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Towards co-creative just transition at the urban level in Europe

There are two main reasons to undertake this research project. First, this is closely linked with the
need to explore how the involvement of all stakeholders in reaching the European Green Deal’s goal can be
effectively addressed. As part of this, the EU is engaged in delivering a just transition where “nobody is left
behind”. However, concepts, approaches and practices adopted so far are weak. Moreover, they are not
sufficiently explained. Thus — and this is the second reason for undertaking the research - there is still a need
to understand transition processes and impacts as well as to develop research approaches which help to reach
this. Against this backdrop, a research field on energy justice has recently emerged, studying how the
distribution of burdens and possibilities for participation in energy policy may hinder or foster the just
energy transition. This project is a contribution in this regard.

The aim of the project is to analyze and evaluate current vectors of equity to find answers to the
guestions of whether they contribute to the just transition at the urban level and to greater involvement of
citizens in the co-creation of energy policy. Research goals will be achieved by studying both citizens’ roles
and engagement as well as institutional arrangements at the urban level. Specifically, we aim to answer the
following detailed research questions: What are the challenges of just transition that are to be addressed in
the city? What does the political decision-making process look like according to the co-creation approach?
What is the impact of vulnerable citizens and groups from the Quintuple Helix on local energy policies and
policy-making process? How should political decision-making processes be designed to facilitate citizens’
engagement towards just transition at the urban level? What drives these process preferences? Can
procedural justice increase citizens’ perceptions of legitimacy? How? What are the effects of distributional
justice on inequality and vulnerability? How does recognition justice shape perceptions regarding citizens’
engagement and overall attitudes toward energy transition? Is transformative justice a life-real experience at
the urban level? How is it visible in practice? By answering these questions, we aim to contribute to the
reflection on innovative approaches and methodologies towards just transition.

By focusing on the diversity of geographic and socio-political territories of Europe, the project will
investigate just energy transition by exploring what it means to be left behind, how it happens, who is left
behind, how it is understood and acted upon in the public sphere, and how it generates obstacles for the
transition and versatile participatory methods for fostering just energy transition. We aim to address these
issues by building upon case studies analysis, which is scattered across different locations in the European
Union. Based on the EU’s Just Transition Mechanism, six cities within the EU’s affected regions were
selected for further analysis.

Because fostering the energy transition is about generating and safeguarding energy justice, this
concept is understood here as being comprised of three interrelated dimensions: distributional justice,
procedural justice, and recognition justice. These dimensions guide and structure of the project and are
linked with two different forms of vulnerability: 1) societal groups which suffer (or will suffer) from climate
change, and 2) cities which suffer (or will suffer) from transition processes regarded as relevant and
necessary to reach just transitions goals, i.e. to ensure that the substantial benefits of a green economy
transition are shared widely, while also supporting those who stand to lose economically (i.e. countries,
regions, industries, communities, workers or consumer). However, the traditional understandings of energy
justice - articulated in terms of distributive, procedural, and recognition justice - have been sufficiently
explored as well as criticized as insufficiently addressing political, social and economic structures that
reproduce injustice. Thus, the potential of other approaches to justice is still to be tapped. One of these
currently non-in-depth tested approaches is transformative justice, which is a community-led type of justice
applied by i.e. vulnerable communities. The research will build upon. By doing so, the project will contribute
to the advancement of knowledge.

The project, planned for implementation over a period of 36 months, will be implemented in 4
stages, which include 20 Specific Tasks (STs). Given the size the of three-year project, we aim to divide
research objectives combined with research activities into five Mini Packages (MP).

When constructing the research design, one considered various distinct streams of research. The
adopted research method will draw on a range of foundations: a theory of change extensively tested in the
field of energy justice and RRI-oriented structural change projects.

It will be informed by an interwoven mixed methods methodology moving across 5 interlinked Mini
Packages and be supported by project management and activities on communication and dissemination.

The key method of results analysis refers to impact evaluation which builds an understanding of how
individual actions and broader systemic change are intertwined. Thus, analysis of results will synthesise the
findings within the theory of change framework, which, finally, allows us to verify the produced theoretical
model of co-creative just transition at the urban level in Europe.



