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Nobels allé 7, Huddinge 141 89, Sweden

A R T I C L E  I N F O

Keywords:
Climate mitigation
Forest policy
Governance
Just transition
Sustainability
Policy mix

A B S T R A C T

Forests are central to climate change mitigation, and there is consensus that climate transition efforts must be 
just. However, the “just transition” concept often functions as a boundary object, leading to ambiguity in its 
implementation. Statements of commitment to just transitions therefore require scrutiny as to what a just 
transition is meant to entail, what kind of justice transition policies seek to ensure, and how these ambitions are 
envisioned to be realised in practice. Yet, it is precisely this that is missing in the current academic literature, 
especially in the forest sector context. This study addresses this gap by analysing implicit and explicit justice 
expressions in the Paris Agreement, and EU- and Swedish climate-forest policy mixes, thereby providing 
empirical insights on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of just transitions in the forest sector. Using a newly developed 
framework that combines the policy mix concept with distributional, recognitional, and procedural justice di
mensions, the analysis reveals shared narrow foci in just transition understanding, discrepancies between 
expressed just transition motivations, and inconsistent mechanisms for implementation across governance levels, 
thus risking stakeholder disengagement. The results call for explicit discussions in policy debate on how justice 
can be ensured in transition efforts in the forest sector across levels, regardless of the specific understanding of 
justice that is adhered to, and open societal debate on what a just transition ultimately ought to mean in a forest 
context. Furthermore, policy makers must take the step from ambiguous promises to concrete instruments to 
support forest stakeholders through the transition.

1. Introduction

As the consequences of climate change become ever more prevalent, 
climate reports point to insufficient global action to mitigate and adapt 
to climate change (IPCC, 2023) and societal protests for and against 
climate policies increase (Haugestad et al., 2021; Martin and Islar, 2021; 
Ostarek et al., 2024). In this context, the concept of a just transition is 
gaining prominence. The underlying premise is that incorporating 
considerations of justice is not only a moral imperative but also en
hances the social legitimacy of transition efforts, thereby improving 
their effectiveness and reducing public resistance (Bäckstrand, 2025; de 
Ruyter and Bentley, 2024; Fischer et al., 2023; Lenzi et al., 2023; Martin 
et al., 2016; Stark et al., 2023). Policy mixes, i.e. the combination of 
policy objectives, processes, and instruments (Rogge and Reichardt, 

2016a), play a central role in enabling just transitions. They serve as the 
tools through which transitions can be steered and accelerated, justice 
considerations integrated into transition design, and potential injustices 
mitigated through the layering of multiple policy instruments that 
address both climate challenges and social consequences of transitions 
(Boasson and Tatham, 2023; Crespy and Munta, 2023; Pollex, 2024). 
The Paris Agreement (PA), the global policy framework to address 
climate change, has stipulated that efforts to mitigate and adapt to 
climate change should take account of ‘the imperatives of a just transition 
of the workforce’ (United Nations, 2015)(preamble). In a similar vein, the 
EU has committed itself to ensure that sustainability transitions are 
conducted in a just manner (Council of the European Union, 2018; Eu
ropean Commission, 2019). Yet, neither are specific as to what this 
should entail for differing sectors and how this should be ensured within 
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national level contexts.
In general terms, justice provides insights into what is considered 

morally right or wrong and is rooted in underlying personal and societal 
values (Sikor et al., 2014). There exists a plethora of normative theories 
of what justice ought to mean, each rooted in different value systems and 
moral reasoning, bringing to the fore fundamental differences in values 
and perceptions of justice (Piachaud, 2008; Wolff, 2008). The just 
transition concept originated in the 1970s labour organisations who 
highlighted the importance of workers’ rights, decent jobs, and that 
workers who are negatively impacted by environmental policies should 
receive support. Since then, the concept has been broadened beyond the 
focus on the workforce and been used by a diverse range of organisa
tions, community groups, activists, researchers, and others, all of which 
have given their own interpretation of the concept. Consequently, like 
with the broader ‘justice’ concept, there does not exist a universally 
agreed understanding of what a ‘just transition’ means (Galgóczi, 2020; 
Stark et al., 2023). In policy practice, as exemplified with the PA, the 
term just transition is often used as a boundary object, explicitly sig
nalling a general widely shared commitment to justice, without speci
fying what this entails, so as to leave room for flexible interpretations 
and remaining ambiguous enough to garner support amongst a wide 
variety of actors with diverging moral viewpoints (Franco-Torres et al., 
2020). However, when just transition claims remain vague, and their 
underlying normative assumptions are left implicit, it becomes difficult 
to engage in debates about the potential consequences of interpreting 
and choosing one interpretation of justice over another. This may un
dermine the potential of the just transition concept to enhance legiti
macy and public acceptance of climate policies. Statements of 
commitment to a just transition therefore require further scrutiny as to 
what this is meant to entail. Yet, it is precisely this that is missing in the 
current academic literature (notable exceptions being (Crespy and 
Munta, 2023; Flemming and Mauger, 2021; Sabato and Fronteddu, 
2020). A recent review of the just transition literature by (Stark et al., 
2023) pointed out that the just transition concept “operates mainly as a 
place holder for a range of unclear and not necessarily consistent practices 
that governments might implement in conjunction with affected business and 
workers with, but much more likely without, wider participation from com
munity groups, environmental and social civil society organizations, and 
Indigenous peoples” (p. 1292), highlighting the need for more attention to 
the ‘how’ of just transitions. Equally, (Clarke and Sahin-Dikmen, 2024) 
and (Crespy and Munta, 2023) argue for the need to pay more attention 
to differences and potential gaps between identified visions of just 
transitions and their realisation in practice. Beyond the just transition 
literature, (Pollex, 2024) points out that this research gap extends to the 
field of policy research, where there is a lack of literature connecting 
questions of climate justice with policy analysis and a need for further 
investigations regarding what kind of justice policies seek to ensure.

In this article, we address these research gaps by empirically exam
ining how the ambition for a just transition is explicitly and implicitly 
expressed, operationalised, and translated across scales within the PA 
and the EU- and Member State (MS) policy mixes targeting climate- 
forest policies. The analysis focuses on the climate-forest nexus, given 
the forest sector’s recognized role as a key contributor to reaching global 
climate targets (Aggestam and Giurca, 2021; Blattert et al., 2023; Elo
mina and Pülzl, 2021). Furthermore, the forest sector remains under
studied in just transition literature, which has thus far primarily 
concentrated on the mining and energy sectors (Stark et al., 2023), 
however, increasing attention is also given to just transitions in agri
culture and food (e.g. (de Boon et al., 2023; de Bruin et al., 2024; Kor
tetmäki et al., 2025)) and transport (e.g. (Klaever and Verlinghieri, 
2025; Ternes et al., 2024; Wågsæther et al., 2022)). A substantial body of 
literature addresses justice considerations and implications of climate 
and forest/timber related policies, particularly in the context of global 
North-South relations and inequalities (e.g. (da Silva and Correia, 2022; 
Maryudi et al., 2020; Suiseeya, 2017)). Equally, a broad range of 
research exists on the role of forests in addressing the Paris Agreement 

goals (e.g. (de Andrade Correa and Voigt, 2021; Psistaki et al., 2024; 
Wang et al., 2021). However, no prior research has examined how the 
global and EU-level ‘just transition’ ambitions are operationalised 
within the EU forest sector, especially in relation to the MS, or how these 
ambitions are further translated and integrated into national policy 
frameworks. Yet, as more than half of the forests in the EU are privately 
owned (Westin et al., 2023; Winkel et al., 2022), by a total of approxi
mately 16 million forest owners (European Commission, 2021), and the 
forest sector employs approximately 476.300 people in Europe 
(Eurostat, 2024), transition efforts will impact a large number of people 
and also depend on the support of a large number of people for their 
implementation. Understanding what a just transition means within the 
forest sector context is thus of both instrumental value and moral 
importance. To fulfil our aim, we conduct a policy analysis of the PA, EU 
climate- and forest-related laws, directives, and strategies, and Swedish 
government bills, strategies, and action plans targeting climate and 
forestry. Sweden is chosen as empirical focus at the MS level since it has 
one of the highest forest covers of the EU (Eurostat, 2024), needs to 
provide the largest land-use carbon sink in the EU (European Parlia
ment, & Council of the European Union, 2023), and has committed itself 
to become the first climate neutral welfare state (Government Offices of 
Sweden, 2017).

1.1. Analytical framework: explicit and implicit expressions of justice in 
policy mixes

To examine how justice is expressed within forest-climate policy 
mixes, it is necessary to clarify the concepts of ‘policy mix’ and ‘justice’ 
in the context of just transitions and how these concepts are interrelated. 
Our operationalisation is summarised in Fig. 1. The policy mix concept 
has been defined in multiple and more or less restrictive ways (Kern 
et al., 2019). We combine insights from (Rogge and Reichardt, 2016a), 
(Kern et al., 2019), (Howlett, 2023b), and (Bali et al., 2021), to define a 
policy mix as the combination of a policy strategy, consisting of a 
problem formulation and objectives, goals and targets, and an instru
ment mix, incorporating both procedural and substantive instruments. 
The policy strategy sets the direction of a transition, identifying which 
challenges should be addressed and what ideal future state the transition 
aims for. The policy instruments are the tools that are used to steer 
behaviour and govern society towards the transition goals (Rogge and 
Reichardt, 2016a). Whilst Rogge and Reichardt (2016) classify policy 
processes as a separate aspect of the policy mix, we incorporate them as 
part of the instrument mix, because, in line with (Howlett, 2023c) and 
(Bali et al., 2021), we see them as further tools that actors can deploy 
and shape to influence the direction of a transition by affecting policy 
formulation and implementation. With procedural tools we therefore 
mean instruments that are applied in the policy design, implementation, 
and evaluation processes with the aim to shape transition goals and 
pathways (Howlett, 2023c). Substantive instruments are instruments 
that (in)directly influence behaviour of societal actors within the chosen 
transition pathway. They include the classical categorization of sticks, 
carrots, and sermons, i.e. legal and regulatory instruments, economic 
and financial instruments, and social and information-based instruments 
(Howlett, 2023a; Lang, 2023; Vedung, 1998), but also rights-based in
struments and customary norms (IPBES, 2018) and self-regulatory in
struments (Bartle and Vass, 2007; Hillary and Thorsen, 1999; Thomann, 
2017).

We operationalise justice in a way that allows for empirical analysis 
of plural understandings of justice at face value (Wijsman and 
Berbés-Blázquez, 2022). We do not aim to prescribe what a just transi
tion ought to look like, but rather to offer a framework including the 
diverse arguments used to make claims about justice, to explore what 
kind of, if any, normative justice considerations are present in a given 
context. Analysing justice in this manner identifies what notions of 
justice are embedded in the EU and national level policy mix striving 
toward the PA goals, revealing potential differences in understandings of 

A. de Boon and J. Johansson                                                                                                                                                                                                                Land Use Policy 162 (2026) 107888 

2 



justice across these governance levels, and thus enable an analysis of 
potential consequences thereof (Schlossberg, 2013; Sikor et al., 2014; 
Zimm et al., 2023). We structure our operationalisation alongst the 
widely used dimensions of distributional, procedural, and recognitional 
justice (Bennett et al., 2019; Coninx et al., 2022; Heffron and McCauley, 
2018; Martin, 2017). Several authors mention additional justice di
mensions, including restorative justice (Hazrati and Heffron, 2021; 
Robinson and Carlson, 2021), cosmopolitan justice (McCauley et al., 
2019; Sunio, 2021), corrective justice, and transitional justice (Zimm 
et al., 2023). In line with (de Boon et al., 2023) and for reasons of 
parsimony, we do not include these as separate dimensions. Rather, we 
integrate justice considerations presented in these dimensions into the 
distributional, procedural, and recognitional dimensions as they relate 
to the grounds on which costs and benefits should be distributed and 
who should be recognized as an entity for moral consideration. How
ever, we also remain open for inductive identification of additional di
mensions in the empirical material.

Distributional justice relates to how costs and benefits related to a 
transition should be divided between those affected (de Boon et al., 
2023; Lenzi et al., 2023; Martin et al., 2016). It includes argumentations 
around what costs and benefits (monetary and otherwise) should be 
considered (Newell and Mulvaney, 2013; Schlossberg, 2013); what 
mechanisms, or policy instruments, should be used to distribute those 
costs and benefits in society (Sterner and Robinson, 2018; Wieliczko 
et al., 2021); what moral reasons are used to justify why costs and 
benefits should be distributed in a certain way, e.g. for reasons of 
equality (i.e. all should be given the exact same share, regardless of 
respective circumstances), equity and need (i.e. distribution of costs and 
benefits should take account of diverging circumstances), merit (i.e. 
distribution should be based on effort), or entitlement (i.e. distribution 
according to rights) (Bennett et al., 2019; Jaso et al., 2016; Liebig et al., 
2016; Piachaud, 2008); and what vantage point (interpersonal vs 
intrapersonal) should be used to judge distributional impact (Schuitema 
et al., 2011; Schuitema and Bergstad, 2019). Procedural justice in
corporates considerations related to the decision-making and 

implementation processes within a transition. It encompasses argu
mentations around the degree of stakeholder involvement in 
decision-making and implementation processes and reasons provided 
for why a certain stakeholder should have more, the same, or less power 
and responsibility than others throughout these processes (Bennett 
et al., 2019; Ruano-Chamorro et al., 2022; Sabato and Fronteddu, 2020; 
Sikor et al., 2014; Vermunt and Steensma, 2016). The latter can again 
broadly be categorised in arguments of equality, equity and need, merit, 
and entitlement (Bennett et al., 2019; de Boon et al., 2023; Liebig et al., 
2016; Piachaud, 2008; Rasinski, 1987; Rothmund et al., 2016). It in
cludes considerations not only of physical presence of stakeholders in 
these processes, but also the degree of access and the capacity to 
leverage access and have influence (Pickering et al., 2022). Recognitional 
justice relates to considerations of who or what should receive moral 
recognition in a transition (de Boon et al., 2023; Zimm et al., 2023). It 
includes argumentations around whose interests, including e.g. cultural 
practices, pre-existing rights, identities, and intrinsic and extrinsic 
values should be considered (Celermajer et al., 2021; Schlossberg, 
2013), at what geographical scale impacts should be recognized (Sabato 
and Fronteddu, 2020; Stevis, 2021; Stevis and Felli, 2020), and what 
types of knowledge should be recognized as legitimate and used in 
decision-making and implementation (Kaljonen et al., 2021; Martin 
et al., 2016). Whilst separated for analytical clarity, in practice, these 
three dimensions are closely entwined (Lenzi et al., 2023).

By integrating these perspectives from policy mix and justice liter
atures, we argue that considerations of distributional justice may find 
expression in a policy mix through various ways, including the kinds of 
costs and benefits that are recognized and addressed in the policy 
strategy and substantive instruments, explicit statements on the distri
butional function of specific substantive instruments or the overall in
strument mix, and justifications for why this is important, including 
argumentations of impacts on individuals and/or stakeholders within 
both the policy strategy and instrument mix. Procedural justice con
siderations may find expression through statements around the rationale 
behind the use of specific procedural instruments over others, who is 

Fig. 1. Analytical framework to examine empirical expressions of justice in policy mixes, integrating justice dimensions and their various sub-aspects with policy mix 
elements. The last column in the framework is left open to reflect the possibility that additional sub-aspects may be identified inductively. Graphical presentation 
inspired by Zimm et al., (2023).
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included in what way through procedural instruments, and argumen
tations for why this is the case. Procedural justice considerations may 
also be present in the policy strategy in cases where it incorporates 
problem formulations or objectives, goals, and targets around partici
pation. Finally, considerations of recognitional justice may find 
expression in a policy mix through references to specific stakeholders’ 
interests, identities and/or cultures, mentions of specific geographical 
scales, and references to specific types of knowledge both in the policy 
strategy and in the instrument mix.

2. Materials and method

2.1. EU’s and Sweden’s climate-forest nexus context

The EU has signed and ratified the Paris Agreement, thereby 
committing and binding itself and, by extension, its Member States to 
contribute to the Paris Agreement goals. To implement the Paris 
Agreement commitment, the EU has developed the Green Deal 
(European Commission, 2019; Skjaerseth, 2021) as well as concrete, 
legally binding, policies, including e.g. the EU Climate Law and LULUCF 
Regulation, but also non-binding strategies such as the EU Forest 
Strategy for 2030 (European Commission, 2021). Whilst forest policy 
lies outside the EU competence area (Edwards and Kleinschmit, 2013; 
Pülzl et al., 2018), especially these new binding climate policies do 
require Member States to make concrete policies and actions also in 
relation to forests. As such, these three levels of international, regional, 
and national policy levels are tightly interconnected.

In 2022, 39 % of the EU’s land area was covered by forests (Eurostat, 
2024). Regardless of this extensive area, the EU has no formal mandate 
in relation to forest policy and management (Elomina and Pülzl, 2021; 
Lazdinis et al., 2019). Yet, increasingly, EU climate policies reflect the 
global focus on forests as a key contributor to the fulfilment of the PA by 
placing multiple roles on forests, including to act as a carbon sink and 
source of material to scale-up the European bioeconomy (Blattert et al., 
2023; Clarke and Sahin-Dikmen, 2024; Elomina and Pülzl, 2021; Hal
onen et al., 2022). EU wide, the forest sector employed approximately 
476.300 people in 2022 (Eurostat, 2024). More than half of the forests in 
the EU are privately owned (Westin et al., 2023; Winkel et al., 2022). 
The realisation of potential roles of forests in the fulfilment of the PA 
thus depends on support and cumulative actions by forest owners. 
Furthermore, like forests, social policy lies primarily outside the EU 
competence area (EURLex), making the question of how the EU’s just 
transition ambition materialises in MS’ policies even more pertinent.

Sweden is one of the forest-richest countries in Europe (about 70 % 

of the total land area (Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, 
2022)) and needs to provide the largest carbon sink in the EU (European 
Parliament, & Council of the European Union, 2023). Yet, CO2 storage in 
forests has decreased in recent years (Laudon et al., 2024) and the 
current policy mix has been deemed insufficient for reaching the climate 
neutrality target for 2045 (Swedish Climate Policy Council, 2022), 
indicating that sectoral changes are required if Sweden is to fulfil this 
role as major carbon sink contributor. Around 76 % of the actively 
managed forested land in Sweden is privately owned (Hallberg-Sramek, 
2023) and the sector employed 61.000 people in 2022, the EU’s largest 
forest-related workforce (Eurostat, 2024). Beyond forest owners, there 
are other rights-and stakeholders, such as Sami reindeer herders, the 
general public, hunters, environmental interest groups, and tourism 
industry who all have expectations in relation to forests and tensions and 
conflicts between these occur (Hallberg-Sramek, 2023). The presence of 
this wide range of actors with a diverse expectations, stakes, and rights 
in relation to forests gives the question of how the imperative of a just 
transition is translated into this context high salience. Furthermore, as 
Sweden has committed itself to become the first climate neutral welfare 
state (Government Offices of Sweden, 2017), aiming to be a transition 
frontrunner whilst maintaining its identity as a nation state that cham
pions equality and welfare, this case can be regarded as a critical case 
(Fischer et al., 2023; Flyvberg, 2006). Further relevance is added to this 
investigation as Sweden has been criticised in 2023 by the EU for not 
putting in place adequate just transition plans in their National Energy 
and Climate Plans (European Commission, 2023).

2.2. Material selection and analysis

We examine how the principle of a just transition is applied within 
the forest-climate nexus, focusing on its downscaling from the PA to the 
EU and national levels. Our analysis covers post-PA policies at these 
levels that intersect climate and forest policy or serve as key just tran
sition documents. Table 1 provides an overview of included documents.

To conduct the analysis, we turned the theoretical understanding of 
policy mixes, just transitions, and the interlinkage between them into an 
analytical framework (Table 2) designed to guide our thematic analysis 
and identify empirical expressions of justice in transition. In our coding 
process in NVivo 14, we included both explicit statements of justice, i.e. 
direct references of justice through words such as ‘(un)just’, ‘(un)fair’, 
‘right’, ‘wrong’, and implicit statements of justice, i.e. statements where 
justice terminology is not directly mentioned but that incorporate 
justice-related argumentations (Bailey, 2017; Fischer et al., 2023; Leino, 
2024; Zimm et al., 2023). We used the framework as a starting point for 

Table 1 
Policy documents included in the analysis.

Global level EU level National level

Climate change 
focused

Paris 
Agreement

The European Green Deal 
(COM (2019) 640 final)

A climate policy framework for Sweden (Prop. 2016/17:146)

​ EU Taxonomy (Regulation (EU) 2020/852) National strategy for climate adaptation (Prop. 2017/18:163)
​ EU Climate law (Regulation (EU) 2021/1119) A comprehensive climate policy - climate policy action plan (Prop. 2019/20:65)
​ Fit for 55 (COM (2021) 550 final) The Government’s Climate Action Plan – all the way to net zero (Rskr. 2023/24:59)
​ EU Strategy on Adaptation to Climate Change (COM 

(2021) 82 final)
National strategy and government action plan for climate adaptation (Skr. 2023/ 
24:97)

​ LULUCF Regulation (Regulation (EU) 2018/841)
Forest focused ​ EU guidance on integrating ecosystems and their 

services into decision-making (SWD (2019)305 final)
Strategy for Sweden’s National Forest Programme (N2018.15)

​ EU Forest Strategy for 2030 (COM (2021) 572 final) Action plan for Sweden’s National Forest Programme (N2018.29)
​ 3 Billion Tree Planting Pledge for 2030 (SWD (2021) 

651)
Strengthened property rights, flexible forms of protection, and increased incentives 
for nature conservation in forest on a voluntary basis (Prop. 2021/22:58)

​ Rules on support for strategic Common Agricultural 
Policy plans (Regulation (EU) 2021/2115)

Strategic plan for the implementation of the common agricultural policy in Sweden 
2023–2027 (version 3.1)

​ Guidelines on closer-to-nature forestry (SWD (2023)284 
final)

Justice focused ​ European Pillar of Social Rights (COM (2017) - 251 
final)

Partnership agreement 2021 (version 1.1)

​ Just Transition Fund (Regulation (EU) 2021/1056) National programme for the Just Transition Fund 2021
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Table 2 
Analytical framework to guide the policy analysis.

Policy Strategy

Problem formulation Objectives/Goals/Targets

Justice 
dimensions

Distributional Do the Paris Agreement, EU’s, and Swedish policy strategy reflect considerations of distributional justice? In what way? EQ Operationalisation
Are there any implicit or explicit references to distributional justice considerations in the descriptions of the problem formulation and objectives/goals/targets? QM

Cost/price/effort/(dis)advantage/benefit/reward/contribute/influence/impact/consequence/(un)fair/(un)just/wrong/right/(un)equal/(un)equitable/merit/ 
entitlement/(lack of) support/resources/(un)capable)/(un)able/skills/capacity

EE

Procedural Do the Paris Agreement, EU’s, and Swedish policy strategy reflect considerations of procedural justice? In what way? EQ
Are there any implicit or explicit references to procedural justice considerations in the descriptions of the problem formulation and objectives/goals/targets? QM

Involvement/influence/engagement/collaboration/power/(un)equal/merit/entitlement/ (un)equitable/co-design/together/top-down/bottom-up/(un)just/(un)fair/ 
wrong/rigth

EE

Recognitional Do the Paris Agreement, EU’s, and Swedish policy strategy reflect considerations of recognitional justice? In what way? EQ
Are there any implicit or explicit references to recognitional justice considerations in the descriptions of the problem formulation and objectives/goals/targets? QM

References to specific stakeholders’ interests/mentions of specific geographical scales (e.g. local, national, regional, global)/references to specific types of knowledge (e. 
g. scientific, local, traditional)/mentions of how these reflect wider societal interests/references to stakeholders’ opinion on the recognition & importance of these/ 

references to popular uses of forests amongst different stakeholders/inclusion/ inclusivity/power (im)balance/recognition/(un)just/(un)fair/wrong/right

EE

Instrument mix
Procedural instruments Substantive instruments ​ ​

for policy design, implementation, & 
evaluation

legal-& regulatory, economic-& financial, social-& information based, Rights based & customary norms, & self- 
regulatory

​ ​

Justice 
dimensions

Distributional Do the Paris Agreement, EU’s, and Swedish instrument mix consider distributional consequences? In what way? EQ Operationalisation
Are there any implicit or explicit references to distributional justice considerations in the descriptions of the policy instruments? QM

cost/price/effort/(dis)advantage/benefit/reward/contribute/influence/impact/consequence/(un)fair/(un)just/ wrong/right/(un)equal/(un)equitable/merit/ 
entitlement/(lack of) support/resources/(un)capable)/(un)able/skills/capacity

EE

Procedural Do the Paris Agreement, EU’s, and Swedish instrument mix address procedural justice considerations? In what way? EQ
Are there any implicit or explicit references to procedural justice considerations in the descriptions of the policy instruments? QM

Involvement/influence/engagement/collaboration/power/(un)equal/merit/ entitlement/(un)equitable/co-design/together/top-down/bottom-up/(un)just/(un)fair/ 
wrong/right

EE

Recognitional Do the Paris Agreement, EU’s and Swedish instrument mix address recognitional justice considerations? In what way? EQ
Are there any implicit or explicit references to recognitional justice considerations in the descriptions of the policy instruments? QM

References to specific stakeholders’ interests/mentions of specific geographical scales (e.g. local, national, regional, global)/references to specific types of knowledge (e. 
g. scientific, local, traditional)/ inclusion/inclusivity/power (im)balance/ recognition/ (un)just/(un)fair/wrong/right

EE

EQ= Empirical Question, QM= Question to the material, EE= Examples of empirical expressions

A
. de Boon and J. Johansson                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Land Use Policy 162 (2026) 107888 

5 



an initial round of deductive coding of all the policy documents in the 
overarching themes of the justice dimensions (see Supplementary ma
terial A for the coding protocol) but leaving open the possibility to 
identify additional dimensions inductively, and then continued with 
several rounds of inductive, iterative sub-coding. This included also 
categorising the coded sections into whether they formed part of the 
overall policy strategy, including problem formulation, objectives, 
goals, and targets, or were linked to the instrument mix, i.e. concrete 
procedural or substantive instruments. Both inductive and deductive 
coding was conducted by the first author and verified in discussion be
tween both authors, with the theoretical and analytical frameworks as 
guides to resolve any discrepancies in interpretation of the coded 
material.

3. Results

3.1. Forest related justice expressions in the Paris Agreement

3.1.1. Policy strategy
The only part of the PA that explicitly mentions forests is article 5, 

where it is highlighted as part of the strategy to mitigate climate change 
that “Parties should take action to conserve and enhance, as appropriate, 
sinks and reservoirs of greenhouse gases as referred to in Article 4, paragraph 
1 (d), of the Convention, including forests.” (United Nations, 2015). Whilst 
it recognises the role of forests in climate change action, it does not 
include any mentions in terms of the costs and benefits related to this or 
actors that may be impacted by this strategy. Neither does it state any
thing about the processes that should be used in the fulfilment of this 
strategy.

3.1.2. Procedural instruments
The PA can be regarded as a procedural policy design instrument, as 

it calls for and influences further policy developments by the Parties to 
the Agreement. In relation to forests, it influences national policy 
making through encouragements to the Parties to the Agreement to use 
result-based payments as incentive to reduce emissions from defores
tation and forest degradation and increasing the forest carbon stock in 
developing countries and other policy approaches to encourage sus
tainable forest management. It also highlights the importance of using 
incentives to foster non-carbon benefits (United Nations, 2015)(article 
5). These instruments are presented primarily from an instrumental 
perspective, without presenting them in terms of being tools that can 
create justice to forest owners; the focus is on countries, not individual 
forest owners. As such, the geographical scale that is considered in the 
PA is both global and national in nature. Placing this paragraph on 
forests in the wider narrative present throughout the PA, the emphasis 
on developed countries supporting developing countries with imple
menting conservation and sustainable forest management practices 
shows a general recognition of developing countries’ circumstances and 
needs and needs-based reasoning for support.

3.1.3. Substantive instruments
The PA sets no specific forest explicit substantive instruments in 

place; it only encourages Parties to the Agreement to do so.

3.1.4. Indirect forest related justice expressions
Whilst the PA only includes a limited explicit focus on forests, it does 

include general justice aspects that may indirectly affect actions taken in 
relation to the forestry sector. These include an emphasis on the need to 
take “into account the imperative of a just transition of the workforce” 
(United Nations, 2015)(preamble), i.e. recognising the need of those 
affected by transition efforts, as well as the need to respect, promote, and 
consider the rights of indigenous peoples, children, migrants, local 
communities, persons with disabilities, and women, i.e. presenting an 
entitlement perspective on justice where people are entitled to these 
rights. However, as the PA focuses primarily on nation states and the 

recognition of their differing capacities, it does not operationalise how 
this recognition of individuals’ rights and interests and just transition of 
the workforce should be conducted in practice. Furthermore, the PA 
places great emphasis on the importance of scientific knowledge, but, in 
relation to adaptation efforts, also gives recognition to the relevance of 
traditional, local, and indigenous knowledge.

Regarding procedural instruments, the PA includes a commitment to 
ensure public participation, access to information, and cooperation at all 
governance levels on matters related to the PA. Actors that are not 
Parties to the Agreement are allowed to participate as observers in 
meetings of the conference of the Parties to the Agreement (unless more 
than 1/3 of the Parties object) and each Party to the Agreement receives 
one vote. I.e., these are procedural mechanisms rooted in an equality 
perspective, giving every Party equal influence, regardless of how they 
may be affected by the measures under debate. As these present general 
procedural mechanisms underlying the operations of the PA, they also 
apply when forest related aspects are addressed.

3.2. Justice expressions in the EU climate-forest policy mix

3.2.1. Policy strategy
The EU climate-forest policy strategy includes a general objective of 

ensuring a just transition, aiming to ensure that just transition needs are 
reflected in EU- and MS policies. In terms of distributional justice con
siderations, there is a general recognition of the importance of securing a 
regular income for forest owners and managers, contributing to 
improving rural welfare. The costs that are recognised in the EU strategy 
are of monetary nature, including costs of reskilling and education to 
enable participation in the transition, of managing forests in different 
ways, of planting and monitoring of additional trees, and related to 
adapting the wood processing industry to changing and diversified 
forest resources. In line with the focus on monetary costs, the EU 
strategy primarily focuses on providing monetary reward for effort as a 
mechanism of distribution in the form of incentives and rewards for the 
provisioning of ecosystem services. As such, distributional concerns are 
presented in the EU strategy from a merit-based perspective, i.e. reward 
for effort.

In terms of recognitional justice related aspects, the EU strategy 
recognises the global scale of forest-related challenges and combines this 
with an emphasis on the need to recognise regional differences and 
especially rural area specificities, i.e. a recognition of the local scale. As 
particular subjects of moral consideration in forest related matters, the 
EU strategy expresses a general recognition of needs and interests of 
forest owners, landowners, forest managers, forest stakeholders, the 
wood processing industry, rural areas, the Sami, MS, and the general 
public. This is also reflected in multiple mentions of the importance of 
stakeholder inclusion in transition processes. However, stakeholder in
clusion is framed in instrumental terms, based on arguments of effec
tiveness and not explicitly linked to justice considerations. Additionally, 
the EU strategy remains unclear on (differences in) power distribution 
between stakeholders and their differing capabilities to take part in 
participatory activities.

3.2.2. Procedural instruments
In terms of procedural instruments, the EU instrument mix mentions 

a wide range of engagement activities related to policy making and 
implementation with differing degrees of involvement, ranging from 
giving access to information related to e.g. national forestry accounting 
plans, evidence submitted by MS and Commission opinions on correc
tive action plans, to consultation, active dialogue, and in the case of the 
north, cooperation and ‘free, prior and informed consent’ mechanisms. 
The EU also stipulates that MS should undertake more actions to better 
involve forest stakeholders in policy development, e.g. in the develop
ment of national Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) Strategic Plans. 
Throughout these activities, the ultimate decision-making power re
mains however with the authorities. Reasons for why stakeholders 
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should be included in these processes are often not explicitly stated, but 
the instrumental value of participation is highlighted and where 
participatory processes have been enshrined in law, rights-based argu
ments, i.e. entitlement perspective, are expressed. However, whilst 
stakeholder involvement is highlighted as being important, the docu
ments do not have a focus on how to foster or ensure access and capacity 
for participation. Specific stakeholders that are mentioned as needing to 
be recognised and included in forest related policy design and devel
opment of forest strategic plans include public and private forest 
owners, other caretakers of forests, the forest-based industry, experts, 
tourism sector, nature protection services, MS, civil society, and the 
Sami (in the north), and especially scientific knowledge is recognised as 
a foundation for policy design. The stated procedural instruments are 
directed both at the national, MS level, and regional and local stake
holders, thereby recognising both interests and needs at a national and 
local scale.

3.2.3. Substantive instruments
The general recognition of costs related to transition efforts as 

expressed in the EU policy strategy is further translated into several 
more concrete substantive instruments. These include a push toward 
economic instruments such as payments for ecosystem services to 
reward forest owners and foresters for the production of currently non- 
marketable forest services; compensation of interim revenue losses/in
come foregone from timber when closer-to-nature management prac
tices are applied; a carbon removals, carbon farming, and carbon storage 
certification scheme; environmental labelling; compensation for forest 
holders to help address disadvantages resulting from Directive 92/43/ 
EEC and 2009/147/EC and management of natura 2000 sites; and a 
wide range of investment support, grants, and loan opportunities. The 
latter include e.g. investment support to the wood processing industry to 
adapt to changing and diversifying forest resources; support for in
vestments in the installation of digital technology in forestry; grants and 
loans for tree planting/afforestation through the LIFE Funding Pro
gramme, Horizon Europe, Cohesion Policy Funds, European Regional 
Development Fund, European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, 
the Carbon Farming initiative, and EU State Aid; financial support to 
forest management for adaptation and resilience to climate-related risks 
through rural development programmes under CAP; support to start-up 
rural businesses linked to forestry; financial support to MS for cooper
ation, knowledge exchange, dissemination of information and training 
and advice to provide e.g. educational programmes on how to adopt 
more sustainable management practices, promote biodiversity, and 
foster innovation and science through CAP and the European Social 
Fund+ .

Other mechanisms of distribution include social instruments such as 
the provisioning of guidance and advise on e.g. biodiversity-friendly 
afforestation, reforestation, and tree planting, closer-to-nature 
forestry, and available funding; the promotion of the creation of a For
est Advisory Service in MS equivalent to the Farm Advisory Services 
under CAP; encouraging forest owners to join the Pact for Skills and 
establishing skills partnerships to support up- and reskilling of people in 
the forestry sector; and programmes for collaboration and knowledge/ 
best practice exchange such as on sustainable production of non-wood 
forest products. These instruments are targeted at the local scale, to
ward forest owners, landowners, forest managers, and the wood pro
cessing industry, recognising their need for support to adapt to the 
transition. The guidance instruments in particular also recognise dif
ferences between forest owners’ contexts by providing room in the 
guidelines for forest owners and managers to choose practices that are 
best suited to their context. Additionally, the guidelines for closer-to- 
nature forestry provide recognition of the interests of the Sami, high
lighting the importance of dialogue and respecting the principle of free, 
prior, and informed consent. All these economic and social instruments 
are voluntary, and it is up to MS, and in some instances individual forest 
owners, whether they want to make use of them. Most of these 

instruments are presented through a narrative of providing rewards and 
support in return for effort, i.e. they are grounded in a merit-based 
perspective on justice.

Beyond these voluntary instruments, for MS in specific, the EU in
strument mix also includes regulatory instruments, such as the LULUCF 
regulation, which describes and regulates emissions and uptake of 
greenhouse gases related to land use, changes in land-use, and forestry. 
It states that there should be an EU wide greenhouse gas net removal of 
310 million tonnes CO2 equivalent in the LULUCF sector by 2030. This 
target is divided between the MS, taking account of their individual 
contexts. The regulation also includes mechanisms to detect non- 
compliance and stipulations on flexibilities on implementation, e.g. in 
case of non-compliance due to forest fires or other events. This instru
ment is highlighted as a way to ensure that all countries contribute their 
fair share in relation to the LULUCF sector, whilst recognising local 
contexts, i.e. a combination of equality- and needs-based arguments. It 
does however not state how MS should fulfil their assigned targets and 
does not address potential impacts of this regulation on individual forest 
owners. It is thus focused on the national scale, without giving recog
nition to potential local impacts.

3.2.4. Indirect forest related justice expressions
Like the PA, the EU policy mix includes numerous justice related 

aspects where forests are not explicitly mentioned, but which may have 
implications for the forest sector. These include for example a general 
commitment to “leave no one behind” and ensuring a socially fair tran
sition for all. This includes recognising the needs of e.g. children, youth, 
future generations, women, rural areas, and European citizens more 
widely. The EU Pillar of Social Rights is presented as needing to un
derpin and guide climate related actions. This rights-based instrument 
highlights several rights that should be adhered to, i.e. presenting an 
entitlement perspective on justice. If these are followed, they would also 
have an impact in relation to the forest sector, especially in terms of 
rights on education, training, lifelong learning, gender equality, active 
support to employment, fair working conditions, and secure and 
adaptable employment and wages. Additionally, access to nature is also 
increasingly discussed as a basic right.

Beyond these rights-based mechanisms, there is an overall emphasis 
on the polluter pays principle as a guiding principle for policy devel
opment, i.e. penalising those with undesired behaviour, whilst 
providing support for those who are most affected by transition efforts, 
representing a mixture of merit-based and equity-based perspectives on 
justice. Especially the Just Transition Mechanism and access to re- and 
upskilling programmes through e.g. the European Social Fund+ , 
Erasmus+ , Education for Climate Coalition, European Skills Agenda, 
Pact for Skills, Youth Guarantee, Recovery and Resilience Facility, and 
sustainable Europe Investment Plan, are emphasised as important 
mechanisms of distributional justice here.

Additionally, improved access to administrative and judicial reviews 
at the EU level for both citizens and NGO’s is highlighted as an instru
ment to increase procedural justice. Closely related, access to informa
tion is presented as a key procedural instrument to fulfil a baseline of 
rights-based participatory inclusion criteria, whilst the EU Climate 
Pact and citizens’ panels of the Conference on the Future of Europe 
provide opportunities for more active engagement and inclusion in 
transition implementation efforts. Furthermore, the Social Climate Fund 
makes funding available to MS to enable them to support their most 
affected citizens, including households and micro-enterprises.

3.3. Justice expressions in the Swedish climate-forest policy mix

3.3.1. Policy strategy
The Swedish policy strategy presents an instrumental view on jus

tice, where paying attention to justice and creating a fair transition is 
regarded as being essential for the creation of policy acceptance and 
legitimacy rather than that it is an end in and of itself. Furthermore, it 
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includes a general objective that the climate transition should be 
implemented in a way that does not jeopardise the possibility of 
achieving other Sustainable Development Goals. In terms of distribu
tional justice considerations, the Swedish strategy highlights both costs 
and benefits related to climate change and transition efforts. Related to 
climate change, it recognises the cost of increased risk for forest fires and 
pest and diseases as well as the benefit of longer growing periods. Costs 
related to transition efforts that are highlighted include a potential loss 
of productive forest land if more forests need to be protected, whilst the 
transition is also seen as an opportunity to create benefits especially for 
poverty alleviation through responsible investments in sustainable 
forestry. The Swedish strategy further highlights that the responsibility 
for protection measures and related costs and damages as a consequence 
of climate change lies with the property owner, emphasising that 
ownership rights entitlement comes with responsibilities. However, the 
Swedish strategy also specifies that those who take additional actions to 
contribute to the transition, on a voluntary basis, should receive 
compensation for their efforts and those who provide resources into the 
bioeconomy should be able to benefit from them, which reflects a merit 
perspective on just distribution. As key mechanism of distributional 
justice, the Swedish strategy builds on a combination of freedom with 
responsibility and monetary compensation/incentives or the provi
sioning of replacement land for (voluntary) efforts.

In terms of recognitional justice related aspects, the Swedish strategy 
provides moral consideration to the Sami/reindeer husbandry, high
lighting that the state should be a pioneer in sustainable forestry, taking 
care of both the natural and cultural environment and considering the 
consequences of forest activities for reindeer husbandry. It also recog
nises interests of forest owners, where emphasis is placed on the pro
tection of ownership rights, freedom with responsibility, and allowing 
individual forest owners to decide how to use and manage their forests, 
within the limits of the law. Needs of rural areas, people living in poverty 
in other countries, and future generations are also given explicit 
recognition, including through aims of improving job opportunities and 
access to education in rural areas, supporting an increase in productivity 
and sustainable forestry production in other countries, and a recognition 
of Sweden’s responsibility to preserve, restore, and develop biodiversity 
in general and specifically in forests for future generations. It recognises 
impacts, interests, and needs at both the global, national, and local scale, 
highlighting Sweden’s international responsibility to protect and pre
serve biodiversity, its national commitments to create a growing forest 
industry, sustainable forest growth, and secure access to biomass from 
Swedish forests, and the importance of dialogue with regional stake
holders and reflecting local and regional conditions in the imple
mentation of the Swedish forest programme. The Swedish strategy 
further places high importance on scientific knowledge but also recog
nises stakeholder knowledge as an important input to sustainable pro
tection and management of natural areas. This recognition of 
stakeholder knowledge is also reflected in the commitment to broad 
dialogue, collaboration, and exchange of experience between stake
holders throughout the forest value chain as a foundation of the Swedish 
forest programme. However, no attention is given to aspects related to 
access and capacity for participation. Procedural justice related aspects 
are primarily expressed through an entitlement perspective in the 
Swedish strategy, i.e. dialogue with forest stakeholders, and especially 
landowners, is presented as a way of respecting ownership rights and 
consultation with Sami on issues affecting their land is grounded in ar
guments around respecting their rights as indigenous peoples.

3.3.2. Procedural instruments
Regarding specific procedural instruments, the Swedish instrument 

mix builds on a wide range of stakeholder inclusion instruments for 
policy design and implementation with varying degrees of involvement 
and rooted in diverse perspectives on justice. These include consultation 
with Sami on issues affecting their land, in recognition of their rights as 
indigenous peoples, i.e. participation rooted in an entitlement 

perspective; opportunities for actors such as the Swedish Forest Agency, 
the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, the Swedish National 
Heritage Board, the Sami Parliament, Statistics Sweden, and the Swedish 
University of Agricultural Sciences to provide input, collaboration, and 
dialogue for policy development and to develop knowledge on multiple 
uses of forests, because of their expertise in the subject matter, i.e. 
participation rooted in a merit-based perspective; and dialogue and 
collaboration with landowners and other forest stakeholders to identify 
measures for increased production, when establishing national parks, 
and to develop advisory messages. The basis for the dialogue and 
collaboration between the authorities and landowners is voluntariness 
on the side of the landowners and it is rooted in an entitlement 
perspective on justice, i.e. any activity should respect the property rights 
of the landowners. Others that are brought forward as needing to be 
included through dialogue and collaborative participatory processes in 
the development of the forest programme include forest value chain 
actors, to ensure that their views and needs are considered in the forest 
programme, and women, ensuring a better balance between men and 
women in actor representations. Additionally, public interests should be 
considered throughout. Even when the general public is not actively 
included in participatory instruments, their interest and potential im
pacts thereupon are examined through economic impact analysis which 
is to be used as input into further policy development. Both the 
consideration of interests and needs of forest value chain actors and the 
general public are presented from an equity perspective, whilst the aim 
to ensure a better gender balance in actor representations is rooted in an 
equality perspective.

The procedural instruments recognise primarily the global and local 
scale. The global scale is recognised through the creation of a forest 
programme council with expertise to cover both international and na
tional aspects related to forests whilst the local scale is recognised 
through the various dialogue and collaboration processes with local 
stakeholders. In the procedural instruments, there is an explicit 
emphasis on the need for policy to be build on scientific insights, but 
implicitly there is also a recognition of the value of local knowledge 
through the dialogue and collaboration processes.

3.3.3. Substantive instruments
The substantive instruments in Sweden are still largely under 

development. However, the ones that are in place primarily target the 
recognised costs related to transition efforts. Monetary costs to land
owners of protecting (more) land or providing additional ecosystem 
services are counteracted through monetary compensation based on 
income foregone and incurred cost. Additionally, in some instances, 
there is a possibility to receive replacement land, or a possibility to 
combine protection with a certain adapted use, which recognises that 
taking land out of production does not only come with monetary costs, 
but also with psychological costs of losing forest operation activity and 
altering connection to the land. Both instruments are rooted in an 
entitlement perspective on justice, where it is argued that any impedi
ment to ownership rights should be duly compensated and the vantage 
point of justice that is used is intrapersonal, i.e. these instrument 
implicitly state that it would be unfair if forest owners are worse off than 
before when their forests are placed under protection. Other substantive 
instruments in the Swedish instrument mix include a tax reduction on 
fuel for forestry, to counteract the burden of increasing fuel prices due to 
transition efforts, and social instruments such as guidance and guide
lines on environmental consideration for forest owners and skill devel
opment support. Within the skill development, there is also additional 
recognition of Sami interests through the inclusion of a focus on skill 
development in forestry’s consideration of reindeer husbandry. These 
tax reduction, guidance, and skill development instruments are pre
sented through equity-based arguments, giving support to those most 
affected by transition efforts. Beyond these substantive instruments, 
there are also instruments targeted at youth, and women in particular, 
and rural areas. These focus on improved access to distance learning and 
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reduction of structures that prevent women from seeking training or jobs 
in forestry. These instruments are presented primarily in instrumental 
terms, i.e. to increase the available workforce in the forest sector, but 
also out of an equality viewpoint. Overall, all the substantive in
struments are targeted at local level actors, addressing transition im
pacts at a local scale.

3.3.4. Indirect forest related justice expressions
The Swedish policy mix also includes justice related aspects that are 

not explicitly linked to the forest sector, but that are phrased in such a 
way that they have the potential to be used in or impact the forest sector 
nonetheless. Firstly, there is a general commitment to ensure that bur
dens of the transition should be shared within the country, that everyone 
should have an equal opportunity to transition, and that it should be 
possible to live, work, and thrive throughout the country, i.e. no one 
should be left behind. The Swedish policy mix highlights that especially 
households, businesses, and the most vulnerable should be supported 
and all should have the opportunity to share in the benefits of the 
transition. These aspects express a combination of equity and equality 
perspectives on justice. Furthermore, it is emphasised that all policy 
needs to be build on the legitimacy and acceptance of the people and 
that greater consideration needs to be given to how citizens and busi
nesses are impacted by transition efforts, giving recognition to their 
differing circumstances and interests. An example of how this is oper
ationalised in the Swedish instrument mix is that, under the European 
Regional Development Fund, Sweden provides support to improve sus
tainable growth and competitiveness of small and medium-sized enter
prises, to improve research and innovation capacity, and to promote the 
use of advanced technology and digitalisation.

Secondly, the Swedish policy mix places general importance on 
stakeholder input into policy making and implementation. Each climate 
policy proposal is open for comments, with multiple consultation bodies 
including e.g. municipalities, public agencies, universities, and com
panies being invited to provide their views and equality is highlighted as 
a general underlying principle for all government activities and 

stakeholder input, regardless of the specific degree of involvement. The 
LEADER programme is further highlighted as an instrument for co- 
creation, to support especially rural development based on local 
needs, i.e. an instrument rooted in an equity perspective on justice.

Overall, there is an emphasis in the Swedish policy mix on ensuring 
that the living standards and conditions for individuals, households, and 
businesses should not stagnate and that policy instruments used to move 
the transition forward should not lead to significantly higher costs for 
Swedish residents compared to residents in neighbouring countries, 
displaying a viewpoint of justice that combines interpersonal and 
intrapersonal perspectives Fig. 2.

4. Discussion

Together, the results of this study contribute to the existing literature 
on just transitions with empirical insights on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of just 
transitions in the forest sector; i.e., unravelling what understandings of 
justice lay behind the often ambiguously used just transition concept in 
political commitments and have been institutionalised in climate-forest 
policies across multiple governance levels, i.e. what kind of justice these 
policies seek to ensure (Franco-Torres et al., 2020; Pollex, 2024), and 
what concrete mechanism are emphasised and deployed toward ful
filling these notions of justice in the stated just transition commitments 
(Sikor et al., 2014; Stark et al., 2023). In the following, we discuss our 
key findings and their implications along the line of three themes: 1) 
discrepancies between expressed just transition motivations and be
tween the policy strategies and instrument mixes; 2) shared narrow foci 
in just transition understanding; and 3) key differences across gover
nance levels.

4.1. Discrepancies between just transition motivations and policy strategy 
and instrument mix

Both the PA, EU-, and Swedish policy mixes include explicit com
mitments in their policy strategy toward ensuring a just transition. 

Fig. 2. Summary of explicit forest related justice expressions in the forest-climate policy mix. Aspects in bold indicate that most emphasis is placed upon them in the 
respective instrument mix. Aspects in italics are justice expression with an indirect, but no explicit, link to forests. For nuances and concrete examples see the detailed 
descriptions under 4.
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However, there are notable differences in their reasoning for this 
commitment. Where the PA and EU policy mix present a commitment to 
creating a just transition as a moral obligation and valuable end in and of 
itself, the Swedish policy mix approaches the idea of a just transition as 
an instrumental tool, a mean to the end of creating legitimacy and policy 
acceptance. In the Swedish case, grounding justice claims primarily in 
instrumental terms, without also recognizing justice as a moral imper
ative, risks reducing the just transition narrative to a means of removing 
surface-level barriers to implementation, or even using it to justify 
resistance to change and maintain business-as-usual. This approach may 
hinder deeper reflection and engagement with stakeholder claims of 
injustice that are structural and systemic in nature. As such, the un
derlying motivations for resistance or support for transition efforts may 
not be properly recognised, thereby leading to sub-optimal policy design 
(Shelton and Eakin, 2022). Moreover, this approach risks prioritizing 
the justice concerns of the majority or the most vocal stakeholders, while 
doing only the minimum required to secure policy acceptance. As a 
result, the genuineness of the just transition claim may be called into 
question, and those whose justice claims are overlooked may become 
disillusioned, undermining the perceived legitimacy of the transition 
itself. These findings highlight that whilst the just transition literature is 
primarily focused on identifying and discussing justice dimensions and 
related aspects and bringing to the fore moral argumentations such as 
equity, equality, merit, or entitlement, to support different justice in
terpretations, in the policy context we need to take a step further back to 
first identify the underlying motivation for wanting to pay attention to 
justice (in whatever form) in the first place: out of moral concern or out 
of instrumental calculation, as these differing rationales can have a 
considerable impact on what aspects of justice are considered and how 
they are operationalised. Future research on just transitions would thus 
benefit from adding in this starting rationale into the analytical 
framework.

Our results further show a discrepancy between the emphasis placed 
on just transition claims in the policy strategy and its limited oper
ationalisation through concrete policy instruments. This gap was 
particularly evident between the strategic vision of stakeholder 
involvement and broad recognition of diverse stakeholders across 
geographical scales as subjects of moral concern and the lack of atten
tion given to issues of access and capacity in the design of participatory 
mechanisms within the instrument mix. As pointed out by (Wesselink 
et al., 2011) and (Pickering et al., 2022), neglecting differences in access 
and capacity to leverage access and have influence negatively affects the 
success of participatory procedural instruments and their potential to 
contribute to strengthening justice. Additionally, in comparison to the 
central justice claims of ‘ensuring a just transition of the workforce’ in 
the PA and ‘leaving no one behind’ in the EU and Swedish policy mixes, 
the amount of fully developed substantive instruments that should 
ensure the implementation of this vision is rather limited. In their cur
rent state, these policy mixes risk paying lip services to their respective 
just transition visions, leaving a gap between these visions and their 
potential realisation in practice (see also (Clarke and Sahin-Dikmen, 
2024) and (Crespy and Munta, 2023)). The instrument mixes did 
include more diverse and concrete procedural and substantive in
struments for justice that were more general in nature and not explicitly 
linked to forests. Whilst there currently is no guarantee that they will be 
applied in the forest context, they could form a basis for policy makers to 
start from to develop more concrete, explicit forest focused policy 
instruments.

Overall, these discrepancies between stated just transition motiva
tions, the policy strategy, and instrument mix indicate that, whilst 
Franco-Torres et al. (2020) have highlighted the advantages of using 
boundary objects in sustainability transitions in terms of enabling 
cooperation between conflicting worldviews and concentrating re
sources, using the ‘just transition’ concept as a boundary object comes 
with a disadvantage: creating increased risk for empty promises. Linking 
justice theory with the policy mix concept as done in this study proved a 

useful analytical framework for identifying if and in what way this risk 
materialises.

4.2. Shared narrow foci in just transition understanding

Through our broad analytical framework that captures a wide range 
of justice understandings without prescribing what a just transition ul
timately ought to look like, we were able to shed a light not only on how 
the just transition concept is understood and operationalised within the 
climate-forest policies, but also what potential alternative justice un
derstandings are left out. We found that the examined policy mixes 
reflect a narrow interpretation of just transition in three key ways. First, 
concerning what kind of justice the policy mixes aim to ensure, we found 
that the PA stays the closest to the original, narrow interpretation of just 
transition from the 1970s with its focus on justice for the workforce at 
the local scale, adding to this however also a focus on justice at a global, 
between-country scale. Whilst ascribing an important role to forests in 
the climate transition, the PA does not include a clear focus on justice in 
explicit forest related matters. The EU and Swedish policy mix present a 
broader view on justice in terms of who should be the focus of moral 
consideration, including not only workers but also e.g. indigenous 
peoples, the general public, and future generations. This reflects more 
recent discourses on just transitions (Wang and Lo, 2021). Within their 
commitment to a just transition, regardless of who the subject of moral 
consideration is, all three policy mixes place monetary costs and benefits 
at the centre of their just transition thinking, representing a vision of just 
transition equated to monetary justice. The Swedish policy mix expands 
this slightly, by including a minor focus also on mental burdens to forest 
owners, but this has a subordinate place to the monetary considerations. 
Other potential costs and benefits, such as e.g. psychological, social/
cultural, and natural costs and benefits, many of which may not be easily 
quantified in monetary terms but have been highlighted in the literature 
as important to justice perceptions (de Boon et al., 2023), remain outside 
the scope of the just transition vision articulated in the policy mixes. This 
narrow focus of just transition risks undermining a holistic approach to 
the challenges at hand and locking society into a system where only 
those aspects are valued and considered that can be expressed in mon
etary terms. If this results in transition policies neglecting non-monetary 
costs and burdens, as is currently the case in the studied policy mixes, 
people may still perceive the transition as unjust, even if all monetary 
concerns are addressed (see also (Martin et al., 2016). This narrow 
articulation also limits the plurality of justice views to be recognised and 
incorporated in the transition policy design and policy instruments, and 
to align with a diversity of stakeholders. This may negatively impact 
both the effectiveness of the transition policies and support for the 
transition (Pedersen et al., 2020).

Second, beyond this narrow focus on monetary concerns, the policy 
mixes also articulate a narrow understanding of justice by focusing 
primarily on potential injustices arising from transition efforts, without 
explicitly recognising the risk of exacerbating existing injustices. This 
lack of recognition of the (in)justice of transition efforts in comparison 
to the (in)justice of inaction risks creating a skewed perception of 
transition costs, as these may appear disproportionately high when not 
considered alongside the costs of maintaining business-as-usual (Stern, 
2007). As such, the focus of justice in the policy mixes appears to center 
on actors with vested interests in the current system, with greater 
concern for avoiding new injustices than for addressing existing ones. 
This emphasis limits the potential to consider and alleviate both current 
injustices and of transition-related efforts.

Third, all three examined policy mixes are narrow in their focus on 
what type of knowledge should underpin transition efforts. Whilst there 
is some general recognition of the potential relevance of local, tradi
tional, and/or indigenous knowledge, the emphasis is on scientific 
knowledge. The insights and value of people’s lived experiences are thus 
subordinated to scientific insights. If this leads to people’s lived expe
riences not being sufficiently recognised and taken into account, this 
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risks valuable local, contextual insights to be excluded or underused in 
policy development and thus suboptimal policy design (Khatiba et al., 
2021).

4.3. Key differences across governance levels

The results of this study show that there are considerable differences 
between the policy mixes regarding the moral arguments and key 
mechanisms to promote justice used in the forest context. In terms of 
distributional justice, the PA builds on argumentations rooted in an 
equity and need perspective, the EU policy mix primarily on argumen
tations rooted in a merit perspective, and the Swedish policy mix pri
marily on arguments rooted in an entitlement perspective. These 
differences in moral starting point translate to a different emphasis on 
what kind of mechanism(s) are championed to enhance distributional 
justice. The PA emphasises economic and financial instruments to pro
vide support to those who need it, the EU supports economic and 
financial instruments to reward efforts, whilst Sweden prioritises rights- 
based instruments, focusing on strengthening of ownership rights 
coupled with individuals’ responsibility to carry potential costs. Both 
the PA and EU policy mix thereby prioritise societal interests over in
dividual interests, i.e. the societal interest comes first, and individuals 
need support or compensation if they are negatively impacted by larger 
societal interests. This focus on societal interests may risk a mis
recognition of individual rights of forest stakeholders. Sweden, on the 
other hand, prioritises individual interests. There is no clear mechanism 
or recognition of the risk to societal interest if all forest owners would 
persist on their ownership right to use their forest for production rather 
than committing increasingly to forest protection for e.g. climate change 
mitigation or biodiversity purposes. Differences in moral starting point 
also come to the fore in relation to procedural justice, where the PA 
emphasises equality as a moral principal to be adhered to, whilst the EU 
and Swedish policy mixes emphasise entitlement, and in the case of 
Sweden also merit. These differences in moral starting points and 
mechanisms of justice across governance levels creates a risk of policies 
working against each other by drawing into different directions, sending 
inconsistent signals to forest stakeholders.

Finally, a discrepancy emerges between the EU’s efforts to promote a 
more just transition in the forest sector, primarily through voluntary 
mechanisms such as those offered under the CAP, and Sweden’s resis
tance to increased EU influence. This is exemplified by Sweden’s refusal 
to apply CAP mechanisms to its forest sector and its framing of EU at
tempts to expand influence as inherently unjust. This highlights the 
challenge of implementing EU’s commitment to just transition in a 
policy sector where it has no official competence. Since both forest and 
social policy largely fall outside the EU’s formal competence, the 
voluntary nature of its proposed mechanisms for fostering a just tran
sition risk not only the failure of these commitments to materialise at the 
MS level, but also the emergence of new injustices among forest stake
holders due to disparities across MS. Moreover, the PA’s limited atten
tion to justice for local forest stakeholders, combined with ambiguity 
over whether responsibility lies with the EU, MS, or both, may result in 
buck-passing and a failure to establish adequate safeguards, regardless 
of the justice vision pursued. From a theoretical perspective, these re
sults of focus on voluntary mechanisms to bring about just transitions 
and unclarity in responsibility divisions in transition policies, highlight 
that the just transition literature would benefit from paying attention 
not only to whom justice should be given and through which mechanism 
in just transition frameworks, which is the current dominant focus of the 
wider just transition literature (e.g. (Wang and Lo, 2021; Zimm et al., 
2023)), but also adding on increased attention to whom should be 
responsible for ensuring that this justice comes about (see also 
(Kortetmäki et al., 2025)).

5. Conclusion

There is broad consensus in international policy and scholarly debate 
that forests are critical to climate mitigation and that transition efforts 
must be just. However, due to the use of the just transition concept as a 
boundary object, limited attention on the ‘how’ of just transition com
mitments (Stark et al., 2023), and lack of literature connecting questions 
of climate justice with policy analysis (Pollex, 2024), have left unclear 
which normative understandings of just transition have been institu
tionalised in climate-forest policy mixes and what mechanisms exist to 
ensure that implementation in relation to the forest sector will be con
ducted in a just manner. This study has taken a first step toward 
addressing this research gap by examining the implicit and explicit 
forest-related justice expressions in the PA and EU- and Swedish 
climate-forest policy mixes. The integration of the policy mix framework 
with the justice dimensions of distributional, recognitional, and proce
dural justice proved helpful in untangling the policy mixes and identi
fying both explicit and implicit expressions of justice. Hence, this paper 
addresses the lack of literature connecting questions of climate justice 
with policy research (Pollex, 2024) and gives a theoretical contribution 
by providing a framework that can support further research on how just 
transition commitments can be integrated into, operationalised, and 
made actionable through all elements of the policy mix, both within and 
beyond the forest sector.

This study revealed that the PA, EU, and Sweden have different 
understandings of what a just transition means in the forest context and 
emphasise different mechanism to implement their visions of just tran
sition. As such, they are sending inconsistent messages to forest stake
holders. Furthermore, all three showed a discrepancy between their 
stated commitments to creating a just transition and limited attention to 
how these commitments should be fulfilled, thereby risking that local 
level forest stakeholders will become disillusioned by just transition 
claims and disengage with transition efforts. Whilst this kind of policy 
inconsistency is not uncommon (Cairney, 2025; Rogge and Reichardt, 
2016b), it is especially concerning in the context of the global commu
nity already not being on track to reaching the Paris Agreement goals 
(Climate Analytics, New Climate Institute, & Institute for Essential 
Service Reform, 2025, IPCC, 2023), the capacity for carbon uptake in 
European forests decreasing rather than increasing over the last decade 
and being projected to continue doing so (European Environment 
Agency, 2025), and many countries, including Sweden (Swedish Envi
ronmental Protection Agency, 2025), currently not being on track to 
meeting their legally binding LULUCF target (European Climate 
Neutrality Observatory, 2025). The results of our analysis thus further 
strengthen the call for more attention to differences and gaps between 
identified visions of just transitions and their realisation in practice 
(Clarke and Sahin-Dikmen, 2024; Crespy and Munta, 2023) and high
light the need for more explicit discussions in policy debate on how 
justice can be ensured in transition efforts in the forest sector across 
levels, regardless of the specific understanding of justice that is adhered 
to, and a wider open societal debate on what a just transition ultimately 
ought to mean in a forest context. This does not mean that complete 
policy consistency and coherence and a unified understanding of just 
transition is required or should be strived for, but more in depth 
consideration is needed of the consequences of defining just transition in 
a specific way over another, how diverse interpretations could exist side 
by side within the policy mix, and how these differing understandings 
can be supported and implemented through concrete policy in
struments. This study can form a starting point for such a debate.

Whilst the general objective of, and commitment to, a just transition 
in the policy mix at all three levels of governance is a good basis, it is not 
sufficient to make a just transition feasible if it is not backed up with 
concrete policy instruments. Policy makers must therefore now take the 
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next step to develop and implement concrete mechanisms to support 
forest stakeholders through the transition. To support this work by 
policy makers, future research is needed on how diverse understandings 
of justice, such as expressed in the PA and EU- and Swedish policy mixes, 
but also those that are present within society at large, can co-exist in 
transition pathways in a way that strengthens rather than weakens 
transition efforts and their perceived acceptability. Given the limitations 
of this study in terms of the focus on a single Member State at the na
tional level, the choices made regarding the delineation of the policy mix 
under consideration (limiting the analysis to a single sector), and the 
exclusion of sub-national and local level policies, further research can 
also broaden this study by exploring justice expressions in the policy 
mixes of other Member States, in sub-national and local level policies, 
and additional policy foci that may have an additional direct or indirect 
impact on the transition efforts in the forest sector, including for 
example policies focused on biodiversity conservation such as the EU 
Biodiversity Strategy and Nature Restoration Law as well as human and 
social rights conventions such as the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 
Convention (ILO, 1989). Such an analysis could also shed further light 
on cross-sectoral interactions and interdependences.
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