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A B S T R A C T

New directions in just climate policymaking can emerge from the dialogue between critical climate justice and policy studies scholars. Current climate justice 
research presents a strong and coherent message about the scale and urgency of climatic challenges, historical responsibilities, colonialism, systemic inequalities, 
intersectionality and the role of recognitional, procedural, and distributional justice-driven solutions. However, it struggles to explain how to overcome profound 
gaps between aspiration and reality. In this Perspective, we bring insights from critical climate justice scholars and policy scholars into conversation. Policy theories 
help us explain gaps between high ambitions but low progress towards policymaking integration and policy coherence for climate justice. However, they focus largely 
on evidence from Western countries and struggle to harness wider international insights on policy innovation, with the potential to largely contribute to a doom 
spiral. We use the example of non-anthropocentric policymaking and planetary justice approaches to explore this dialogue on drivers and barriers to change.

1. Introduction

Despite the wealth of climate justice research in various disciplines, 
we still lack knowledge on how to overcome the gap between normative 
climate justice demands and creating just climate policies. This litera
ture demonstrates that justice claims need to be considered when 
designing climate policies, such as distributional, recognition, restor
ative, procedural, corrective and social justice. However, we can find 
few government policies translating justice into practice. There is 
considerable evidence of innovation in grassroots policies, for example 
those practiced by Indigenous communities (Aránguiz Mesías and Till
eczek, 2025), or policies emerging from transformative, non- 
anthropocentric legal innovations, such as rights of nature (Kauffman 
and Martin, 2021). However, there is minimal evidence that govern
ments are learning and scaling up from success.

In this Perspective piece, we establish a continuous dialogue between 
research on essential policy change and on the barriers and facilitators to 
change for establishing (more) just climate policies. Insights from public 
policy theories help us understand why we do not see the radical change 
that is demanded in climate justice scholarship. Concepts like bounded 
rationality, policy complexity, policy integration and coherence help to 
explain why climate justice demands often do not translate into policy 
changes or outcomes. Insights from climate justice inform debates on 
how to respond, such as to generate new ideas and seek new ways to 
influence outcomes.

We use this iterative dialogue between critical climate justice and 
policy studies scholars to develop three scenarios of just climate poli
cymaking: an incremental approach, a reformist approach, and a radical 
approach. This dialogue helps to explain the lack of substantive just 
climate policies to date but also identifies sources of innovation and new 
forms of collaboration between the human and the more-than-human 
world.

2. Insights from climate justice research

Climate justice scholarship is based on critical interdisciplinary in
sights from Green Political Theory and Philosophy, Political Ecology and 
Political Economy, Law and Social Movement Studies, among others. 
The literature emphasises that those states (but also social groups within 
countries) who are historically the least responsible for greenhouse gas 
emissions and have the fewest resources to adapt, are often most 
affected by and most vulnerable to climate change consequences 
(Schlosberg, 2007). Scholarly reflections on climate justice discuss how 
just relations between states, societies and generations in the context of 
climatic challenges can be established (Page and Edward, 2006; Shue, 
2014). At the same time, critical demands voiced by the environmental 
justice movement have informed interdisciplinary scholarship (Bullard, 
2001) and called attention to the fact that climate change and climate 
policies, for example large-scale renewable energy projects, often 
exacerbate socio-economic inequalities within societies (Schapper and 
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Urban, 2021).
The character of justice relations discussed in the literature varies 

with respect to scale, temporal dimension, actors involved, and 
normative political claims. More recently, justice relations between the 
human and the more-than-human world have been discussed (planetary 
injustice) (Biermann and Kalfagianni, 2020; Pedersen et al., 2024).

Critical climate justice scholarship reflects on historical re
sponsibilities (Coolsaet et al., 2024), including climate coloniality 
(Sultana, 2025), ecocidal capitalism (Surprise, 2024), structural injus
tice (Eckersley, 2016), racial discrimination (Gonzalez, 2021), as well as 
climate action and knowledge in/from the Global South (Crawford et al., 
2023) and gender inequality and intersectionality (Mikulewicz et al., 
2023).

Normative considerations have, for a long time, dominated climate 
justice scholarship. These often draw on the four-part characterisation of 
environmental justice proposed by Kuehn (2000). This characterisation 
comprises (a) distributive justice; (b) procedural justice; (c) corrective 
justice; and (d) social justice (Kuehn, 2000). Distributive justice requires 
equal treatment and equal access to resources, while procedural justice 
requires the participation of all stakeholders in decisions that affect 
them. Corrective justice requires punishing wrongdoers and remedying 
harm inflicted on individuals and communities. Social justice comprises 
an analysis of how groups within society are affected by climate change 
and climate policies in different ways (Kuehn, 2000). In addition, (e) 
recognitional justice requires that contexts and needs, including his
torical, regional and cultural factors, of those affected by climate change 
and climate policies are adequately acknowledged (Preston and Carr, 
2018). Furthermore, (f) transitional justice considers how to design 
decarbonisation processes to limit adverse justice impacts on vulnerable 
groups (Abram, 2022) and (g) restorative justice focuses on repairing 
and restoring climate change related damages, including historical 
emissions and resource extraction (Robinson and Carlson, 2021). 
Whereas various climate justice scholars have emphasised different di
mensions of justice, many have been considered to complement each 
other. Overall, there are different ways of defining just climate policies 
and scholars emphasise varying aspects when evaluating whether 
climate policies are just.

Only in recent years, more empirical climate justice research has 
been conducted focusing on specific country case studies and the justice 
impacts of climate policies (Hoang et al., 2018) or using certain elements 
or dimensions of climate justice, such as intergenerational (Knappe and 
Renn, 2022) or procedural justice (Klöck et al., 2025), as a benchmark 
for analysis.

3. Insights from public policy

The contribution from policy theories is to identify evergreen bar
riers to the pursuit of rapid, radical, and well-integrated or coherent 
changes to policy and policymaking (Cairney et al., 2023). Policy the
ories promote a conceptual shift from a tendency in climate justice 
research to identify: (1) the radical change that they want to see in the 
world (e.g. to shift from neoliberal to social justice driven policy), and 
(2) what they require of policymaking to that end (e.g. to produce a new 
policy mix, including higher state intervention to redistribute resources 
and regulate business and social behaviour), but (3) a lack of political 
will to overcome resistance from vested interests. Given that approach to 
policy and policymaking, climate justice research focuses on the need 
for new forms of political activity, including organisation and collabo
ration, to foster a new dominant social justice discourse, and to main
stream climate justice across policymaking to produce a 
whole-of-government approach to policy integration (Cairney, 2025). 
Yet, it also identifies a major gap between these aspirations and reality.

An essential response to this problem is to treat the policy process as 
a well-researched object of study, not a ‘black box’ translating what 
climate justice advocates seek into a new and coherent policy mix. To 
that end, policy theory research focuses on two general concepts: 

1. Bounded rationality, or the cognitive and organisational limits to 
gathering and using information to make policy (Simon, 1976). 
Policy theories examine the multiple ways in which policymakers 
respond, such as to devote disproportionate attention to problems 
and information on their size and severity (Baumgartner et al., 
2023); and, interpret problems through the lens of deeply held be
liefs, such as when deciding which social groups deserve rewards or 
punishments (Schneider et al., 2014) or forming part of one advo
cacy coalition competing with actors with competing beliefs (Nor
stedt et al., 2023).

2. Policy complexity. A focus on ‘policymaking environments’ highlights 
multiple concepts to describe the actors making or influencing policy 
across multiple venues; rules and norms of each venue; relationships 
between policymakers and groups in networks or subsystems; 
dominant ways to frame problems in each venue; and, the socio
economic conditions or events that constrain or facilitate change. A 
focus on ‘complex policymaking systems’ highlights their often- 
unpredictable dynamics, including bouts of positive and negative 
feedback, sensitivity to initial conditions, and a tendency for policy 
outcomes to ‘emerge’ from systems (Cairney, 2020).

Their common focus is on the absence of one single powerful centre 
of policymaking, able to process all information and translate it into a 
coherent and well-integrated and coordinated response to policy prob
lems. Rather, policymaking is characterised by many policymakers 
responding to problems beyond their understanding, operating in poli
cymaking environments beyond their control, largely in subsystems 
processing one part of a problem, and contributing one of many policy 
instruments that contribute to an overall mix. The result is an unclear 
connection between policy intentions and outcomes, even when poli
cymakers express a sincere commitment to fostering climate justice.

In that context, it is imperative to ask: how would radical policy change 
happen? Common ideas include: paradigm change following profound 
policy failure and the loss of confidence in a dominant idea or coalition; 
policy punctuations akin to a pressure dam effect in which the effort 
required to overcome institutional resistance produces profound 
change; a ‘window of opportunity’ to select a new policy strategy or 
instrument; ‘emergence’, such as changes to systemic behaviour or 
outcomes; gradual changes with long-term transformative effects; or, 
change via collaboration and innovation to address collective action 
problems (Hall, 1993; Baumgartner et al., 2023; Herweg et al., 2023; 
Nohrstedt et al., 2023; Streeck and Thelen, 2005; Ostrom, 1990).

4. Dialogue between insights from climate justice and public 
policy

Policy theories explain why the shift from normative climate justice 
to designing and implementing just climate policies is particularly 
challenging. Despite the bulk of existing information, policymakers do 
not pay enough attention to climate justice concerns and make short- 
term cost-benefit calculations and prioritise economic interests. These 
decisions occur in a policymaking environment consisting of many 
venues, each with a multitude of governmental and non-governmental 
actors, pursuing different beliefs, rules, norms regarding how to define 
and address climate justice. These insights help to explore the effect of 
an absence of one single powerful centre dedicated to climate justice 
policymaking. In the UNFCCC Conferences of the Parties (COPs), a large 
range of actors from the Global South and North, including govern
ments, Indigenous Peoples, civil society and business representatives 
come together to address climate justice issues. Although proposed as a 
mean for unanimous decisions, a consensus does not do justice to all 
stakeholders affected. Further, the agreement is not substantively 
binding on countries responsible for policy outcomes. Policymaking 
integration and policy coherence is the aim (Pickering, 2023) but frag
mentation and incoherence is the norm (Zelli and van Asselt, 2013; 
Cairney, 2025).
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In that context, can climate justice and policy research combine to 
inform more positive accounts of current and future progress? This 
project begins by noting that policy theories are currently mainly 
focused on empirical evidence from the Global North, with three im
plications. First, it neglects the structural economic and social in
equalities, intersectional and colonial legacies that need to be more 
strongly considered for sustainable and just climate policymaking. 
Second, it does not fully account for promising sources of policy inno
vation and progress beyond the Northern norm. For example, important 
examples of just climate policies can be found among Indigenous com
munities, fostering local or grassroots policy change (Mesías et al., 
2025). Here, the dialogue may focus on concerns in policy theory that 
such initiatives are not replicable or transferable across scales or con
texts, but also wider insights that question why scaling up the same 
initiatives to national levels is essential.

Third, policy theories often seem conservative (or pragmatic) and 
their role in ambitious future thinking is unclear. Climate justice re
quires a greater focus on how to envisage major policy change in the 
near and distant future. A key example is work on planetary justice 
(Pedersen et al., 2024; Celermajer et al., 2021; Biermann and Kalfa
gianni, 2020), in which the environment or elements of nature are 
considered as actors in their own right (Schapper et al., 2022). Impor
tant examples of non-anthropocentric approaches to climate justice are 
rights of nature or the granting of legal personhood to ecosystems, as can 
be observed in New Zealand, India, Bolivia, Columbia, Ecuador and 
Spain (Kauffman and Martin, 2021; Follette et al., 2020). Such examples 
of new forms of collaboration – including between the human and 
non-human world - should prompt new dialogue and encourage policy 
scholars to consider wider perspectives.

5. Three scenarios for just climate policymaking

We outline three scenarios to focus this scholarly dialogue on action 
to inform future policy change. It moves us from explanations of limited 
change from the ‘top’ towards comparisons of feasible future scenarios 
and greater consideration of non-traditional sources of policy innovation 
and change.

The first approach is pragmatic and incremental, emphasising the 
‘art of the possible’ within existing political systems and establishing the 
means to produce policy change. Learn from what has worked or not so 
far, such as to compare change processes driven by governments, 
voluntary international agreements backed by obligations, courts, social 
movements, innovations in participatory and deliberative democracy, 
and other actors or collaborations at multiple levels of policymaking.

This approach prioritises policy measures to reach a political 
consensus in the short term while strategically limiting opposition and 
backlash. The current mainstream of global climate finance policies 
follows this tendency. One of the most prominent directions is upscaling 
climate finance through broadening the contributor base, particularly 
via mobilising private finance (or ‘blended’ finance consisting of both 
public and private finance). Following this line, during COP29 in Baku, 
member states agreed to scale up to USD 1.3 trillion per year by diver
sifying climate finance sources to meet developing countries’ demands 
(UNFCCC, 2024).

Many global policymakers (e.g., the World Bank or IMF) promote 
this strategy as the most realistic solution for an effective climate policy 
outcome (Gordon, 2023), also in terms of distributive climate justice. 
However, critical scholars argue that increasing private investors’ 
engagement could lead to other injustice situations, including: more 
debt for Global South countries, and the imbalance between financing 
mitigation and adaptation (or loss and damage) projects because these 
actors pursue loan-based, profitable, and bankable projects to maximise 
their economic profits (Pauw et al., 2022). There is another concern that 
the focus on private finance could weaken the legal obligation of 
developed countries’ publicly funded commitments (IISD, 2024).

The second approach is reformist of the current situation, 

emphasising the need to reject the usual way of doing things in favour of 
enforcing policy change on sovereign governments in the absence of 
voluntary agreement, drive policy through grassroots social movements, 
or otherwise replace, reform and improve the policymaking systems that 
are contributing to the very problems they are responsible for solving. 
One example is climate litigation, which is often initiated and driven by 
civil society and is forcing governments to substantially reduce green
house gas emissions (Savaresi et al., 2014). The Urgenda Climate Case 
(2015–2019) in the Netherlands and Neubauer v. Germany (2021) are, 
among others, successful cases that have led to governmental climate 
policy change (Bartmann et al., 2023). Both cases include references to 
intergenerational justice in the court rulings and can also be considered 
as an operationalisation of other normative justice principles, including 
social justice and recognitional justice. Further, non-anthropocentric 
approaches to rights of nature and ecosystems have, in the past, led to 
more just and sustainable decisions, pointing to a shift towards plane
tary justice approaches (Celermajer et al., 2021; Biermann and Kalfa
gianni, 2020). All of these are examples of initially successful policy 
changes, in which legal (human rights and rights of nature) monitoring 
and enforcement mechanisms are used to achieve more climate justice. 
Here, the aim for policy theories is to harness insights from research on 
integration and coherence to anticipate and help actors respond to major 
barriers to the maintenance and delivery of such initiatives and consider 
how each new initiative contributes to a climate justice policy mix.

The third approach is more radical in relation to the global 
political economy. It involves scenario generation to identify feasible 
future economic and political systems, anticipate their dynamics, and 
design responses in that context. Here, the assumption is that the norms, 
expectations, and practices that we currently take for granted will need 
to be transformed. Radical solutions involve a change in the global po
litical economic structures underlying both emissions, as well as socio- 
economic and environmental injustices. They critique conventional 
notions of economic growth, measured in individual states’ GDP, as the 
key benchmark for human well-being and social progress (Fressoz and 
Bonneuil, 2017). Such aims exacerbate the increasing extraction and 
burning of fossil fuel and other environmentally damaging practices 
such as ‘land grabs’ (Exner, 2013). Decarbonisation policies, too, are 
frequently seen as part of a damaging global capital accumulation 
regime, which still requires the extraction of resources in the form of 
minerals and rare earths (Wanner, 2015). Some demand the trans
formation of capitalism altogether (Tetreault, 2017). More concrete and 
increasingly recognised policy solutions are based on ‘post-growth’ and 
‘degrowth’ economics (Kallis et al., 2012). These suggest that environ
mental and climate justice can only be achieved through different con
ceptualisations of socio-economic reproduction that give up on 
competitive growth (Sandberg et al., 2019). Although a transformation 
of capitalism and growth is a more radical scenario, which is less likely 
to materialise, the potential for achieving more distributive, social and 
intergenerational climate justice via such fundamental change would be 
substantial.

6. Perspective and conclusion

A dialogue between insights from public policy and climate justice 
research helps us understand not only why we expect most policy 
change to be minimal and find few opportunities for reformist change, 
but also to envisage more diverse and effective sources of innovation in 
the future. Concepts like bounded rationality and policymaking 
complexity initially help to explain the absence of one single powerful 
centre of policymaking and a lack of policymaking integration and 
policy coherence, but could be repurposed to boost such aims.

Research on concepts such as ‘windows of opportunity’ can be 
applied to new developments like the recognition of the new Interna
tional Human Right to a Healthy Environment, which could potentially 
lead to the creation of climate rights and, therefore, could lead the way 
to just climate policies. Further, studies of gradual but transformative 
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change could help to analyse the shift to planetary justice approaches 
(Pedersen et al., 2024; Biermann and Kalfagianni, 2020), which could 
have transformative effects in the long run. This shift to 
non-anthropocentric policymaking as well as some of the more radical 
political economy approaches, like post-growth, have yet to be captured 
by policy theories but are certainly required for just and sustainable 
climate policymaking in the future.

More attention needs to be paid to bottom-up approaches in just 
climate policymaking. Despite the lack of just climate policies at the 
international level, which would require unanimous approval in the 
COPs, there are interesting community-based experiences of imple
menting policies that foster climate justice. Promising projects relate to 
local food sovereignty (Routledge, 2011), intergenerational repairing 
practices among Indigenous groups (Aránguiz Mesías and Tilleczek 
2025) and low-carbon energy transitions (Mundaca et al., 2018). Such 
grassroots level activities can lead to translocal climate justice solidar
ities (Routledge, 2011) or transcalar advocacy, potentially transferring 
local justice experiences to the international climate negotiations 
(Schapper and Dee, 2024). More attention should be paid to learning 
from these bottom-up experiences for just climate policymaking at the 
domestic and international levels.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Andrea Schapper: Writing – review & editing, Writing – original 
draft, Conceptualization. Paul Cairney: Writing – review & editing, 
Conceptualization. Neil J. W. Crawford: Writing – review & editing, 
Conceptualization. Clemens Hoffmann: Writing – review & editing, 
Conceptualization. Hyeyoon Park: Writing – review & editing, 
Conceptualization. Hannes Stephan: Writing – review & editing, 
Conceptualization.

Declaration of competing interest

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial 
interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence 
the work reported in this paper.

Data availability

No data was used for the research described in the article.

References

Abram, Simone, 2022. Just transition: a whole-systems approach to decarbonisation. In: 
Atkins, Alix Dietzel, Jenkins, Kirsten, Kiamba, Lorna, Kirshner, Joshua, 
Kreienkamp, Julia, Parkhill, Karen, Pegram, Tom, Santos Ayllón, Lara M. (Eds.), 
Clim. Policy 22 (8), 1033–1049.
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