests prevail. Policy institu-
tions and electorally influential constituencies retain control over agenda-setting, funding
streams, and evaluation criteria, while social organisations are positioned primarily as
implementers or outreach partners. The positional asymmetry limits the capacity of ex-
periential or practice-based knowledge to reshape strategic choices, particularly when it
challenges policy direction rather than facilitating implementation. As two social work-
ers note:

“When it comes to the climate, climate sustainability and the climate transition, it's a
narrative dominated by the highly educated, [. . .] people with fewer opportunities [. . .]
aren’t heard or aren’t taken into account.” (social worker 09)

“It remains too much of a top-down approach, rather than a genuine coalition or collabora-
tion between civil society and policymakers” (social worker 03)

This perception is echoed by participants with lived experience of poverty, who, in the
few instances where they were involved in local climate policy-making, describe how
their views, priorities, and knowledge were often sidelined by politicians, technocrats, or
“cargo-bike riding middle-class” representatives (person experiencing poverty 02). At most,
they saw their experiences incorporated when they aligned with existing policy objectives
or supported implementation efforts with testimony.

While most policy officers attribute these dynamics to assumptions about the sec-
ondary priority of climate change among people in vulnerable situations, as well as to time,
staffing, and budgetary constraints, some express a more critical stance. As one policy
officer notes, the focus remains too strongly oriented towards environmental objectives,
“whereas it should above all be a challenge that everyone can be part of the transition”
(policy officer 06).

At the same time, interviewees identified moments when interests realign, creating
openings for experiential knowledge. The energy crisis was frequently cited as a catalyst for
broader coalitions among social and environmental actors, as rising energy costs affected
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middle-income households and heightened political attention to affordability. In these
contexts, experiential knowledge gained strategic weight, particularly when mobilised col-
lectively rather than individually. Such alignments, however, were described as contingent
and fragile rather than structurally embedded. These moments illustrate that experiential
knowledge gains influence not through institutionalised inclusion, but through contingent
political realignments.

4.4.3. Institutions: Mandates, Structures, and Governance Constraints

Finally, institutional arrangements play a decisive role in filtering experiential knowl-
edge. A recurring institutional pattern concerns the functional delegation of responsibility
for social inclusion to social-sector actors without corresponding mandates within climate
or energy departments. While this delegation acknowledges the relevance of social ex-
pertise, it simultaneously removes experiential knowledge from formal decision-making
arenas where strategic choices are made.

Respondents further noted the absence of a stable, authoritative participation in-
frastructure. However, even where such infrastructure formally existed (as in Leuven),
participation initiatives were typically project-based, time-limited, and reliant on infor-
mal access routes, favouring actors with higher social capital and institutional familiarity.
Consequently, people whose experiences deviate most from policy norms face the greatest
barriers to epistemic access. This systematically disadvantages these groups and reinforces
what interviewees described as a persistent “gap between worlds” (social worker 01).

Institutional fragmentation further undermines integration. Responsibilities are de-
scribed as being dispersed across the climate, energy, housing, and social policy domains:
“that lack of cross-sectoral policy coordination will be one of the biggest obstacles to this
climate transition.” (social worker 05). Failure to address these fragmentations may not only
create accountability gaps but also contribute to the compartmentalisation of dissent. At the
same time, the financial dependence of social organisations on public funding constrains
their capacity to act as sustained, critical counter-voices.

Finally, multi-level governance further constrains local action. As discussed in
Section 4.1, social workers and people experiencing poverty criticise climate policies,
especially in housing and energy, for privileging owner-occupied contexts and individual-
level measures, even though people living in poverty are more often renters and require
collective solutions. This critique spans local, regional, and federal levels. Local policy
officials, however, point to structural misalignments between these levels that restrict their
ability to translate experiential knowledge into coherent policy trajectories, even when
awareness and goodwill are present.

Importantly, these institutional arrangements are perceived differently by the stake-
holder groups interviewed. Policy officers often frame the delegation of social inclusion
tasks to social-sector actors as a pragmatic and efficient division of responsibilities, given
limited time and resources. In contrast, social workers interpret these same arrangements
as structurally limiting, as they confine experiential knowledge to indirect, implementation-
oriented roles without granting it influence over strategic decision-making. For people
experiencing poverty, these institutional configurations are primarily experienced as dis-
tant, difficult to access and offering little scope for meaningful participation, reinforcing
their limited presence in formal policy arenas.

Taken together, the analysis shows that experiential knowledge is systematically
filtered through the interaction of ideas, interests, and institutions. Dominant technocratic
framings of climate action privilege efficiency and emission reduction, structuring interests
around feasibility and risk avoidance. These orientations are stabilised by institutional
arrangements characterised by fragmented mandates, weak participation infrastructures,
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and indirect representation. Although alternative eco-social framings and temporary
coalitions emerge, prevailing governance architectures limit their capacity to confer agenda-
setting power sustained by experiential knowledge.

5. Discussion

This study examined how climate change and climate policies are experienced by
people living in poverty, how experiential or professional, practice-based knowledge circu-
lates in local climate policy-making, and how social workers engage with climate justice.
Building on the empirically grounded analysis of how ideas, interests, and institutions
shape the role of experiential knowledge, this section further interprets them through the
lenses of climate justice and epistemic justice, while also revisiting the interactions between
ideas, interests, and institutions (Hall 1997) to clarify how climate injustice is produced,
maintained, and contested in eco-social practice. The analysis reveals a persistent gap
between policy ambitions and lived realities.

Climate injustice operates across interconnected dimensions of unequal exposure and
limited adaptive capacity, but also through misrecognition and restricted influence over
policy agendas, reflecting Gough’s (2013) notion of ‘triple injustice’. Climate policies are
widely perceived as being designed around middle-class assumptions regarding housing,
financial stability, and administrative capacity, confirming earlier research on the socially
unequal distributive effects of climate action (Btichs et al. 2025; Hosseinzadehtalaei et al. 2025).
These patterns point to shortcomings across distributional, recognitional, and procedural
dimensions rather than mere implementation failures (McCauley et al. 2019; Fraser 2005), and
they align with the findings that participatory climate governance often remains consultative
and uneven in its ability to influence policy decisions, particularly in contexts marked by
unequal participation capacities (Evers and Schmid 2025; Ruiz-Mallén 2020).

From an epistemic justice perspective, experiential knowledge of people in poverty
situations remains systematically marginalised within climate governance. Although
acknowledged in principle, it rarely informs agenda-setting and is often introduced only
after key decisions have been taken. This reflects what De Brabander (2023) criticises as
‘politics of recognition without epistemic justice’, and it aligns with accounts of weakly
institutionalised participation for vulnerable groups (Honkonen 2024) and broader theories
of epistemic justice (Fricker 2007). At the same time, affected groups have limited epistemic
agency (Medina 2013), as they are rarely able to shape the definitions of policy problems,
while the dominance of technical and economic expertise produces hermeneutical gaps
that obscure lived vulnerability (Centemeri 2013; Schlosberg 2013; Temper and Del Bene
2016). These limitations are not merely procedural, but rooted in interactions between
dominant framings, institutional arrangements, and actor interests, echoing recent work
on the techno-managerial and politically selective nature of climate policy governance
(Teebken 2024).

Within this context, social work emerges as a structurally constrained but strategically
significant mediating actor. Comparable to findings in other national contexts (Kuiper et al.
2022; Ndrhi et al. 2025; No6jd et al. 2025; Labron and Burke 2025), social workers describe
their role as relational, ethical, and political, grounded in proximity to lived experience,
while organisational settings simultaneously enable and constrain such practice (Boetto
et al. 2022). Positioned at the interface of social justice and ecological transformation
(Boetto 2017; Matthies and Narhi 2017), social workers provide psychosocial support,
translate policy language, and mobilise experiential knowledge to challenge efficiency-
driven narratives. However, their role is shaped by technocratic rationalities, managerialist
governance, fragmented mandates, and a reliance on proxy participation, which limit their
epistemic and political influence. This reflects broader findings that professionals operating
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at the interface between lived experience and institutional systems face structural tensions
that confine their role to advisory or implementation roles (Gilboa and Weiss-Gal 2022;
Jhagroe 2022; Knevel et al. 2024; Narhi et al. 2025; Nérhi and Matthies 2018).

These dynamics highlight the limits of social work as an epistemic mediator. While
social workers can mobilise experiential knowledge and challenge dominant narratives,
their influence remains constrained by technocratic policy logics and limited agenda-
setting power. Consequently, reliance on mediation alone risks reproducing rather than
transforming existing power relations (Gilboa and Weiss-Gal 2022; Jhagroe 2022). From
a structural eco-social work perspective (Boetto 2017; Narhi et al. 2026), this reflects the
limits of incremental measures within existing governance arrangements, as consultative
or mediated forms of participation tend to leave underlying power asymmetries largely
intact. Addressing these dynamics would require more fundamental institutional shifts
that redistribute agenda-setting power and enable sustained integration of experiential
knowledge. At the same time, these findings call for a more reflexive understanding of
social work’s position within such governance systems (Matthies and Narhi 2017), as it may,
despite its critical and justice-oriented commitments, contribute to incremental adaptation
rather than transformative change.

As demonstrated in the results, the interaction among ideas, interests, and institutions
constrains the integration of experiential knowledge. Dominant ideas frame climate action
instrumentally, interests prioritise feasibility and risk avoidance, and institutional arrange-
ments stabilise indirect participation and fragmented accountability. Although crises such
as the energy crisis may temporarily realign interests, such openings remain fragile and
insufficiently institutionalised. This reflects broader findings in EU climate governance,
where local authorities are recognised as key actors but remain legally and financially
dependent on higher levels of government (Kastelein 2024). In this context, social work
occupies a position similar to that of a niche actor whose context-sensitive interventions
struggle to influence dominant regimes.

Across the analysis, these findings suggest that advancing climate justice in local
governance depends on alignment across three mutually reinforcing dimensions. At the
level of ideas, experiential knowledge must be recognised as epistemically valid and policy-
relevant; at the level of interests, actors require incentives and sufficient power to prioritise
such knowledge; and at the level of institutions, governance arrangements must enable
its structural and continuous integration rather than limiting it to one-off consultation.
Without such alignment, climate justice risks remaining symbolically acknowledged but
practically marginal.

6. Conclusions

This article contributes to existing research in three main ways. Empirically, it provides
insight into how climate change and climate policy are experienced and negotiated across
different actor groups in Flemish local governance contexts. Conceptually, it links climate
justice and epistemic justice by showing how the marginalisation of experiential knowledge
constitutes a structured form of epistemic exclusion shaped by ideas, interests, and institu-
tions. Professionally, it repositions social work and people facing poverty not as passive
actors, but as potential mediators and epistemic agents within the climate transition.

These findings have important implications for local climate policy governance. Ad-
vancing climate justice requires moving beyond symbolic or testimonial participation
towards institutional arrangements that recognise experiential knowledge as epistemi-
cally necessary for defining climate problems, priorities, and solutions. Persistent power
asymmetries suggest that without such institutionalisation, participatory initiatives risk
reproducing existing inequalities and limiting the influence of marginalised groups. More
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broadly, the findings highlight how ideas, interests, and institutions jointly shape the
possibilities for inclusive and socially just climate governance.

For social work, the findings reinforce its potential and constrained role not only as
a mediator of lived experience in eco-social policy, but also as an actor in agenda-setting,
coalition-building, and advocacy (Gilboa and Weiss-Gal 2022; Jhagroe 2022; Matutini et al.
2025). In line with calls for a stronger democratic mandate of social work (Dzur 2019; Lipsky
2023), experiential knowledge can function not only as evidence. It can also serve as a
source of moral authority for challenging exclusionary policies and articulating socially just
alternatives (Raeymaeckers et al. 2021), connecting lived experiences to structural claims
and critically questioning dominant narratives (see Van Bouchaute and Vanderhulst 2022).
Comparable to recent research stressing that eco-social work remains difficult to translate
into sustained local practices where individual responsibility and short-term project logics
prevail (Allegri and Pavani 2026), realising this potential remains, paradoxically, contingent
on stronger institutional recognition, political mandates, and durable participatory spaces
capable of translating experiential and practice-based knowledge into climate policy.

Notwithstanding these insights, this study is not without limitations. First, it is lim-
ited by its focus on Flemish municipalities and the specific institutional arrangements of
Belgium’s multi-level climate governance context, which constrains the direct transfer-
ability of the findings to other settings. At the same time, the patterns identified resonate
with broader insights from the literature on climate justice and participatory governance,
suggesting that similar dynamics may arise in contexts where experiential knowledge is
marginalised in policy processes. A second limitation concerns the relatively small num-
ber of participants with direct experience of poverty, mainly reflecting the limited extent
to which people in poverty are currently involved in local climate policy-making. This
constrains the diversity of directly represented lived experiences in the data, while also
underscoring one of the study’s central findings: that such exclusion remains structurally
embedded in current governance processes. In this sense, the limited presence of these
voices in the data not only constitutes a methodological constraint but also reflects the
epistemic exclusion this study seeks to analyse. Third, participants were recruited based
on their involvement in climate- and poverty-related issues, likely resulting in a sample
with relatively high levels of awareness and engagement. Fourth, the study focuses on
social workers as key intermediaries, even though they represent only one of several actors
involved in translating lived experience into policy-relevant signals. Fifth, while the dif-
ferent municipalities were deliberately selected to capture variation in local governance
contexts, the analysis does not systematically compare findings across cases. Future re-
search could build on this design to examine how institutional, socio-demographic, and
policy differences between municipalities shape the integration of experiential knowledge.
Finally, while the 3-i framework offers a structured analytical lens, it foregrounds particular
explanatory dimensions, and alternative theoretical perspectives may yield different inter-
pretations. Future research could expand comparative analyses across governance contexts
and further explore participatory approaches that enable collective epistemic agency among
vulnerable groups. It could also examine how experiential knowledge circulates across
governance levels and how supra-local policy frameworks shape local possibilities for
climate justice and eco-social work.
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/ /www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/s0cscil5070466/s1: Annex SI. Overview of interview partners,
Annex SII. Interview guidelines, and Annex SIII. Deductive coding framework for RQ4.

Author Contributions: Conceptualisation, A.O.; methodology, A.O.; software, A.O., S.D.B. and
B.G.; validation, S.D.B. and B.G.; formal analysis, A.O., B.G. and S.D.B.; investigation, S.D.B. and

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466


https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/socsci15070466/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/socsci15070466/s1
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466

Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 466 14 of 17

B.G.; resources, S.D.B. and B.G.; data curation, A.O.; writing—original draft preparation, A.O.;
writing—review and editing, A.O., S.D.B. and B.G.; project administration, B.G. and S.D.B.; fund-
ing acquisition, B.G. and S.D.B. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by University College Leuven-Limburg (PWO SORETRA
project, https://research-expertise.ucll.be/nl/projecten/het-leefwereldperspectief-als-hefboom-
voor-een-sociaal-rechtvaardige-klimaattransitie-0 (accessed on 18 March 2026)) and the Flemish
Research Foundation (FWO, Green Transition Attitudes project, grant: G025124N).

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of
Helsinki, and approved by the Ethics Committee of KU Leuven and University College Leuven Limburg
(protocol code: G-2024 02 2187, approval date: 8 February 2024) for studies involving humans.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: Information on the interview partners, interview guidelines, and
coding framework and codes can be found in the Supplementary Materials. Interview transcripts are
not available due to privacy and ethical restrictions.

Acknowledgments: We are grateful to our study participants and all partners involved in this
research. We are also thankful for the great valorisation of our research by two experts with lived
experience of poverty situations, Caro Bridts and Saskia Jacobs, and for the feedback we received
from KU Leuven researchers Janne Petroons and Laure-lise Robben. The authors have reviewed and
edited the output and take full responsibility for the content of this publication.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest. The funding sponsors had no role
in the design of the study, in the collection, analysis, or interpretation of data; in the writing of the
manuscript, and in the decision to publish the results.

References

Allegri, Elena, and Luca Pavani. 2026. Ecosocial Community Work: Tensions, Transformations and Situated Practices in Italian Local
Welfare Services. Relational Social Work 10: 25-48. [CrossRef]

Askheim, Ole Petter, Peter Beresford, and Cecilia Heule. 2017. Mend the Gap—Strategies for User Involvement in Social Work
Education. Social Work Education 36: 128-40. [CrossRef]

Boetto, Heather. 2017. A Transformative Eco-Social Model: Challenging Modernist Assumptions in Social Work. British Journal of Social
Work 47: 48-67. [CrossRef]

Boetto, Heather. 2025. Promoting Sustainable Development in the Australian Murray-Darling Basin: Envisioning an ECOSOCIAL Work
Approach. Sustainable Development 33: 904-15. [CrossRef]

Boetto, Heather, Kati Narhi, and Wendy Bowles. 2022. Creating “Communities of Practice” to Enhance Ecosocial Work: A Comparison
between Finland and Australia. The British Journal of Social Work 52: 4815-35. [CrossRef]

Boetto, Heather, Wendy Bowles, Kati Nérhi, and Meredith Powers. 2020. Raising Awareness of Transformative Ecosocial Work:
Participatory Action Research with Australian Practitioners. International Journal of Social Welfare 29: 300-9. [CrossRef]

Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke. 2006. Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology 3: 77-101.
[CrossRef]

Breil, Margaretha, Marianne Zandersen, Petya Pishmisheva, Anders Branth Pedersen, Linda Romanovska, Ingrid Coninx, Magdalena
Rogger, and Katie Johnson. 2021. Just Transition in the Context of Adaptation to Climate Change. Bologna: European Topic Centre on
Climate Change Impacts, Vulnerability and Adaptation (ETC/CCA).

Bruckner, Benedikt, Klaus Hubacek, Yuli Shan, Honglin Zhong, and Kuishuang Feng. 2022. Impacts of Poverty Alleviation on National
and Global Carbon Emissions. Nature Sustainability 5: 311-20. [CrossRef]

Biichs, Milena, Tim Goedemé, Desta Mebratu, Josefine Vanhille, and Gerlinde Verbist. 2025. Inequality and Climate Change. In
Handbook of Labor, Human Resources and Population Economics. Edited by Klaus F. Zimmermann. Cham: Springer Nature. [CrossRef]

Centemeri, Laura. 2013. Crise Ecologique et Dynamique Locale: Un Avenir Pour Les Métiers Du Social? In Le Travail Social a La
Recherche de Nouveaux Paradigmes: Inégalités Sociales et Environnementales. Edited by Claudio Bolzman, Joélle Libois and Frangoise
Tschopp. Geneva: Editions ies.

Chancel, Lucas, Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman. 2021. World Inequality Report 2022. London: Harvard
University Press.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466


https://research-expertise.ucll.be/nl/projecten/het-leefwereldperspectief-als-hefboom-voor-een-sociaal-rechtvaardige-klimaattransitie-0
https://research-expertise.ucll.be/nl/projecten/het-leefwereldperspectief-als-hefboom-voor-een-sociaal-rechtvaardige-klimaattransitie-0
https://doi.org/10.14605/RSW1012602
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2016.1248930
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcw149
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.3158
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcac092
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.12445
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-021-00842-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57365-6_435-1
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466

Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 466 15 of 17

Chang, Elvi, Stefan Sjoberg, Paivi Turunen, and Komalsingh Rambaree. 2026. A Call for Ecosocial Community Work: Challenges and
Possibilities for Ecosocial Work in Local Neighbourhoods in Sweden. European Journal of Social Work 29: 438-54. [CrossRef]

Coates, John. 2003. Ecology and Social Work: Toward a New Paradigm. Halifax: Fernwood Pub.

Cuadra, Carin Bjérngren, and Pernilla Ouis. 2023. Swedish Eco- Social Interventions for Climate Justice and Social Justice: Examples
from the Global North. In Social Work and Climate Justice. Edited by Devendraraj Madhanagopal and Bala Raju Nikku. Abingdon:
Routledge.

De Brabander, Richard. 2023. Voices of Climate Justice. Ecosocial Work and the Politics of Recognition. Journal of Social Intervention:
Theory and Practice 32: 11-22. [CrossRef]

De Bruijn, Ernst-Jan, and Gerrit Antonides. 2022. Poverty and Economic Decision Making: A Review of Scarcity Theory. Theory and
Decision 92: 5-37. [CrossRef]

Dominelli, Lena. 2012. Green Social Work: From Environmental Crises to Environmental Justice. Edited by Lena Dominelli. Cambridge:
Polity Press.

Dominelli, Lena. 2024. Social Work Practice During Times of Disaster: A Transformative Green Social Work Model for Theory, Education and
Practice in Disaster Interventions. London: Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group. [CrossRef]

Dzur, Albert W. 2019. Democracy Inside: Participatory Innovation in Unlikely Places. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Erickson, Christina L. 2018. Environmental Justice as Social Work Practice. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Evers, Adalbert, and Verena Schmid. 2025. Local Climate Governance: Towards More Interactive Practices and Settings? Voluntas:
International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations 36: 113-24. [CrossRef]

Faber, Ricarda, Deyana Kocher, and Matthias Duwe. 2025. Meaningful Participatory Climate Governance: Lessons from EU Multilevel
Climate and Energy Dialogues. Review of European, Comparative & International Environmental Law 34: 394-408. [CrossRef]

Fraser, Nancy. 2005. Reframing Justice in a Globalizing World. New Left Review 2: 69-88. [CrossRef]

Fricker, Miranda. 2007. Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing. Oxford: Oxford University Press. [CrossRef]

Geerts, Robbe. 2026. Armoede En Klimaatverandering: Een Essay over Onzichtbare Meningen En Bijdragen. Tijdschrift Sociologie 6:
93283. [CrossRef]

Gilboa, Chen, and Idit Weiss-Gal. 2022. Change from within: Community Social Workers as Local Policy Actors. The British Journal of
Social Work 52: 3540-58. [CrossRef]

Gough, Ian. 2013. Climate Change, Social Policy, and Global Governance. Journal of International and Comparative Social Policy 29:
185-203. [CrossRef]

Hall, Peter A. 1997. The Role of Interests, Institutions, and Ideas in the Comparative Political Economy of the Industrialized Nations.
In Comparative Politics: Rationality, Culture, and Structure. Edited by Mark Irving Lichbach and Alan S. Zuckerman. Cambridge
Studies in Comparative Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Honkonen, Tuula. 2024. Do Climate Acts of EU Countries Enable the Most Vulnerable to Participate in Climate Policymaking? npj
Climate Action 3: 62. [CrossRef]

Hosseinzadehtalaei, Parisa, Rafiq Hamdi, Hamid Moradkhani, Piet Termonia, and Hossein Tabari. 2025. Inequality in Human Exposure
to Future Climate Extremes. Nature Communications 16: 8058-58. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

IFSW. 2014. Global Definition of Social Work. Rheinfelden: International Federation of Social Workers.

IPCC. 2023. AR6 Synthesis Report. Climate Change 2023. Available online: https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/ (accessed on 18
March 2026).

Ivanova, Diana, and Richard Wood. 2020. The Unequal Distribution of Household Carbon Footprints in Europe and Its Link to
Sustainability. Global Sustainability 3: e18. [CrossRef]

Jhagroe, Shivant. 2022. Kap met duurzaamheid, wees rechtvaardig. OneWorld, October 28. Available online: https://www.oneworld.
nl/klimaat/kap-met-duurzaamheid-wees-rechtvaardig/ (accessed on 18 March 2026).

Kastelein, Robert. 2024. Role of Local Governments in EU Member States” Climate Policy and Legislation. npj Climate Action 3: 92.
[CrossRef]

Knevel, Jeroen, Jean Pierre Wilken, and Alice Schippers. 2024. Towards Inclusive Social Work: Putting an Ecological Approach into
Practice. Relational Social Work 8: 3-23. [CrossRef]

Krumer-Nevo, Michal. 2009. From Voice to Knowledge: Participatory Action Research, Inclusive Debate and Feminism. International
Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 22: 279-95. [CrossRef]

Kuiper, Christine, Toine Broekhuis, and Romy Santpoort. 2022. Groen Sociaal Werk. De Rol van Sociaal Werk Bij Klimaatverandering
En de Energietransitie. Utrecht: Movisie. Available online: https://www.movisie.nl/sites/movisie.nl/files /2022-03 /Groen_
sociaal_werk_0.pdf (accessed on 18 March 2026).

Labron, Meg, and Susan Burke. 2025. “Walking the Talk”: Putting Environmental Social Work Theory into Practice. International Journal
of Social Welfare 34: €70009. [CrossRef]

Laurent, Eloi. 2023. Climate Change and Social Justice. In Elgar Encyclopedia of Ecological Economics. Edited by Emilio Padilla Rosa and
Jestis Ramos-Martin. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466


https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2025.2510340
https://doi.org/10.54431/jsi.790
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11238-021-09802-7
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003105824
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-024-00698-9
https://doi.org/10.1111/reel.12618
https://doi.org/10.64590/ys5
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198237907.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.38139/ts.93283
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcab263
https://doi.org/10.1080/21699763.2013.852128
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44168-024-00141-1
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-63385-3
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/40877294
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.12
https://www.oneworld.nl/klimaat/kap-met-duurzaamheid-wees-rechtvaardig/
https://www.oneworld.nl/klimaat/kap-met-duurzaamheid-wees-rechtvaardig/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44168-024-00177-3
https://doi.org/10.14605/RSW812401
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518390902835462
https://www.movisie.nl/sites/movisie.nl/files/2022-03/Groen_sociaal_werk_0.pdf
https://www.movisie.nl/sites/movisie.nl/files/2022-03/Groen_sociaal_werk_0.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.70009
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466

Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 466 16 of 17

Lipsky, Michael. 2023. The Critical Role of Street Level Bureaucrats. In Social Work: A Reader, 2nd ed. Edited by Viviene E. Cree and
Trish McCulloch. London: Routledge. [CrossRef]

Mandelli, Matteo, Anne-Laure Beaussier, Tom Chevalier, and Bruno Palier. 2024. Defining, Operationalizing and Classifying Socio-Ecological
Risks. Paris: Sciences Po.

Matthies, Aila-Leena. 2025. The Agency of Social Work in the Research of Sustainability Transitions: A Multilevel Perspective. In
Ecosocial Work and Sustainability Transitions. Theories, Methodologies and Practices. Edited by Koen Hermans, Ingo Stamm, Aila-Leena
Matthies and Susanne Elsen. Bristol: Policy Press.

Matthies, Aila-Leena, and Kati Nérhi. 2017. The Ecosocial Transition of Societies: The Contribution of Social Work and Social Policy. Edited by
Aila-Leena Matthies and Kati Nérhi. London: Routledge.

Matthies, Aila-Leena, Jef Peeters, Tuuli Hirvilammi, and Ingo Stamm. 2020. Ecosocial Innovations Enabling Social Work to Promote
New Forms of Sustainable Economy. International Journal of Social Welfare 29: 378-89. [CrossRef]

Matutini, Elisa, Giacomo Chiara, and Sonia Brondi. 2025. Agency and Advocacy in Social Work: Promoting Social and Environmental
Justice Through Professional Practice. Sustainability 17: 9208. [CrossRef]

McCauley, Darren, Vasna Ramasar, Raphael J. Heffron, Benjamin K. Sovacool, Desta Mebratu, and Luis Mundaca. 2019. Energy Justice
in the Transition to Low Carbon Energy Systems: Exploring Key Themes in Interdisciplinary Research. Applied Energy 233-234:
916-21. [CrossRef]

Medina, José. 2013. The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations. Studies in
Feminist Philosophy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Mehl, Linus, Sarah Thompson, and Marc Ringel. n.d. Understanding the Just Transition Policy Landscape in the European Union. European
Chair for Sustainable Development and Climate Transitions. Paris: Sciences Po. Available online: https://www.sciencespo.
fr/chair-sustainable-development/files /workingpaper-justtransition-mehl-thompson-ringel.pdf (accessed on 18 March 2026).

Mullainathan, Sendhil, and Eldar Shafir. 2013. Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means so Much. New York: Times Books/Henry Holt
and Co.

Nagoshi, Julie L., Vijayan K. Pillai, and Mashooq A. Salehin. 2025. Evolving Roles for International Social Work in Addressing Climate
Change. Social Sciences 14: 35. [CrossRef]

Nérhi, Kati, Aila-Leena Matthies, Ingo Stamm, and Tuuli Hirvilammi. 2025. Social Work Practitioners’ Views of Ecosocial Work. Journal
of Social Work 26: 120-37. [CrossRef]

Narhi, Kati, and Aila-Leena Matthies. 2018. The Ecosocial Approach in Social Work as a Framework for Structural Social Work.
International Social Work 61: 490-502. [CrossRef]

Narhi, Kati, Heather Boetto, and Satu Ranta-Tyrkko. 2026. Promoting the Ecosocial Transition of Societies: Advancing Political and
Structural Action in Social Work. In The Sage Handbook of Eco-Social Policy and Politics. Edited by Karen Bell. London: Sage.

New Climate Institute. 2025. Just Transition Policies—Lessons from Europe. Cologne: New Climate Institute. Available online: https://
newclimate.org/resources/publications /just-transition-policies-lessons-from-europe (accessed on 18 March 2026).

Newell, Peter, Shilpi Srivastava, Lars Otto Naess, Gerardo A. Torres Contreras, and Roz Price. 2021. Toward Transformative Climate
Justice: An Emerging Research Agenda. WIREs Climate Change 12: €733. [CrossRef]

Norton, Christine Lynn. 2012. Social Work and the Environment: An Ecosocial Approach. International Journal of Social Welfare 21:
299-308. [CrossRef]

Nojd, Taija, Heather Boetto, Wendy Bowles, Pushkar Sebastian Cordoba, Sirpa Kannasoja, Kati Nérhi, Sylvia Ramsay, and Monique
Shephard. 2025. Perspectives of Ecosocial Practice in Human Services: An International Comparison between Finland and
Australia. The British Journal of Social Work 55: 202-22. [CrossRef]

Oswald, Yannick, Anne Owen, and Julia K. Steinberger. 2020. Large Inequality in International and Intranational Energy Footprints
between Income Groups and across Consumption Categories. Nature Energy 5: 231-39. [CrossRef]

Raeymaeckers, Peter, Jeroen Gradener, Sylvie van Dam, Sjoukje Botman, Kristel Driessens, Johan Boxstaens, and Michel Tirions, eds.
2021. Denken over Sociaal Werk: Samenleving, Rechtvaardigheid En Praktijk. Leuven: Acco.

Rambaree, Komalsingh, Meredith C. F. Powers, and Richard J. Smith. 2019. Ecosocial Work and Social Change in Community Practice.
Journal of Community Practice 27: 205-12. [CrossRef]

Reed, Mark S., Eric Allen Jensen, Sarah Noles, David Conneely, Helen Kendall, Marian Raley, Anna Tarrant, Nicholas Oakley, Caitlin
E. Hinson, and Victoria Hoare. 2025. Analyzing Who Is Relevant to Engage in Environmental Decision-Making Processes by
Interests, Influence and Impact: The 3i Framework. Journal of Environmental Management 373: 123437. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Ruiz-Mallén, Isabel. 2020. Co-Production and Resilient Cities to Climate Change. In Participatory Research and Planning in Practice.
Edited by Janez Nared and David Bole. The Urban Book Series. Cham: Springer International Publishing. [CrossRef]

Samson, Patricia L. 2015. Practice Wisdom: The Art and Science of Social Work. Journal of Social Work Practice 29: 119-31. [CrossRef]

Santos, Boaventura De Sousa, Joao Arriscado Nunes, and Maria Paula Meneses. 2007. Introduction: Opening up the Canon of
Knowledge and Recognition of Difference. In Another Knowledge Is Possible. Beyond Northern Epistemologies. Edited by Boaventura
De Sousa Santos. London: Verso.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003178699-38
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.12423
https://doi.org/10.3390/su17209208
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2018.10.005
https://www.sciencespo.fr/chair-sustainable-development/files/workingpaper-justtransition-mehl-thompson-ringel.pdf
https://www.sciencespo.fr/chair-sustainable-development/files/workingpaper-justtransition-mehl-thompson-ringel.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci14010035
https://doi.org/10.1177/14680173251336105
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020872816644663
https://newclimate.org/resources/publications/just-transition-policies-lessons-from-europe
https://newclimate.org/resources/publications/just-transition-policies-lessons-from-europe
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.733
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2397.2011.00853.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcae135
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41560-020-0579-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705422.2019.1660516
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2024.123437
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/39642833
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-28014-7_1
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650533.2014.922058
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466

Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 466 17 of 17

Schlosberg, David. 2013. Theorising Environmental Justice: The Expanding Sphere of a Discourse. Environmental Politics 22: 37-55.
[CrossRef]

Schlosberg, David, and Lisette B. Collins. 2014. From Environmental to Climate Justice: Climate Change and the Discourse of
Environmental Justice. WIREs Climate Change 5: 359-74. [CrossRef]

Shtjefni, Drilona, Giulia Ulpiani, Nadja Vetters, Giorgos Koukoufikis, and Paolo Bertoldi. 2024. Governing Climate Neutrality
Transitions at the Urban Level: A European Perspective. Cities 148: 104883. [CrossRef]

Teebken, Julia. 2024. Vulnerability Locked in. On the Need to Engage the Outside of the Adaptation Box. Global Environmental Change
85: 102807. [CrossRef]

Temper, Leah, and Daniela Del Bene. 2016. Transforming Knowledge Creation for Environmental and Epistemic Justice. Sustainability
Challenges 20: 41-49. [CrossRef]

Van Bouchaute, Bart, and Nele Vanderhulst. 2022. Publiek Gaan. Handelingskader Voor Politisering in Het Sociaal Werk. In Publiek
Gaan! Politiserend Handelen in Sociaal Werk. Edited by Katrien Boone, Timmy Boutsen, Joris De Corte, Fred Dhont, Koen Hermans,
Elke Plovie and Nele Vanderhulst. Antwerp: Garant.

Walker, Gordon P. 2012. Environmental Justice: Concepts, Evidence and Politics. London: Routledge.

Wilken, Jean Pierre, and Elena Cabiati. 2024. Foundations of Experiential Knowledge: Recovering a Forgotten Resource for Social
Work. European Social Work Research 2: 224-42. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466


https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2013.755387
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.275
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2024.104883
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2024.102807
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2016.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1332/27551768Y2024D000000022
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070466

	Introduction 
	Theoretical Framing 
	Climate Justice and Epistemic Justice 
	Experiential Knowledge and Social Work 
	The 3-i Framework 

	Data and Methods 
	Results 
	Experiencing Climate Change and Climate Policy 
	Experiential Knowledge in Policy-Making 
	Social Workers’ Roles in Promoting Climate Justice 
	Factors Shaping the Integration of Experiential Knowledge 
	Ideas: Framing Climate Action and Participation 
	Interests: Power, Priorities, and Strategic Alignment 
	Institutions: Mandates, Structures, and Governance Constraints 


	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

