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Abstract 
This thesis investigates how climate justice can be operationalised within Danish municipal 

climate planning through the application of C40’s Cities Climate Transition Framework 

(CCTF), focusing in particular on Criterion 7 concerning socio-economic vulnerability. As an 

internationally developed governance tool intended for use across highly diverse political and 

socio-economic contexts, the CCTF embeds specific assumptions about what constitutes a fair, 

inclusive, and effective climate transition. By applying the original English language 

framework the thesis examines how such a global instrument functions prior to national 

contextualisation and how its principles translate into the institutional logics of a Danish 

welfare state. 

Using Aalborg Municipality as a case study, the thesis combines three analytical 

components: an empirical application of Criterion 7, a theoretical examination of climate 

justice and just transition scholarship, and an expert interview with Frederiksberg Municipality, 

whose climate plan has already been certified under the CCTF. The findings show that while 

the framework aligns closely with multidimensional understandings of justice, encompassing 

distribution, recognition, procedure, and capabilities, its practical implementation is challenged 

by limited methodological guidance, uneven data availability, and welfare state assumptions 

that equality and inclusion are already embedded in municipal governance. These assumptions 

risk obscuring differentiated vulnerabilities and uneven capacities to participate in or benefit 

from climate action. The thesis further demonstrates that intersectionality is essential for 

identifying cumulative vulnerabilities that single axis data categories cannot capture. Groups 

such as low-income single parents with limited transport access or older adults living alone in 

poorly insulated housing become visible only when socio-economic indicators are analysed in 

combination. Without such an approach, municipalities risk overlooking residents whose 

adaptive capacity is most constrained.  

Overall, the thesis concludes that operationalising a just transition in a Danish 

municipal context requires both the structural guidance of international frameworks and the 

interpretive, context sensitive work of municipalities adapting these tools to local realities. The 

CCTF can support this process, but only when supplemented with intersectional 

socio-economic mapping, early stage justice screening, cross departmental collaboration, and 

systematic assessment of how climate actions affect citizens’ capabilities. Through these 

adaptations, Aalborg Municipality (and Danish municipalities more broadly) can move from 
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compliance-oriented implementation toward a more proactive, justice-oriented approach to 

climate planning. 

Keywords: Climate Justice, Just Transition, Intersectionality, Municipal Climate Governance, 

Cities Climate Transition Framework (CCTF) 
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1. Introduction  
This thesis examines how climate justice can be operationalised in Danish municipal climate 

planning through the application of sectoral and socio-economic data as outlined in C40’s 

Cities Climate Transition Framework (CCTF). The CCTF, developed by global climate action 

network C40, is presented as a set of 16 evidence based criteria intended to guide cities in 

developing climate action plans aligned with the 1.5°C ambition of the Paris Agreement (C40 

2025, 2; 5). The framework is therefore intended to be implemented across highly diverse 

political, cultural, and socio-economic contexts. Consequently, it was created in collaboration 

with the following C40 member cities, to be used in all C40 member cities across the globe: 

Accra, Amman, Buenos Aires, Cape Town, Chengdu, Freetown, Paris, Phoenix, Rio de Janeiro, 

Sydney and Washington DC (C40 2025, 4). While the framework is positioned as a technical 

planning tool, it simultaneously embeds specific assumptions about what a ‘fair’, ‘inclusive’, 

and ‘effective’ climate transition should entail. This makes the CCTF not only a governance 

methodological instrument but also an analytical artefact that operationalises particular 

interpretations of climate justice.  

Furthermore, although the green Danish think tank CONCITO has produced an adapted 

and translated version of the CCTF for use by Danish municipalities, this thesis deliberately 

applies the original English-language framework. The aim is not to evaluate the Danish 

adaptation, but to examine how an international governance tool functions prior to national 

contextualisation. Therefore, using the unadapted version strengthens the analysis of the CCTF 

as a global framework while also making visible the interpretive work required when 

municipalities translate such tools into the institutional logics of a Danish welfare state. In 

collaboration with Aalborg Municipality, the project therefore investigates how principles of 

equality, inclusion, and just transition can be operationalised in a context that differs 

significantly from many of the cities for which the framework was originally designed. 

Specifically, the thesis explores how Aalborg Municipality can operationalise principles of just 

transition through the application of Criterion 7 in the CCTF, and how this practical application 

aligns with theoretical understandings of climate justice. The study further investigates how an 

intersectional perspective can support the identification of vulnerable groups and evaluates the 

strengths and limitations of applying an internationally developed climate justice framework 

within Danish municipal governance. By combining theoretical perspectives on climate justice 

with empirical insights from municipal practice, the thesis seeks to contribute both to the 
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practical development of climate planning in Danish municipalities and to broader discussions 

concerning the operationalisation of just transition in welfare-state contexts.  

On a bigger scale, across global climate governance, questions of equality, social justice, 

and inclusion have become increasingly central to the development and implementation of 

climate action (Hageer 2025, 1). The emergence of international frameworks such as the CCTF 

reflects a growing recognition that climate planning must address not only the reduction of 

emissions but also the uneven social impacts of climate change and climate policy. Scholars 

similarly emphasise that the distribution of risks, burdens, and benefits within climate action is 

shaped by existing socioeconomic structures, and that climate measures may either mitigate or 

exacerbate existing inequalities (Amorim-Maia et al. 2022; de Jong 2024; Gutterman 2022). 

This broader insight is effectively articulated by Patricia E. Perkins, who highlights the 

fundamentally uneven nature of climate impacts and responsibilities: 

(…) climate change affects different people differently, and certain humans are more 

responsible than others for causing it; some even benefit from climate change. (…) These 

differences – which together underlie distributive and procedural climate injustices – are 

deeply gendered everywhere in the world; denying or disregarding this reality both heightens 

longstanding injustices and hampers efforts to address climate change (Perkins 2018, 349). 

Perkin’s argument underscores a key premise for this thesis, namely that climate justice cannot 

be meaningfully operationalised without acknowledging how intersecting social structures 

shape vulnerability, responsibility, and access to decision making.  

For Danish municipalities, these understandings present both opportunities and 

challenges. Aalborg Municipality is currently preparing an updated climate action plan aligned 

with the CCTF, thereby adopting a more explicit focus on justice, inclusion and equity. 

However, operationalising these concepts in a Danish context is far from straightforward. As 

an internationally developed framework, the CCTF embeds assumptions about vulnerability, 

inequality, and governance that may not fully align with the institutional understanding within 

a Danish municipal context. In conversations, municipal actors have frequently questioned the 

relevance of placing a particular focus on climate vulnerability within a Danish welfare-state 

context. Some municipalities expressed that existing welfare structures, democratic processes, 

and legal requirements for citizen involvement are already assumed to ensure fairness and 

inclusion in planning processes. As a result, climate justice and vulnerability are at times 

perceived as less urgent or less visible concerns than in contexts characterised by more 
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pronounced socioeconomic inequalities. These perspectives illustrate a potential tension 

between globally formulated climate justice frameworks and the Danish national and municipal 

governance cultures, where equality is often regarded as already embedded within institutional 

structures. 

However, academic literature suggests that assumptions of general equality may risk 

obscuring vulnerabilities and uneven capabilities to engage in climate transitions. An example 

is the article “Empirical Assessment of Equity and Justice in Climate Adaptation Literature: A 

Systematic Map” in which Shaugn Coggins et al. (2021) argue that although equity and justice 

have become increasingly prominent within climate discourse, empirical studies examining 

how such principles are implemented in practice remain limited (Coggins et al. 2021, 1-2;19). 

Meaning, existing research often focuses on distributive and procedural justice while lacking 

methodological approaches capable of operationalising justice comprehensively across scales 

and contexts (15;19).  Furthermore, recent qualitative research emphasises the importance of 

grounding equitable climate planning in lived experiences and local realities. In the paper 

“Inclusive Engagement for Equitable Resilience: Community Case Study Insights” Emily 

Eisenhauer et al. (2024) show that including community members in climate action planning 

often creates a more resilient strategy, stating:  

(...) case studies show how community engagement through participatory activities with a 

focus on equity can bring important perspectives and knowledge about local resilience 

challenges and underlying, systemic causes of vulnerability that is not available through 

existing data sources and is often left out of climate change planning (Eisenhauer et al. 2024, 

12) 

Their findings suggest that equitable climate planning requires more than technical 

adjustments; it also demands attention to institutional structures, participation processes, and 

power dynamics that shape who is heard and who may be overlooked. These insights are 

particularly relevant in a Danish municipal context, where assumptions of equality and 

inclusion may unintentionally limit attention toward groups that experience climate policies 

differently. 

Based on the above, the thesis is guided by the following problem formulation: 

How can Aalborg Municipality, by use of the Cities Climate Transition Framework, 

strengthen the operationalisation of a just transition, and how does this align with 

theoretical and practical understandings of climate justice? 
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To answer this question, the thesis approaches the topic from three interconnected analytical 

angles. First, it applies Criterion 7 of the CCTF within the context of Aalborg Municipality to 

gather empirical insights into how climate justice can be operationalised in practice. Second, 

these findings are compared with theoretical understandings of climate justice and just 

transition to examine where the framework aligns with existing theory and where limitations 

or gaps emerge. Finally, the study includes an expert interview with the climate department of 

Frederiksberg Municipality, whose climate action plan has already achieved certification under 

the CCTF, to explore their experiences with operationalising Criterion 7 in practice. Drawing 

on these three perspectives, the thesis concludes with a broader discussion of the opportunities 

and limitations of applying internationally developed climate justice frameworks within Danish 

municipal climate governance, as well as recommendations for future planning practices. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
The following chapter aims to provide an overview of the central concepts of climate justice in 

research along with how these concepts inform the thesis. That is to say, while the field of 

climate justice is vast, complex and interdisciplinary, this chapter concerns itself with the most 

vital and relevant discussions within research in order to provide a solid foundation of 

understanding for the thesis. Furthermore, this chapter goes over the theoretical frameworks 

which inform the basis of the analysis and discussion, namely the dimensions of justice as 

presented by environmental politics scholar David Schlosberg along with intersectionality 

coined by critical race scholar and civil rights advocate Kimberlé Crenshaw. 

 

2.1 Defining Key Concepts 

2.1.1 Climate Justice &  Just Transition 

A great place to start is by looking into the term climate justice itself, as it is, in and of itself, a 

widely used term but also includes other important terms like equity and vulnerability in its 

definitions and descriptions. As it turns out, while the term climate justice is widely used within 

different fields of research on the topic there is a clear lack of consistency regarding both 

application and definition. This is highlighted in the article “Defining and Conceptualizing 

Equity and Justice in Climate Adaptation” (2024) by Walker et al. where they state: (…) the 

literature lacks consistency in how the terms equity and justice are applied and defined, 

challenging efforts to synthesize evidence and translate it into policy and practice. (Walker et 

al. 2024, 1). This inconsistency can be problematic as it complicates and, in some cases, hinders 

the ability to compare studies to each other and can furthermore affect how the research can be 

translated into policies. Walker et al. (2024, 10) conclude that the inconsistency likely stems 

from the mentioned interdisciplinarity of the which the field is experiencing currently as a 

variety of scholars from varying fields explore the intersection between justice and climate 

action.  As a result, this lack of clarity could potentially also affect the ability to reach an 

agreement across disciplines and countries which in turn could slow or in the worst case 

completely halt collaborative action, and decision making. In other words, scholars of differing 

fields have developed and defined concepts like climate justice, social equity, and vulnerability, 

but as of this thesis no universally used and agreed upon definitions of these concepts exist.  
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Also Mikulewicz et al. (2023) highlight the lack of a universally accepted definition of 

climate justice in research. They do, however, emphasise that the general objective of the term 

climate justice is dual purpose, saying:  

“While climate justice lacks a universally-accepted definition, its overarching aim is two-

fold: to identify and foreground the needs of individuals and groups most marginalized in 

face of climate change impacts as well as our responses to these impacts (i.e. mitigation and 

adaptation strategies), and to dismantle the individual and structural architectures of 

marginalization, exploitation and oppression towards these groups” (Mikulewicz et al. 2023, 

1277) 

As Mikulewicz et al. provide a definition that encompasses both the practical identification of 

vulnerable groups (as the most marginalised) and targeted measures, along with an 

understanding of the systemic structures and their impact on said vulnerable people, this 

definition will therefore henceforth serve as the understanding of climate justice this thesis 

relies on. The description provided by Mikulewicz et al. is however most likely informed by 

some of the classic, early definitions like for example one of the most frequently cited, Thomas 

and Twyman’s description from 2005: Equity and justice, or ‘fairness’ (...) in climate change 

can be considered in terms of processes, which largely relate to emissions issues, and outcomes, 

that relate to impacts, vulnerability and adaptation (Thomas and Twyman 2005, 116). While 

this definition is broad, it shows the historical baseline of climate justice being equated to the 

term fairness regarding emissions responsibility as well as climate impacts. In other words, 

while Thomas and Twyman provided a general basis for understanding climate justice, in the 

research there is a need for more nuanced, context-sensitive approaches as underscored by 

Walker et al.: We recognize that such issues are nuanced and complex, and therefore need to 

be defined and operationalized in ways that are specific to contexts, scales, and the needs of 

impacted communities (2024, 8). In order to provide a clear, practical mode of operation the 

authors provide four recommendations for ensuring just and equitable initiatives. They argue 

that scholars should articulate (1) which social groups are centered, (2) what special/political 

scales bound the analysis, (3) how justice/equity materialise in the context, and (4) what 

normative values guide the evaluation (Walker et al. 2024, 9). I would argue that Mikulewicz 

et al.’s definition presented above of the general objective of climate justice allows for this 

contexualisation as it calls for the identification of the most marginalised individuals and 
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groups within the specific context, however the four recommendations provide a great 

explanation of exactly what to focus on and how.  

As the field has progressed, contemporary research has, as mentioned, brought more 

and more interdisciplinarity to the field. Among other things, an intersectional approach has 

been introduced which Mikulewicz et al. (2023) exemplify in their definition, explaining that 

climate justice aims to identify and foreground the needs of individuals and groups most 

marginalized as well as to dismantle the [...] architectures of marginalization, exploitation and 

oppression towards these groups (Mikulewicz et al. 2023, 1277). With the use of ‘most 

marginalized’ along with highlighting ‘architectures’ of said marginalisation and so forth it 

reflects how the field has evolved toward structural and intersectional understandings of justice. 

Furthermore, they underline that climate justice is not only reactive by adressing harms, but 

also transformative by imagining equitable futures, explaining: 

climate justice is prefigurative; it envisions not only a world in which climate change no 

longer exacerbates social inequity, but one in which societal responses to its impacts 

themselves offer an opportunity to build a more equitable and sustainable world. (Michael 

Mikulewicz et al. 2023, 1277) 

These developments signal a broader transition within climate justice research toward 

recognising the systemic and intersecting forces that produce unequal climate impacts. For this 

thesis, such perspectives are essential, as they highlight why operationalising climate justice in 

municipal planning requires attention not only to outcomes, but also to the institutional and 

structural dynamics that shape them.  

 

As this broader, intersectional understanding of climate justice has gained traction, scholars 

have also begun to examine how related concepts such as equity and inclusion are taken up 

within climate research. Despite their increasing prominence, however, the empirical 

assessment of these concepts remains uneven, as stated by Coggins et al. in their article 

“Empirical Assessment of Equity and Justice in Climate Adaptation Literature: A Systematic 

Map”: despite growing considerations of climate equity and justice within the adaptation 

literature, the extent to which adaptation research has worked to empirically assess and 

operationalize concepts of equity and justice in practice remains unclear (2021, 1). In other 

words, while equity is frequently included and mentioned in the literature, it is far less often 

translated into concrete analytical criteria or systematically evaluated in empirical studies. 

Their findings suggest that much of the existing work tends to focus on a narrow subset of 
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justice dimensions, primarily distributive and procedural concerns, while other aspects, such 

as recognitional or restorative justice, receive comparatively limited attention (Coggins et al. 

2021, 19). 

In parallel with the growing attention to equity, justice, and inclusion, the concept of 

a just transition has become increasingly central in both policy and research concerned with 

climate action. While often discussed alongside climate justice, just transition carries its own 

conceptual lineage, originating in labour movements and later adopted by international climate 

governance. The Cities Climate Transition Framework (CCTF) defines a just transition as : 

(...) greening the economy and developing climate actions in a way that is as fair and 

inclusive as possible to everyone concerned, creating decent work, skills building and re-

skilling opportunities and leaving no one behind. It involves maximising the social and 

economic opportunities of climate action, while minimising and carefully managing any 

challenges – including through effective social dialogue among all groups impacted, and 

respect for fundamental labour principles and rights (C40 2025, 30). 

This definition highlights that just transition is not solely about the distribution of climate 

impacts, but also about how the processes of decarbonisation themselves reshape labour 

markets, economic structures, and social relations. In other words, while climate justice focuses 

on identifying and addressing the needs of those most marginalised by climate impacts and 

responses, just transition foregrounds the socio-economic transformations required to achieve 

climate goals in ways that do not reproduce or deepen inequalities. It therefore complements 

climate justice by drawing attention to the institutional responsibilities of governments and 

organisations to ensure that climate mitigation efforts, such as phasing out fossil fuels, 

restructuring industries, or investing in green technologies, are accompanied by inclusive 

decision making, protections for workers, and proactive measures to prevent new forms of 

exclusion. As this thesis specifically examines how the CCTF operationalises a just transition, 

it is also necessary to consider how the framework itself defines related concepts. The CCTF 

understands vulnerability as the propensity or predisposition to be adversely affected, 

encompassing sensitivity or susceptibility to harm and lack of capacity to cope and adapt (C40 

2025, 32). This definition aligns with broader climate justice literature by emphasising both 

structural susceptibility and adaptive capacity. Similarly, the CCTF defines equity as the 

principle of being fair and impartial, and a basis for understanding how the impacts and 

responses to climate change, including costs and benefits, are distributed in and by society in 

more or less equal ways (C40 2025, 28). Including these definitions is important because they 
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shape how the CCTF conceptualises fairness and guides municipalities in identifying who is 

affected, how, and why. They therefore form part of the analytical foundation for assessing 

how Criterion 7 interprets and operationalises justice-related concerns. 

 

2.1.2 Inclusion and Participation 

A growing body of scholarship underscores that inclusion and participation are not merely 

desirable features of climate justice and governance but foundational conditions for legitimate, 

equitable, and effective climate action. Chitsa et al. (2022) argue that within climate 

governance it is crucial that the involvement and engagement of citizens is prioritised and 

properly planned while emphasising that participation must extend beyond symbolic gestures: 

local communities should be included at all stages of the policy formulation procedures (...) 

[and] citizens should be given more power than tokenism in participating in climate dialogues 

and policy-making at the local level (Chitsa et al. 2022, 18).  

  This resonates with Eisenhauer et al.’s (2024) call for a shift from vulnerability 

framings toward equitable resilience, where inclusive, participatory, locally grounded 

knowledge informs planning in ways that are empowering rather than deficit focused 

(Eisenhauer et al. 2024, 12). Their findings show that a participatory, flexible and responsive 

process yields a deeper understanding of equity, social and health concerns (...) a sense of 

empowerment, and stronger networks and social capital (Eisenhauer et al. 2024, 12), all of 

which are essential for resilience building. Yet, as Sprain (2016) cautions, participation is never 

a neutral or straightforward practice but function instead as sites where opportunities for agency 

and inclusion coexist with exclusion and hierarchy (Sprain 2016, 62). She further highlights 

the paradox that participation is both necessary and at risk of becoming a narrowed, truncated 

participation (...) an ostensible ‘neutral’ process which is instead reproducing the dominant 

(ideological and power) paradigm (Sprain 2016, 76). These concerns are echoed in recent 

Danish policy debates, where Klima- og Omstillingsrådet (2025) stresses that climate action 

must explicitly address inequality, noting that the highest emissions come from the wealthiest 

segments of society. Which they argue creates opportunities for climate measures that do not 

penalise low-income groups (Klima- og Omstillingsrådet 2025, v). They further observe that 

while public support for ambitious climate action is high, opposition to specific measures often 

reflects concerns about social fairness and that policies that address inequality and build on 

public participation can further increase acceptance and public support. (Klima- og 

Omstillingsrådet 2025, 35). 
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Across these contributions, inclusion emerges as the meaningful involvement of affected 

groups in decision making, a process dimension closely tied to recognitional justice, while 

participation refers to the mechanisms and spaces through which such involvement is enacted. 

Because the literature uses these terms inconsistently it is vital that this thesis defines inclusion 

and participation clearly and transparently. Doing so not only avoids conceptual ambiguity but 

also ensures analytical coherence when assessing how municipalities operationalise these 

principles in climate governance. 

At this point, the Cities Climate Transition Framework (CCTF) provides important 

conceptual clarity. The CCTF defines inclusion as the practice of including relevant 

stakeholders and communities, particularly marginalised groups, in the policy making and 

urban governance process, in order to ensure a fair policy process with equitable outcomes 

despite their different needs. An inclusive policy, according to the framework, ensures that 

everyone’s voice is represented in decision-making, especially those suffering from inequalities, 

and that policies are designed and evaluated on the basis of their direct impacts and the 

distribution across the population (C40 2025, 30). This definition aligns with the scholarly 

emphasis on meaningful, non-tokenistic involvement, while grounding it in a governance-

oriented understanding of fairness and distributional awareness. 

Similarly, the CCTF defines collaboration as a broad term encompassing interactions 

of various kinds including advocacy, dialogue as well as the development of partnerships (C40 

2025, 28). This framing is particularly relevant for municipal climate governance, where cross-

sectoral cooperation, community partnerships, and interdepartmental coordination are essential 

for implementing socially just climate measures. By emphasising collaboration as a spectrum 

of interactions rather than a single mechanism, the CCTF highlights the relational and 

processual dimensions of climate governance that underpin both inclusion and participation. 

Integrating these definitions is therefore essential for analytical coherence. They not only 

clarify how the CCTF conceptualises key justice related principles but also provide the defining 

baseline against which this thesis evaluates how municipalities operationalise inclusion, 

participation, and collaborative governance in practice. 

 

2.1.3 Climate Action Plans and International Frameworks 

When it comes to Climate Action Plans (CAPs) and their planning process, frameworks are a 

crucial tool in creating a general guideline for companies, cities, municipalities, and nation 
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states to adhere to when planning to mitigate or adapt to climate changes. In the context of this 

thesis, it is therefore important to clarify how the Cities Climate Transition Framework (CCTF) 

itself defines a CAP. According to the CCTF, a Climate Action Plan is a strategic document 

(or series of plans and documents) that demonstrates how a city will deliver on its commitment 

to address climate change in the context of the Paris Agreement (C40 2025, 27). This definition 

emphasises that a CAP is not merely a collection of climate initiatives, but a structured, 

strategic roadmap that links municipal action directly to global climate obligations. 

Some well-known examples of other CAP’s include the Doughnut-model used in 

Amsterdam (Doughnut Economics Action Lab 2020), ESG, and the UN Sustainability 

Development Goals.  To create unity and comparability, the DK2020 initiative required all 98 

Danish municipalities used the ‘Climate Action Planning Framework’ (CAPF) made by the 

international sustainability network C40 and translated into a Danish municipal context by the 

green think tank CONCITO (Realdania n.d.). Within the CAPF, the municipalities committed 

to updating their CAPs within a 4-year period. During this time C40, and subsequently 

CONCITO, developed an updated framework: Cities Climate Transition Framework (CCTF). 

This updated framework has an increased focus on equity, justice, and participation in relation 

to its predecessor, CAPF. Consequently, as mentioned in the introduction, this thesis will deal 

with the CCTF and, more specifically, how equity, justice, participation, and inclusion are 

included in the framework. 

 

2.2 Dimensions of justice 
David Schlosberg’s definition of dimensions of justice helps give a theoretical understanding 

and approach to the importance of inclusion, participation, and distribution highlighted by 

Chitsa et al. (2022) and Eisenhauer et al. (2024), among others, in section 3.1.2 of this chapter. 

That is to say, the dimensions of justice theory help extend the understanding of justice to a 

multifaceted and interconnected framework that includes distribution, recognition, procedure, 

and capabilities, rather than through a single lens. This echoes the call from researchers like 

Eisenhauer et al. (2024) and Mikulewicz et al. (2023) in the field who, as mentioned, argue for 

a broader understanding of climate justice that takes marginalised communities into account. 

This is further underscored by renowned environmental politics researchers, John S. Dryzek 

and Jonathan Pickering, who argue that climate change reveals a vast discrepancy between 

those who are most responsible for destabilising the climate and those who suffer most from 

the consequences (2019, 58). Dryzek and Pickering challenge the assumption that justice must 
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be pursued through economic growth, noting that this growth centric model has undermined 

the ecological conditions for human flourishing (2019, 65). They argue instead that the pursuit 

of justice does not have to be yoked to economic growth and so to ecological degradation, 

emphasising that there is little evidence to suggest that the pursuit of social justice will 

inevitably lead to ecological ruin (Dryzek and Pickering 2019, 66). In other words, Dryzek and 

Pickering critique the assumption that climate action focused on social justice will have a 

negative impact on the economy whilst simultaneously highlighting that, so far, said economic 

growth-based approach has negatively impacted humans’ abilities to flourish. They further 

argue that despite many countries experiencing rising prosperity, the economic growth is 

increasingly accompanied by widening inequality with very few of the benefits reaching those 

most in need (Dryzek and Pickering 2019, 66). This critique exposes the limitations of 

economic growth-based or purely distributive justice narratives and reinforces the need for a 

multidimensional understanding of justice, one that, as Schlosberg argues, moves beyond 

distribution to address the recognitional, procedural, and capability based processes that shape 

who benefits, who is burdened, and who is systematically excluded:  

Inequitable distribution, a lack of recognition, limited participation, and a critical lack of 

capabilities, at both the individual and group level, all work to produce injustice. Therefore, 

claims for justice can, and must, be integrated into a thorough, comprehensive, and pluralist 

political understanding of the term (Schlosberg 2007, Chapter 2, p. 40) 

Together, these critiques underline that growth-oriented framings obscure the structural 

processes through which injustice is reproduced. By foregrounding recognitional, procedural, 

and capability-based dimensions, they reinforce the need to understand climate justice not as 

an economic trade-off but as a question of whose voices, needs, and capabilities are centered 

in climate governance. 

 

Distributive Justice 

Schlosberg characterises distributive justice as the traditional paradigm, focusing on the 

distribution of social goods and the principles that govern that process. Drawing on the works 

from political philosopher John Rawls, he notes that distributive justice is a standard for 

assessing how a society divides its benefits (resources, opportunities, freedoms) and its burdens 

(costs, risks, “unfreedoms”) (Schlosberg 2007, 3). Rawls famously defines principles of justice 

as those that assign rights and duties in the basic institutions of society and determine the 
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appropriate distribution of the benefits and burdens of social cooperation (Rawls 1999, 4). Yet, 

as previously mentioned, Schlosberg notes that distributive approaches alone cannot address 

the processes that construct maldistribution (Schlosberg 2007, 4). This tension highlights why 

climate justice scholarship increasingly moves beyond distribution to examine structural and 

procedural drivers of inequality. However, distributive justice remains central to climate justice, 

as it addresses how positive and negative impacts of climate policies are allocated and, crucially, 

according to which normative standards of fairness these allocations are justified. What counts 

as a ‘fair’ distribution is neither self-evident nor politically neutral; it depends on the values, 

assumptions, and positionalities embedded in the criteria used. A reflexive approach therefore 

requires making these standards explicit and examining how they privilege certain perspectives 

while potentially marginalising others. Schlosberg views distributive justice as essential but 

incomplete because it often ignores the social processes that produce unfair distributions in the 

first place, saying:  

The problem that I see is not that distributive theories of justice cannot be applied to 

environmental justice. Rather, the issue is that justice theory has developed a number of 

additional ways of understanding the processes of justice and injustice—and these 

developments have rarely appeared in the literature on the environmental justice movement. 

(...) while justice must be concerned with classic issues of distribution, it must also address 

the processes that construct maldistribution (Schlosberg 2007, 4) 

This illustrates why distributive justice cannot stand alone as the conceptual anchor for climate 

justice. While necessary for assessing who gains and who bears costs, solely distributive lens 

risks obscuring the structural and procedural dynamics that generate those patterns in the first 

place. A more comprehensive account therefore requires examining distribution within the 

broader social processes that shape whose interests are protected, whose vulnerabilities are 

reproduced, and which standards of fairness are allowed to define the terms of climate 

governance.  

 

Recognitional Justice 

Recognitional justice moves beyond distribution to examine who is being recognised and how 

they are valued in social and political realms. Schlosberg argues that debates on recognition 

tend to cluster around two main conceptual approaches. Firstly, Schlosberg presents the 

understanding of recognitional justice as focusing on the individual self-worth and dignity, 
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explaining: we rely on the recognition of others for our own human dignity and integrity, hence 

the need for reciprocal and intersubjective recognition (Schlosberg 2007, 16). Furthermore, in 

this understanding of justice, any misrecognition is seen as harmful as it can cause internal 

damage inflicted by social insults or devaluation (Schlosberg 2007, 18). Secondly, Schlosberg 

presents a status-oriented approach to recognition, in which individuals’ or communities’ social 

standing is structurally determined and, therefore, any misrecognition is understood as an 

institutional practice, rather than the internal experience of an individual (Schlosberg 2007, 18). 

In other words, he explains that misrecognition, such as disrespect, cultural domination or 

rendering groups invisible, is often the foundational cause of maldistribution. This aligns with 

Sultana’s argument that climate injustice is rooted in systemic issues and structures (…) 

including fossil fuel dependency, racial capitalism and Indigenous erasure (2022, 119). 

Recognitional justice therefore becomes essential for identifying how certain groups are 

rendered invisible in climate policy design. In other words, without recognising the unique 

identities and needs of groups, fair distribution cannot be achieved (Schlosberg 2007, 18).   

 

Procedural Justice 

Procedural justice (or participatory justice) refers to fair and equitable institutional processes 

and the right of affected parties to participate in decision making. Schlosberg describes an 

interconnected relationship between distribution, recognition, and procedure, meaning that: if 

a group is not recognised, they are often excluded from participation; if they cannot participate, 

they cannot advocate for a fair distribution of goods: 

(...) it is not just that political and cultural institutions create conditions that hamper equity 

and recognition, but that both distributive inequity and misrecognition hamper real 

participation in political and cultural institutions. (...) improved participatory mechanisms 

can help meliorate both other forms of injustice; but those forms of injustice must be 

addressed in order to improve participation. (Schlosberg 2007, 28) 

Dryzek and Pickering similarly state: the need for reflexivity highlights a crucial role for 

procedural justice: to safeguard the capacity of humans to engage in political contestation 

about what justice should mean in changing conditions (2019, 79). In this sense, participation 

is not merely instrumental but a requirement of justice itself. Therefore, ensuring participation 

also requires informational access, as enabling people to access the information needed to 

understand changes in the Earth system (…) becomes a requirement of procedural justice 
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(Dryzek and Pickering 2019, 79). Taken together, these perspectives underscore that 

procedural justice is not a secondary consideration but a foundational condition for achieving 

equitable climate governance. Therefore, without meaningful participation, recognition falters 

and distributive outcomes skew and with it, the very possibility of just and reflexive decision 

making becomes attainable. 

  

Capabilities  

Schlosberg adds to the three mentioned dimensions of justice with the capabilities approach. 

This approach shifts the focus from what people have to what they are able to ‘do and be’. 

Rather than just looking at the amount of goods distributed, this approach examines what is 

necessary for an individual or community to transform those goods into a fully functioning life:  

(...) the approach includes both the qualities and capabilities held by people and their ability 

to express and exercise those capabilities in a functioning life. Broadly put, the focus of this 

notion of justice is on what it is that either enables or interrupts a living system in its ability 

to transform primary goods (if they are available) into functionings (Schlosberg 2007, 30-

31).  

Schlosberg argues that capabilities act as a link between the other forms of justice, as the ability 

to function depends on a base of minimal distribution, social recognition, and political 

participation. He further distinguishes his approach by insisting that these definitions apply not 

only to individuals but also to groups and communities, reflecting the actual demands of global 

social movements. In this sense, this approach and focus on the capabilities of the people 

involved can help identify the vulnerable groups by looking beyond just wealth or resource 

distribution in order to examine both individual and community functioning. In other words, 

this approach takes into account that even if two groups of people have equal resources, one 

group might be more vulnerable if they lack the ability to transform those resources into a fully 

functioning life. This could be due to limited education, or poor physical or mental health. At 

the same time, the approach raises questions about how such capabilities are identified, by 

whom, and according to which normative assumptions. This highlights a potential tension 

between universal capability lists and the situated, culturally specific ways in which 

communities understand what it means to live well.  

Based on this description, Schlosberg presents a ‘capability set’, which is seen as a list 

of the necessary components for both a functioning and flourishing life including: 
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• Life: being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length. 

• Bodily health: including health, nourishment, and shelter. 

• Bodily integrity: being able to move freely, having sovereign body boundaries, security 

against assault, opportunity for sexual satisfaction, and reproductive choice. 

• Senses, imagination and thought: basically being able to use human intelligence and 

creativity; this includes adequate education, freedom of expression, and freedom of 

religious exercise. 

• Emotions: ‘in general, to love, to grieve, to experience longing, gratitude, and justied 

anger’. 

• Practical reason: the basic liberal right to determine one's own notion of the good life. 

• Affiliation: two parts here. It starts with recognition, or ‘being able to live with and 

toward others, to recognize and show concern for other human beings’ and ‘to be able 

to imagine the situation of another and to have compassion for that situation.…’ Also 

includes ‘having the social bases of self-respect and non-humiliation; being able to be 

treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others.’  

• Other species: being able to ‘live with concern for and in relation to animals, plants, 

and the world of nature’. 

• Play: ‘being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy recreational activities’. 

• Control over one's environment: both political, which includes the right of political 

participation, and material, which includes the real opportunity to own and control 

property on an equal basis with others (Schlosberg 2007, 31-32). 

This framework aims to allow policymakers to critically examine the impact of specific climate 

policies by evaluating whether it enables or interrupts people’s abilities to function and flourish. 

This resonates with Sultana’s view that climate justice is fundamentally about obligations and 

ethical relations with peoples and ecosystems (2022, 122). A capabilities lens can therefore 

also extend beyond material impacts to consider whether climate policies support the 

conditions for individuals and communities to flourish in relational, cultural, and ecological 

terms. In this manner, rather than just determining whether a policy distributes costs and 

burdens fairly, the capability approach analyses whether the policy limits an individual’s 

‘opportunity to be’. Specifically, policymakers can use the presented capability set as a 

checklist to determine impacts across diverse areas of life, and, thus, impact is measured by 

whether a policy maintains or provides the basis of these capabilities. However, relying on such 

a checklist also risks oversimplifying complex social realities, particularly if policymakers treat 
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capabilities as static categories rather than as dynamic, context-dependent processes shaped by 

power relations. 

Furthermore, a key impact of climate policy is often the exclusion of affected parties 

from decision making. The capabilities approach views participation as a ‘political capability’ 

necessary for ensuring all other functionings. Therefore, if a policy restricts this, it is judged to 

have a negative impact on justice. This broader understanding of justice is further underscored 

by the metric of ‘flourishing’ for both individuals and communities, which also makes it 

possible to determine whether they might experience broader, non-financial impacts from 

specific climate policies. This is particularly relevant for climate justice, where the impact isn't 

just a loss of property, but a loss of the environment that sustains a community’s identity and 

future. Yet, this raises a further critical question of whose definitions of flourishing are 

prioritised, and how policymakers can ensure that marginalised groups are not merely 

evaluated through externally imposed criteria. A reflexive application of the capabilities 

approach therefore requires continuous engagement with affected communities to avoid 

reproducing the very forms of misrecognition the framework seeks to address. 

 

2.3 Intersectionality 
As previously mentioned, in addition to the dimensions of justice theory, the analysis will take 

point of departure in Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989; 

Crenshaw 1991) in order to further explore the multiple perspectives which make certain 

people and communities more vulnerable in climate policy making.  

While Crenshaw’s theory only explicitly discusses intersectionality from the 

perspective of racial and gendered discrimination, the theoretical framework behind can be 

applied to the field of climate justice by shifting from a ‘single-axis’ environmental focus to a 

multidimensional understanding of environmental impact on the communities that climate 

policies effect. The usefulness of applying intersectionality to climate justice research is 

underscored by Irthe J. M. de Jong in the article “Beyond the turn to human rights: a call for 

an intersectional climate justice approach”, where de Jong argues that intersectionality can aid 

in exposing how different socioeconomic factors affect the population and how vulnerable they 

might be in regards to the impacts of climate change, saying:  

Intersectionality unveils how climate change exacerbates pre-existing injustices and how 

society’s most vulnerable are structurally hit the hardest by climate change (...) 
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Intersectionality uncovers how the intersection of age and climate make certain generations 

particularly susceptible to climate change-induced human rights violations (de Jong 2024, 

738). 

This need to move beyond single-axis framings is echoed by Amorim-Maia et al. (2022), who 

argue that climate adaptation research must undergo an ‘intersectional pivot’ in order to analyse 

the interconnected forms of social-environmental injustices that drive vulnerabilities in cities 

(Amorim-Maia et al. 2022, 1). Their intervention reinforces the point that climate vulnerability 

cannot be understood without examining how multiple structures of inequality converge. 

Furthermore, Amorim-Maia et al. emphasise that intersectional climate justice requires 

approaches that challenge dominant planning paradigms, noting that place-based approaches 

offer the potential to contest colonial and Eurocentric ontologies, recognizing and valuing 

traditional social philosophies (2022, 11). This aligns with the broader argument that 

intersectionality is not only a descriptive tool but also a framework for rethinking how climate 

governance is conceptualised and practiced. 

Although intersectionality offers a powerful corrective to single-axis understandings of 

climate vulnerability, its application in climate justice research is not without challenges. The 

framework’s strength lies in its ability to reveal how climate impacts emerge through 

overlapping structures of inequality, yet this same complexity makes intersectionality difficult 

to operationalise in policy and empirical research. Climate related data is rarely collected in 

sufficiently disaggregated forms, and institutional practices often favour simplified categories 

such as “the vulnerable,” which flatten the very differences intersectionality seeks to illuminate. 

As a result, while intersectionality provides essential conceptual clarity, translating it into 

concrete climate policy tools require methodological innovation and institutional willingness 

that are not always present. 

 

Theoretical Foundations of Intersectionality 

In her article “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 

Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics” (1989), Crenshaw 

introduces the concept of intersectionality to describe how Black women are marginalised by 

a legal and social system that treats race and gender as mutually exclusive. She argues that 

antidiscrimination laws rely on ‘single axis’ analyses which erases or distorts the experiences 

of for example Black women since: (...) the intersectional experience is greater than the sum 

of racism and sexism (Crenshaw 1989, 140). In other words, Crenshaw denotes that to fully 



   
 

  24 
 

understand and consider the experience of Black women, one cannot solely look at race or 

gender as mutually exclusive categories as the interaction between race and gender will not be 

accurately reflected. To illustrate this multidimensional experience, Crenshaw provides an 

analogy. She explains the experience as an intersection with traffic flowing in all four 

directions:  

Discrimination, like traffic through an intersection, may flow in one direction, and it may 

flow in another. If an accident happens in an intersection, it can be caused by cars traveling 

from any number of directions and, sometimes, from all of them (Crenshaw 1989, 149). 

That is to say, according to Crenshaw, a person’s experience of discrimination could result 

from the combined effects of multiple types of discrimination occurring simultaneously, rather 

than just one. Furthermore, as mentioned above, much like an accident with cars coming from 

multiple directions, the outcome might be worse than the sum of each accident independently. 

Meaning that the harm produced at the intersection of multiple types of oppression cannot be 

reduced to or fully understood through the lens of each type in isolation. Crenshaw’s analogy 

therefore underscores her broader critique that without an intersectional lens, the lived realities 

of Black women remain structurally invisible and to completely address any discrimination, 

policies and lawmaking must consider the ways in which these perspectives converge.  

To further illustrate her points, Crenshaw provides another analogy likening 

intersectionality to a basement containing all people who are disadvantaged on the basis of e.g. 

race, gender, sex, class, age, physical abilities, etc. In this basement, people are stacked each 

on top of each other with the most disadvantaged at the bottom and the least disadvantaged 

brushing against the ceiling of the floor above. According to Crenshaw, the people at the top 

of the basement might be able to crawl through a hatch in the ceiling if they are privileged but 

for one disadvantage, however the multi-disadvantaged are generally left below. In other words, 

the people who are disadvantaged by one singular variable, might be able to ‘escape the 

basement’, in certain instances, if they can prove that they otherwise are privileged, i.e. white 

women (disadvantaged by gender) or black men (disadvantaged by race). Therefore, she argues 

that a ‘bottom-up’ approach is necessary in order to improve the conditions of those who are 

victimised by several factors (Crenshaw 1989, 151-152). Simpler put, with this analogy 

Crenshaw highlights the importance of considering those multiply-disadvantaged when 

policymaking, since considering those at the very bottom of the basement chain links to 

everyone else standing on their shoulders.  According to Crenshaw, as singularly focused 

policies often end up perpetuating other hegemonic discriminatory practices the bottom-up 
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approach is a superior alternative which aims to dismantle the normative view of society that 

reinforces the status quo (Crenshaw 1989, 167): 

If their efforts instead began with addressing the needs and problems of those who are most 

disadvantaged and with restructuring and remaking the world where necessary, then others 

who are singularly disadvantaged would also benefit. (Crenshaw 1989, 167) 

In her article from 1991 titled “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and 

Violence against Women of Color” Crenshaw builds on this perspective by 

compartmentalising the concept of intersectionality into three dimensions: structural, political, 

and representational intersectionality.  

Structural intersectionality is described by Crenshaw as the systemic barriers that for 

example Black women face at the intersection between gender and race which makes their 

lived experience fundamentally different than white women (Crenshaw 1991, 1249). Crenshaw 

describes this phenomenon as follows: 

Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in fact, it is frequently the 

consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with preexisting vulnerabilities to 

create yet another dimension of disempowerment (Crenshaw 1991, 1249) 

In other words, structural intersectionality describes the institutional “subordination” of a 

people because they are located within two or more different sectors of discrimination and does 

therefore not fit into the singularly focused policies, which in turn amplifies the discrimination 

of said people. Subsequently, Crenshaw explains political intersectionality, which is defined as 

the way in which certain groups are further marginalised by being situated within at least two 

subordinated groups with sometimes conflicting agendas (Crenshaw 1991, 1245, 1251-1252). 

According to Crenshaw, two problems arise within political intersectionality. Firstly, it 

becomes problematic when specific discourses of antidiscrimination fail to account for 

additional issues that specific members of the group may also experience. Secondly, according 

to Crenshaw, these antidiscrimination discourses also tend to be inadequate at articulating the 

full extent of discrimination experienced by the non-majority within the group. As exemplified 

in the following: 

The failure of feminism to interrogate race means that the resistance strategies of feminism 

will often replicate and reinforce the subordination of people of color, and the failure of 
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antiracism to interrogate patriarchy means that antiracism will frequently reproduce the 

subordination of women. (Crenshaw 1991, 1252) 

Lastly, Crenshaw describes the representational dimension of intersectionality which concerns 

the cultural construction of certain groups of people within an intersection of discrimination, 

and specifically how the multiple narratives converge. Crenshaw notes that when one discourse 

fails to acknowledge the other, the power relations that each attempts to challenge are 

strengthened (Crenshaw 1991, 1282). 

 

Intersectionality in Climate Justice Research  

Just as Crenshaw notes that battered women of colour face multilayered domination including 

poverty and lack of job skills that hinder their ability to escape abuse, intersectionality in 

climate justice would examine how intersecting vulnerabilities (such as race, class, and gender) 

make certain populations more susceptible to climate disasters, less able to recover, less able 

to switch to more sustainable options, etc.. Furthermore, Crenshaw points out that women of 

colour are often caught between feminist and antiracist agendas that ignore their specific needs. 

In climate justice, this could manifest as mainstream environmental movements prioritising the 

concerns of white, middle-class populations, while racial justice movements might overlook 

the specific gendered impacts of environmental degradation on women of colour. This dynamic 

is further illustrated by Gutterman (2022), who argues that policymakers cannot rely on 

chronological age alone when assessing climate vulnerability. Instead, they must understand 

the factors that contribute to both the vulnerability and resilience of older persons (…) and 

how those characteristics vary depending on their positions within society’s power structures 

(Gutterman 2022, 1). This mirrors Crenshaw’s point that vulnerability emerges through 

intersecting social locations rather than isolated demographic categories. Gutterman also 

demonstrates how intersectionality exposes systemic inequities that shape climate impacts, 

noting that it can be used to identify and address systemic inequities that make certain 

communities more vulnerable to climate-related events (2022, 1). This directly parallels 

Crenshaw’s critique of structural intersectionality, where institutional arrangements amplify 

disadvantage for those situated at multiple axes of oppression. Importantly, Gutterman 

highlights that climate risk is not a discrete or one-time exposure but cumulative based on 

social position and inequities experienced (2022, 3). This insight reinforces the argument that 

climate vulnerability is produced over time through layered forms of marginalisation, precisely 
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the kind of compounding dynamic that intersectionality is designed to reveal. This concern is 

mirrored by Patricia E. Perkins’ chapter “Climate justice, gender and intersectionality” in the 

Routledge Handbook of Climate Justice (2018), who explains that climate change 

disproportionately impacts women since, according to her, there is a lack of gender inclusion 

in climate change policy: climate change policy remains gendered in ways that ignore and 

undermine women’s interests (Perkins 2018, 349;351). 

Beyond gendered dynamics, intersectionality has also become central in broader 

climate vulnerability research, where scholars emphasise that climate impacts emerge through 

multiple, overlapping structures of power. As mentioned above, intersectionality provides a 

critical lens for understanding how climate vulnerability is produced through overlapping 

systems of oppression. Mikulewicz et al. (2023) argue that climate justice scholarship has 

reached a point where the intersections of different climate-related oppressions, the need for 

intersectional methodologies, and the necessity of forging cross-cutting alliances can no longer 

be ignored (Mikulewicz et al. 2023, 1275). The intersectional lens may reveal that climate 

impacts and policy processes do not affect all members of a social group in the same way. For 

instance, while women are often excluded from international climate decision making, it is 

Indigenous women who experience this exclusion most acutely, illustrating how gender, 

indigeneity, and colonial histories interact and shape vulnerability (Perkins 2018, 354). An 

intersectional approach challenges stereotypical portrayals of ‘the vulnerable’ by emphasising 

the agency of those navigating climate impacts alongside patriarchal structures and global 

economic inequalities. Conceptually, both climate justice and intersectionality seek to address 

such generalisation and instead highlight the lived experiences, strategies, and resistances of 

marginalised groups. As Mikulewicz et al. explain, intersectional analysis allows one to 

deconstruct the complex web of political, economic and cultural processes that produce sets of 

privileges and oppressions (2023, 1278) thereby offering a more nuanced understanding of the 

inequalities that adaptation policy must confront. In this way, intersectionality not only 

identifies who is vulnerable, but also clarifies why vulnerability emerges and through which 

intersecting structures of power, making it a valuable tool for designing equitable climate 

policies. 

Lastly, Crenshaw argues that a ‘bottom-up’ approach, placing those who are most 

marginalised at the center of analysis, is the most effective way to resist compartmentalisation 

and benefit everyone. Applying this to climate justice would mean that environmental policies 

should be designed starting with the needs of those at the ‘bottom of the basement’ (Crenshaw 

1989, 151-152), those facing the most intersecting forms of disadvantage, to ensure the most 
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comprehensive and effective solutions. Perkins exemplifies exactly this concept in climate 

justice by arguing that including women’s perspectives into climate justice will befit everyone, 

not solely women: 

When women’s situated experiences and expertise, diversity and gendered roles in 

production and reproduction are taken into account, climate justice for women increases the 

welfare of all humans – economically, socially and politically, both intra-generationally and 

inter-generationally (…). The cultural expertise of Indigenous women and the activist 

leadership of marginalised and highly impacted women are replacing the unsustainable 

systems that produced climate change in the first place (Perkins n.d., 354). 

Overall, intersectionality offers a valuable and conceptually coherent framework for analysing 

climate related inequalities, yet its application requires careful reflexivity. Its strength lies in 

drawing attention to how climate vulnerability is produced through overlapping structures of 

power and in challenging policy approaches that treat social categories as isolated or 

interchangeable. At the same time, the framework is not without limitations. Intersectionality 

risks becoming overly expansive when applied to every form of inequality, which can dilute 

its analytical precision. Moreover, translating intersectional insights into municipal climate 

policy is often constrained by limited data, institutional path dependencies, and governance 

cultures that favour universal solutions over structural critique. Acknowledging these tensions 

does not diminish the usefulness of intersectionality. Rather, it underscores the importance of 

applying the framework in a context sensitive and methodologically grounded way that remains 

attentive to both its possibilities and its constraints. 
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3. Methodology 
This chapter includes an explanation of the ontological and epistemological understandings 

which provide the utmost foundation of the thesis. Furthermore, this chapter provides an 

account of the methodological framework used to structure the thesis including research design, 

research strategy, methods, limitations, and ethical considerations. Consequently, this chapter 

gives a thorough description of the overall research process and the methodological choices 

underpinning the thesis.  

3.1 Philosophy of science 

Ontology concerns our assumptions about the nature of reality whereas epistemology concerns 

how we come to know reality and what constitutes valid knowledge (Bryman 2016, 24;28). 

Research regarding climate justice exists in the intersection between natural and social 

sciences. On the one hand, climate change is a very real and measurable issue, that would still 

impact the world around us, even if we weren’t aware of carbon emissions and their harmful 

effects. On the other hand, the systems that we as a society have put in place, based on our 

knowledge systems, are the ones that determine what we understand as ’justice’, ‘vulnerability’, 

or ‘equity’. Therefore, this thesis is guided by a critical realist approach as it provides the 

necessary foundation to both acknowledge that climate change and its material impacts exist 

independently of our perceptions, and simultaneously that the unequal distribution of those 

impacts is produced through social structures, institutions, and historically embedded power 

relations. A critical realist lens makes it possible to treat these inequities as real, patterned, and 

structurally generated, rather than as mere interpretations or discursive constructions, while 

still recognising that they are changeable. 

This is exemplified by Sociology professor Amber J. Fletcher explains in her chapter 

“Climate Change is Real: Critical Realism and the Unequal Social Impacts of Climate Change” 

of the book “Critical Realism for Health and Social Research” (2024):  

CR adopts a realist ontology: there is a real world that is not only ideational, but also exists 

independently of conceptualization and interpretation. Even if we lacked the language or 

understanding of what carbon emissions are and how they affect the environment, we would 

still be emitting carbon by travelling on airplanes and driving cars. However, the real world 

is theory-laden and conceptualization is our only choice for knowing reality—we cannot 

understand the world from outside our knowledge systems. In this way, CR draws its 

epistemology from interpretivism (Fletcher 2024, 166). 
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That is to say, critical realism is uniquely suited for a study of climate justice within the C40 

Cities framework, as it facilitates a critical engagement with the deeply rooted causal structures 

that shape unequal experiences of climate change (Fletcher 2024, 160) and therefore help 

determine how policy frameworks can be effectively operationalised. 

Critical realism adopts a realist ontology, asserting that a real world exists 

independently of our interpretations or knowledge of it (Sayer 1992, 4). For this thesis, such 

an ontology is essential for a climate justice framework, as it allows for the assertion that 

climate change and social inequity are not merely discursive constructions but are “real and 

problematic” conditions that require change (Fletcher 2024, 171). Furthermore, critical realism 

employs a ‘laminated ontology’, which views reality as composed of multiple levels (Bhaskar 

2010, 5). In this view, social phenomena like vulnerability or justice are emergent and cannot 

be reduced solely to biophysical factors or individual perceptions (Fletcher 2024, 171). Social 

structures, such as institutional governance arrangements in a Danish municipality or the 

market logics inherent in global frameworks, are viewed as real because they have actual 

effects on the world (Fletcher 2024, 169). In this manner, these social structures influence what 

municipalities, such as Aalborg, can and cannot do when operationalising justice.  

That is to say, the CCTF is treated as a real institutional mechanism, not just a discursive 

text which makes this ontological foundation particularly fitting for this thesis research as it 

allows for an analysis on how Criterion 7 of the C40 framework interacts with these real, 

perseverant social structures to produce context-specific outcomes in Denmark (Fletcher 2024). 

In this way, critical realism allows the thesis to examine the empirical (what criterion 7 shows 

in practice), the actual (what happens in municipal governance), and the real (the mechanisms 

shaping justice outcomes).  

As opposed to the ontology, critical realism utilises a ‘theory-laden epistemology’, 

acknowledging that while the world is real, we can only know it through our knowledge 

systems and conceptualisations (Sayer 1992, 83-84; Fletcher 2024, 166). This is particularly 

relevant for a study of climate justice, as it recognises that knowledge is transitive and can be 

challenged or changed through research (Bhaskar 1979, 14-15). This ability to combine a realist 

ontology with a more interpretive epistemology makes critical realism particularly apt in 

climate justice research as: What makes CR specifically critical is that our interpretations can 

reference, as much as possible, a real world. This provides an ontological basis for claims 

about what is problematic, desirable, or just, based on evidence (Flecther 2024, 166). 

Therefore, in analysing the C40 Cities framework, critical realism makes it possible to move 

beyond the ‘epistemic fallacy’, the risk of reducing the reality of climate vulnerability to only 
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what can be measured or observed at the empirical level through indicators and indices 

(Bhaskar 2008, 26-27; Fletcher 2024, 163). Instead of simply identifying if a municipality 

meets a criterion, a critical realist approach uses retroduction to identify the causal structures 

necessary for a social problem to exist as it does (Fletcher 2024, 166). This enables the thesis 

to move from a description of framework criteria to a deeper explanation of the ‘causes of the 

causes’ of climate injustice, providing a more robust basis for discussing how such literature 

can be operationalised in a specific Danish municipal context (Fletcher 2024, 162). 

 

3.2 Case Study Research Design 
The research adopts a single case analytical design, focusing on the Danish municipal context 

of Aalborg. This approach enables an in-depth examination of how climate justice 

considerations are, or could be, operationalised within a concrete governance setting. 

Furthermore, this research design of case study methodology provides a suitable approach for 

examining complex social phenomena within their real-world context. As renowned social 

scientist Robert Yin argues, the distinctive strength of the case study lies in its ability to 

investigate a phenomenon and its context simultaneously, particularly when the boundaries 

between the two are blurred. He defines the case study as an empirical inquiry that investigates 

a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-world context (Yin 2018, 15), 

distinguishing it from experimental research, which isolates variables, and survey research, 

which has limited capacity to capture contextual conditions. This contextual embeddedness is 

essential for a study that seeks to understand how climate justice and criterion 7 of the CCTF 

can be operationalised within the institutional, socio-economic, and governance realities of a 

Danish municipality. 

 

A central reason for selecting a case study approach is the form of the research questions 

guiding this thesis. Yin emphasises that case studies are particularly appropriate when the 

investigator asks explanatory ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions, as these require tracing processes 

over time rather than measuring frequencies or incidences. The present study asks how climate 

justice considerations can be integrated into municipal climate governance and why certain 

operational challenges arise when applying Criterion 7 in practice. These questions necessitate 

an in-depth exploration of municipal procedures, data structures, and contextual constraints, 

which are elements that cannot be meaningfully separated from the phenomenon itself. 
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The case study approach is further justified by the complexity of the empirical setting. 

Municipal climate governance involves a wide array of socio-economic, environmental, and 

institutional variables that cannot be reduced to a simple statistical model. Yin notes that case 

studies are technically necessary when the situation involves many more variables of interest 

than data points (Yin 2018, 15). By drawing on multiple sources of evidence, including 

municipal data, the CCTF framework, and expert interviews, the case study design enables a 

structured yet flexible engagement with this complexity. This reliance on multiple sources of 

evidence is not incidental but foundational. Yin includes triangulation in his formal definition 

of the case study method, arguing that case studies must rely on evidence that converges in a 

triangulating fashion. He likens triangulation to navigation, where intersecting lines from 

different reference points allow for a more precise determination of position. In this thesis, 

triangulation is achieved through the integration of three main evidence streams: the CCTF 

framework itself, the operational test of Criterion 7 using Aalborg Municipality’s data, and the 

expert interview with representatives from Frederiksberg Municipality. Following the typology 

presented in Yin’s book “Case Study Research and Applications: Design and Methods” (2018), 

the study primarily employs data triangulation, while also incorporating elements of theory 

triangulation through the use of multiple conceptual perspectives on climate justice. This 

convergence strengthens the construct validity of the findings and ensures that conclusions are 

not dependent on a single source of information. 

 

While Yin provides the methodological foundation for case study research, Lamont offers an 

important complementary perspective on its epistemic value. He argues that case studies do 

something large quantitative studies cannot. They help generate new hypotheses (Lamont 2015, 

129). Through deep engagement with interviews, documents, and contextual material, case 

studies can reveal mechanisms, narratives, and causal explanations that are not visible in 

research involving many subjects. This is particularly relevant for a study of climate justice 

operationalisation, where institutional practices, local constraints, and interpretive processes 

play a central role. Lamont further notes that case studies can illuminate narratives that remain 

invisible to quantitative researchers, making them especially valuable when the aim is to 

expand conceptual understanding rather than test predefined hypotheses. This aligns with the 

purpose of the present study, which seeks to deepen understanding of how climate justice 

considerations can be embedded in municipal climate governance. Lamont’s definition of case 

studies as in-depth studies of a single unit or historical episode in order to explain or 

understand other units or episodes (Lamont 2015, 131) also resonates with the logic of this 
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thesis. By examining Aalborg Municipality as a single case, the study aims to generate insights 

that may be relevant to other Danish municipalities grappling with similar challenges. This 

logic is reinforced by Bryman’s notion of the exemplifying case, where a case is chosen 

because it represents a broader category of which it is a member. Bryman argues that such 

cases are not selected for their extremity or uniqueness but because they epitomize a broader 

context of cases and provide a suitable setting for answering the research questions (Bryman 

2016, 62). Aalborg fits this rationale as a Danish municipality with both a substantial urban 

population as well as a sizable rural population, many other Danish municipalities can mirror 

at least some aspects of Aalborg. Furthermore, Aalborg Municipality has an active climate 

agenda, which also provides an appropriate and informative context for examining the 

operationalisation of climate justice in local climate governance. That is to say, the goal of the 

case study is not statistical generalisation but analytic generalisation, a concept emphasised by 

Yin. Case studies, like experiments, are generalisable to theoretical propositions rather than 

populations. The aim is therefore to expand and refine theoretical understandings of how 

climate justice can be integrated into municipal climate governance, rather than to claim 

representativeness. In this sense, the Aalborg case contributes to broader discussions on the 

operationalisation of climate justice in local contexts, offering insights that may inform both 

academic debates and practical policy development. 

Furthermore, the study adopts a more exploratory design as opposed to hypothesis-

testing. This is mainly since climate justice remains a concept with multiple, sometimes 

competing definitions, and its operationalisation in municipal climate planning is still emerging. 

As such, the research seeks to understand, interpret, and compare rather than to test predefined 

causal relationships. In this manner, while not all the empirical data collected is qualitative, the 

thesis does adopt a qualitative approach, as this enables a more nuanced examination of how a 

just transition is understood and translated into practice within municipal climate planning. A 

qualitative approach is particularly relevant for this study because it allows for the exploration 

of interpretations, experiences, and contextual understandings of climate justice rather than 

measurable causal relationships. Since concepts such as just transition and climate justice are 

contested and continuously evolving, a qualitative approach allows for a deeper examination 

of how these concepts are understood, translated, and negotiated within Danish municipal 

climate planning practices. Furthermore, the study’s focus on intersectionality and vulnerable 

groups requires attention to social complexity and contextual nuance, which qualitative 

methods are especially suited to exploring. Thus, the qualitative approach enables the thesis to 
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critically assess both the practical application and broader implications of operationalising 

climate justice within Danish municipalities. 

The research design is not structured as a linear progression from empirical application 

to theoretical comparison and finally contextual interpretation. Instead, it reflects an 

interactional movement shaped by the order in which my knowledge and analytical materials 

developed. As mentioned in the introduction, the process began with my internship at 

KlimaNord, where I collaborated with the eleven municipalities of North Jutland, including 

Aalborg Municipality. Through this work, I gained early practical insight into the CCTF, 

contributed to the development of a climate-justice tool and reference work, and became 

familiar with the institutional challenges municipalities face when attempting to operationalise 

climate justice. Building on this foundation, I subsequently developed a deliberate and 

extensive theoretical grounding in climate-justice scholarship and intersectionality, selecting 

the theoretical perspectives that would guide the thesis before collecting the empirical data 

from applying CCTF criterion 7 to an Aalborg context. That is to say, the thesis draws on three 

interconnected sets of analytical material: (1) C40’s CCTF criterion 7, (2) climate-justice and 

intersectionality literature, and (3) an expert interview on the practical experience of 

implementing criterion 7. These materials were engaged through a reciprocal, alternating 

process, rather than in a fixed sequence. The theoretical grounding informed the initial 

empirical application of the CCTF, while emerging empirical patterns prompted revisiting and 

refining the theoretical lenses. Likewise, tensions identified in the literature led to re-examining 

the empirical material, and insights from the expert interview grounded both theory and 

framework in municipal practice. Through this triangulation between framework, scholarship, 

and municipal experience, the research design enables a deep investigation of how an 

international framework is adapted to a Danish context and how climate-justice principles are 

practically operationalised in municipal governance. This interactional process ultimately 

informs the thesis’ discussion of implications and the development of recommendations 

tailored to Aalborg Municipality. 

 

3.3 Methods of Data Collection 

3.3.1 Criterion 7 data collection 

The data collection process for this thesis was structured around the need to operationalise 

CCTF Criterion 7 within a municipal context, requiring both conceptual interpretation and 

systematic compilation of relevant datasets. The work began with a detailed reading of 
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Criterion 7 to clarify its expectations regarding fairness, socio-economic conditions, and 

sector-specific contextual information. In this review, I distinguished between elements that 

constitute mandatory requirements, recommended components that strengthen the assessment, 

and optional indicators that could enhance the analysis if data were available. This interpretive 

step provided the foundation for defining the scope of the data model and identifying the 

categories of information necessary for assessing distributive and procedural aspects of climate 

action at the municipal level. 

To translate these conceptual categories into a practical analytical structure, I developed 

an Excel workbook that mirrored the themes implied by Criterion 7, including demographics, 

health and wellbeing, access to services, climate risk, and sector-specific emissions. Although 

I initially experimented with a single consolidated table, the large number of variables and the 

heterogeneity of data types made this approach impractical. The workbook was therefore 

reorganised so that each category was assigned its own sheet, a structure that improved clarity, 

facilitated the management of diverse datasets, and ensured reproducibility for later coding and 

analysis. The population of these sheets required the collection of quantitative and qualitative 

data from multiple authoritative sources. Statistics Denmark (Statistikbanken) provided 

socio-economic, demographic, and sector-specific datasets, while Aalborg Municipality 

supplied administrative data, planning documents, and contextual information relevant to local 

climate action. Emissions data and sectoral breakdowns were obtained from the municipal CO₂ 

calculator provided to me by the Climate Department. For each dataset, I documented the origin, 

date of extraction, and relevance to Criterion 7 to ensure transparency and traceability, 

supporting both methodological rigour and future updates. 

Once the raw data had been compiled, I developed structured coding and analysis tables 

within the workbook to standardise and interpret the variables in relation to Criterion 7. These 

coding tables enabled the translation of heterogeneous datasets into comparable indicators, 

facilitated the identification of patterns, gaps, and potential inequalities, and provided a 

consistent basis for subsequent analytical steps. Through this process, the data collection and 

structuring approach ensured that the operationalisation of Criterion 7 was both systematic and 

aligned with the framework’s emphasis on fairness, socio-economic context, and 

sector-specific considerations. 
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3.3.2 Expert Interview data collection 

For the purpose of adding an extra evaluative dimension of the strengths and weaknesses of 

using the CCTF in practice, I have conducted an expert interview with Gitte Larsen and Emilie 

Madvig from Frederiksberg Municipality’s climate department (see Appendix 1 for the 

interview guide and Appendix 2 for the interview transscript) . From my work experience with 

KlimaNord and Aalborg Municipality, I know that Frederiksberg Municipality is generally 

referred to as a first mover, as they were one of the first Danish municipalities to update their 

climate action plan using the CCTF and get it certified by CONCITO and C40. Therefore, I 

considered it useful to draw on their experiences with CCTF as well. Thus, the expert interview 

is treated as a source of inspiration and input for the discussion of strengths, weaknesses, and 

practical application of the CCTF, rather than data material in the thesis. However, it is still 

presented here as it provides a vital portion of the perspective for the triangulation mentioned 

in chapter 4.2.  

The expert interview conducted with representatives from Frederiksberg Municipality’s 

climate department was therefore, designed as a semi structured qualitative interview, a format 

well suited for exploring complex practices, interpretations, and forms of tacit knowledge that 

are not easily captured through documents alone. Semi structured interviewing allows the 

researcher to prepare a set of guiding questions in advance while retaining the flexibility to 

follow relevant lines of inquiry as they emerge. As Wengraf explains, semi-structured 

interviews are designed to have a number of interviewer questions prepared in advance but 

such prepared questions are designed to be sufficiently open that subsequent questions (…) 

must be improvised in a careful theorized way (Wengraf 2001, 5). Although flexible in 

execution, such interviews require substantial preparation; they are semi-structured, but they 

must be fully planned and prepared (Wengraf 2001, 5). This principle guided the development 

of the interview guide used in this study, which is presented in the appendix and organised 

around themes such as the operationalisation of the CCTF, the interpretation of Criterion 7, 

data challenges, and the adaptation of the framework to local governance structures. 

The semi-structured format also supported the depth of inquiry required for this 

research. As Wengraf notes, to go into something in depth means to get a deep understanding 

of how little you knew about it, and how provisional one’s ‘formulations of truth’ have to be 

(Wengraf 2001, 6). This reflexive dimension is particularly relevant when studying the 

operationalisation of a new and evolving framework such as the CCTF, where municipal actors 

themselves are engaged in ongoing interpretation and adaptation. The interview thus served 
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not only to gather empirical insights but also to challenge and refine the researcher’s own 

assumptions about how Criterion 7 functions in practice. 

Qualitative interviewing is not merely a technique for extracting information but a 

relational and interpretive process. Tracy emphasises that qualitative interviews create 

opportunities for mutual discovery, understanding, reflection, and explanation via a path that 

is organic, adaptive, and oftentimes energizing (Tracy 2013, 132). Therefore, as Tracy 

highlights, interviews elucidate subjectively lived experiences and viewpoints from the 

respondents’ perspective (Tracy 2013, 132) and are not neutral exchanges of questions and 

answers, but active processes in which we come to know others and ourselves (Tracy 2013, 

132). This perspective aligns with the aims of the present study, which sought to understand 

how municipal practitioners interpret and navigate the CCTF, including the tensions, 

uncertainties, and practical considerations that may not be visible in formal documents. Tracy 

further notes that interviews are particularly useful for accessing information left out of formal 

documents or omitted from sanitized histories, which reflect power holders’ point of view 

(Tracy 2013, 133). This was especially relevant in the context of the CCTF, where official 

documentation provides limited insight into the day-to-day processes, negotiations, and 

compromises involved in municipal implementation. 

The interview also qualifies as an expert interview; a specific genre of qualitative 

interviewing aimed at accessing specialised knowledge. Bogner, Littig, and Menz argue that 

an individual is addressed as an expert because they possess knowledge not accessible to 

anybody in the field of action under study (Bogner, Littig, and Menz 2009, 18). The two 

representatives from Frederiksberg Municipality were selected precisely because of their direct 

involvement in the municipality’s CCTF certification process, which positioned them to 

provide insights unavailable through public documents or secondary sources. Their expertise 

was therefore instrumental in understanding how the framework is interpreted, operationalised, 

and adapted within a Danish municipal context. 

A broader body of qualitative methodology further reinforces the appropriateness of the 

semi-structured expert interview for this study. Kvale and Brinkmann conceptualise qualitative 

interviews as professional conversations in which knowledge is actively produced through 

interaction rather than extracted as preexisting facts (Kvale and Brinkmann 2008, 2). This view 

challenges the assumption that interviews simply reveal information; instead, they foreground 

the interview as a site of meaning making. Brinkmann extends this argument by emphasising 

that interview knowledge is inherently co-constructed, emerging through the situated dialogue 

between interviewer and participant rather than being merely reported (Brinkmann 2014, 278). 
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Taken together, these perspectives underscore that the interview with Frederiksberg 

Municipality was not a neutral data collection exercise but a collaborative process through 

which insights into the operationalisation of the CCTF were jointly shaped. 

Such an understanding also highlights the importance of reflexivity. Finlay argues that 

researchers must remain critically aware of how their own assumptions, positionality, and 

interpretive frameworks shape the interview encounter (Finlay 2002, 225). This is particularly 

relevant in a study where the researcher is interpreting municipal practices through the lens of 

climate justice and the CCTF framework. These insights collectively strengthen the 

methodological rationale for using a semi-structured expert interview: they highlight that such 

interviews are uniquely capable of capturing the interpretive, relational, and context-dependent 

dimensions of municipal climate governance that cannot be accessed through documents alone. 

 

 

The expert interview conducted with two representatives from Frederiksberg Municipality’s 

climate department formed an additional empirical component of the data collection process, 

designed to complement the document-based analysis of the CCTF and the operational test of 

Criterion 7 in Aalborg Municipality. Frederiksberg was selected because it is one of the first 

Danish municipalities to complete the updated CCTF certification process, and thus offered 

valuable insights into how the framework is translated into practice within a Danish municipal 

context. Their experience provided an opportunity to explore how the CCTF is operationalised 

in real world administrative settings, including how municipalities navigate the framework’s 

cross-national design while adapting it to local capacities, constraints, and governance 

structures. The interview therefore addressed a key gap in the study: understanding how the 

CCTF can be implemented by Danish municipalities with their specific institutional abilities, 

resource limitations, and contextual conditions. 

The interview was conducted online via Microsoft Teams and lasted approximately 45 

minutes. It followed a semi-structured format, allowing for both comparability across key 

themes and flexibility to pursue relevant insights raised by the participants. The two 

interviewees Team Leader of Climate/Sustainability and GIS, Gitte Larsen, and Program 

Leader for Climate Action Plan 2025, Emilie Madvig, had been directly involved in 

Frederiksberg’s CCTF certification process and were therefore able to speak from practical 

experience. The conversation was recorded and subsequently transcribed, with informed 

consent obtained both prior to and during the recording, as documented in the transcript. The 

semi-structured interview guide, which is presented in a table in the methodology appendix, 
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was organised around themes such as the operationalisation of Criterion 7, data availability and 

challenges, internal governance processes, and the adaptation of the framework to local 

contexts. 

The interview data served as one component of the triangulation strategy underpinning 

the case study design, complementing the document analysis of the CCTF and the empirical 

test of Criterion 7 using data from Aalborg Municipality. Insights from Frederiksberg 

contributed to validating the analytical approach, contextualising the interpretation of Criterion 

7, and identifying practical considerations relevant to municipal implementation. While the 

interview did not provide additional documents or tools, the reflections shared by the 

participants informed the broader understanding of how municipalities engage with the 

framework and will be further discussed in the analysis and discussion chapters. 

 

3.4 Research Quality 
Reflexivity is an essential component of qualitative research, particularly in studies that engage 

with normative concepts such as climate justice and just transition. As Guillemin and Gillam 

describe, reflexivity is a process whereby researchers place themselves and their practices 

under scrutiny, acknowledging the ethical dilemmas that permeate the research process and 

impinge on the creation of knowledge (2004, 276). Since the researcher is responsible for 

selecting, interpreting, and evaluating the empirical material, it is necessary to reflect on the 

factors that may influence this process. In line with Kvale’s argument that the integrity of the 

researcher – his or her knowledge, experience, honesty and fairness – is the decisive factor 

(2007, 28), this study acknowledges that the researcher’s own analytical choices, theoretical 

commitments, and interpretive frameworks shape how the CCTF, municipal practices, and 

interview material are understood. As Guillemin and Gillam further emphasise, as researchers, 

our social and political locations affect our research (2004, 274), meaning that the researcher’s 

positionality inevitably informs how concepts such as vulnerability, justice, and 

intersectionality are approached. 

This reflexive awareness is particularly important given the study’s use of an expert 

interview. As Tracy notes, “the interviewer almost always has more control than the respondent 

in terms of dialogue direction and topical emphasis,” and is therefore obligated to “treat the 

respondent and the resulting data with ethical care” (2013, 132). The interview with 

Frederiksberg Municipality was shaped by this inherent power asymmetry. As the interviewer, 

I occupied a privileged position that allowed me to steer the conversation, emphasise certain 



   
 

  40 
 

themes, and probe specific aspects of Criterion 7. Recognising this dynamic is crucial for 

understanding how the interview data was produced and how it informs the analysis. 

Reflexivity therefore serves not only as an ethical commitment but also as a methodological 

necessity, ensuring transparency about the interpretive processes that underpin the study and 

the ways in which the researcher’s positionality may have influenced the operationalisation 

and evaluation of climate justice within the municipal context. 

 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 
The ethical considerations of this study primarily relate to the expert interview conducted with 

representatives from Frederiksberg Municipality’s climate department. The interview was 

carried out through secure Microsoft Teams channels, and all empirical material, including the 

audio recording and transcript, was stored on a password-protected computer to ensure data 

protection throughout the research process. The participants explicitly chose not to remain 

anonymous, and their identities are therefore disclosed in accordance with their stated 

preference. In handling the interview data, the study adhered to the General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR) as outlined in Aalborg University’s information security guidelines 

(Aalborg University n.d). This includes ensuring that personal data was collected only for 

clearly defined research purposes, stored securely, processed lawfully, and not shared beyond 

the scope of the project. All data will be deleted after the completion of the thesis in accordance 

with AAU’s recommended retention practices, thereby maintaining full compliance with 

GDPR requirements 

Beyond these procedural measures, the study also engages with broader ethical 

concerns inherent in research on climate justice and vulnerable groups. Because the 

identification of vulnerable groups is based on municipal data and theoretical frameworks 

rather than direct engagement with affected communities, there is an ethical risk of representing 

vulnerable groups without including their lived experiences. This may unintentionally 

reinforce narratives or oversimplify the complex, intersectional nature of vulnerability. 

Additionally, interviewing municipal officials involves inherent power asymmetries, which 

may influence how openly participants discuss internal processes or challenges. Their 

responses may reflect institutional narratives or politically sensitive considerations, and this 

dynamic must be acknowledged when interpreting the interview material. 

The study also recognises that research on climate justice is inherently normative. The 

researcher’s own interpretive lens shapes how justice is understood, which dimensions are 
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prioritised, and how municipal practices are evaluated. This normative bias is addressed 

through reflexivity and transparency in the analytical process. Finally, the use of 

intersectionality as an analytical tool raises its own ethical considerations. Without direct 

engagement from marginalised groups, there is a risk of treating intersectionality as a technical 

categorisation mechanism rather than a critical theory rooted in lived experience and structural 

analysis. Care has therefore been taken to avoid essentialising identities or reducing 

vulnerability to static categories. Instead, intersectionality is used as a critical lens for analysing 

the CCTF and its municipal operationalisation, precisely because these governance tools often 

fail to account for the multiple, overlapping layers of vulnerability that shape how different 

groups experience climate impacts. Intersectionality highlights that vulnerability is not simply 

a matter of belonging to a single demographic category but emerges from the interaction of 

structural factors such as gender, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, disability, and migration 

background. By applying this lens, the study is able to examine where the CCTF’s indicators 

and municipal practices risk oversimplifying or overlooking these intersecting dynamics. This 

approach ensures that intersectionality functions not as a classificatory device, but as a 

methodological and ethical framework for revealing blind spots in existing climate governance 

tools and for assessing whether the operationalisation of Criterion 7 adequately reflects the 

complexity of social inequalities within municipal contexts. 
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4. Analysis 

As mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, the CCTF includes 16 critera of which this 

thesis mainly concerns itself with Criterion 7 (henceforth referred to as C7). Below, you will 

see a screenshot taken directly from the framework, which describes what is required in order 

to achieve this criterion, according to C40.  

 The following chapter will therefore, go through these requirements, how and where the 

suggested data was collected, and lastly how said data can help illuminate vulnerable groups. 

To maintain analytical clarity, the chapter presents a selection of excerpts from the full Excel 

workbook rather than reproducing every dataset in its entirety. Each step of C7 is illustrated 

through representative examples that demonstrate how the data was operationalised and how it 

supports the identification of vulnerability. However, the complete data collection, including 

all variables, sources, and coding sheets, can be found in Appendix 3. 

 

Firstly, C7 requires data on the administrative boundaries of the city and/or jurisdiction; 

mapping of city governance and powers, alongside those of other levels of government and 

influential stakeholders and institutions (C40 2025, 14), however, this component was 

intentionally excluded from the empirical data collection. This decision is not based on an 

Figure 1 Screenshot of Criterion 7's requirements (C40 2025, 14) 
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assumption that governance has no impact on climate justice. On the contrary, governance 

structures fundamentally shape how responsibilities, resources, and decision-making authority 

are distributed, and therefore influence the fairness of climate action. However, in the context 

of this thesis, including governance arrangements would have required a different 

methodological approach, such as institutional mapping, document analysis, or interviews with 

municipal actors, which lies outside the empirical scope of this thesis. Therefore, the following 

datasets were prioritised as to ensure that the analysis remains tightly aligned with the thesis’ 

purpose and avoids diluting the empirical focus. In other words, governance is acknowledged 

as an important contextual factor, but the empirical focus is deliberately narrowed to the 

socio-economic datasets that most directly support the thesis’ purpose.  

 

The second requirement described in C7 is data on socio-economic status and its trends, 

including income and inequality, health, city infrastructure, and so on. This requirement was 

divvied up into the following categories for data collection: Demographics, Income & 

Inequality, Education, Health, Housing & Living Conditions, Access to Services, and 

Transportation & Mobility. The majority of the data within these categories were readily 

available, updated, and the option to disaggregate them in various indicators, mainly age, sex, 

ethnicity, and income. An example of this can be found in table 1, which shows an excerpt of 

the table “Adults 1. January by region, time, type of household and number of children” from 

the category ‘Demographics’ in Appendix 3. This data is not only broken up into sex, but also 

type of household and number of children, which can give great insights into the specific 

demographics of the municipality who may experience climate impacts differently. Such 

disaggregation makes it possible to identify groups whose everyday circumstances, such as 

single parenting, caregiving 

responsibilities, or living alone, 

may limit their adaptive capacity, 

increase their exposure to energy 

or housing insecurity, or constrain 

their ability to participate in 

climate related decision making. 

In this way, the dataset directly 

supports the climate justice aim of 

C7 by revealing how social Table 1 Excerpt from: Adults 1. January by region, time, type of household, 
number of children (Statistics Denmark n.d., FAM122N) 
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structures and household configurations shape vulnerability within the municipality. 

 

Another example can be found in the category ‘Income & Inequality’, which shows the average 

equivalised disposable income in decile groups. While this data is not disaggregated by age, 

sex, ethnicity, or other socio-economic variables. it can still provide great insights into how 

income is distributed across the municipality. Even without further disaggregation, income 

deciles are a strong representative for economic vulnerability, as they highlight structural 

inequalities that shape citizen’s ability to handle climate related costs, invest in adaptation 

measures, or access low carbon technologies. In this way, the dataset still contributes 

meaningfully to the aims of C7 by identifying broad patterns of economic inequality that may 

intersect with other forms of vulnerability and thereby influence the fairness and distributional 

impacts of municipal climate action.  

When it comes to the category ‘Access to Services’ however, the publicly available 

data was considerably sparser. Several of the datasets were described as ‘experimental’, and 

they were for the most part not as recently updated as the data in the other categories. Some 

examples of this can be found in tables 3 and 4 below, where the data on access to convenience 

stores and upper secondary education was only available at the level of broad municipality 

groups (with Aalborg classified as a metropolitan municipality), and the data was four to five 

years old.  

 
Table 4 The average distance to upper secondary education. by municipality groups, time and education (Statistics Denmark 
n.d., LABY48) 

Table 2 Avg. equivalised disposable Income in decile groups, by municipality, time and decile average (Statistics Denmark 
n.d., IFOR32) 

Table 3 Households' distance to the nearest convenience store by municipality groups, time and distance (Statistics 
Denmark n.d, LABY50)  



   
 

  45 
 

From a climate justice perspective, these limitations are significant. Access to essential 

services, such as food retail, education, and healthcare is a core determinant of both adaptive 

capacity and everyday resilience. The lack of up-to-date, disaggregated data therefore 

constrains the ability to identify which communities may be disproportionately affected by 

climate measures that alter citizens’ ability to flourish. Furthermore, groups who live farther 

from essential services, who rely on public transport, or who face barriers to accessing 

education or employment opportunities are often more exposed to climate related risks and less 

able to benefit from low carbon transitions. In this regard, access to public transportation is 

particularly important. Reliable, affordable, and well‑connected mobility networks shape 

residents’ ability to reach workplaces, schools, healthcare facilities, and social support systems, 

all of which are central to capabilities and adaptive capacity. Individuals without private 

vehicles, including many low‑income households, young people, older adults, and migrants, 

are disproportionately dependent on public transport. When transport access is limited or 

unevenly distributed, these groups face compounded vulnerabilities: longer travel times, higher 

costs, reduced flexibility during extreme weather events, and fewer opportunities to participate 

in climate‑related decision‑making. It is therefore vital to collect data on this topic, exemplified 

in table 5 below, in order to identify where mobility constraints intersect with other 

socio‑economic disadvantages and to ensure that climate actions do not inadvertently exclude 

those who rely most heavily on public transport. 

 
Table 5 The share of the population with access to public transportation by municipality groups, time and level of service 
(Statistics Denmark n.d., LABY49) 

 

The third and final requirement for C7 concerns data on the environmental trends in the 

municipality. This requirement was divided into the following categories: Environment Quality, 

Climate Risk, and Energy & Resources. While the datasets available in these categories were 

not detailed in terms of disaggregation, they nonetheless play an important role in the analysis. 

These indicators provide the contextual environmental conditions that shape how different 

population groups experience climate impacts. In other words, they allow the analysis to move 

from an understanding of vulnerability that is purely socio-economic to one that also 

incorporates the physical and environmental dimensions of climate risk. Consequently, from a 

climate justice perspective, even if environmental data cannot be broken down by age, gender, 
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income, or origin it still reveals where risks are located, which hazards are intensifying, and 

how environmental burdens are distributed across the municipality. Then, in combination with 

the socio-economic data presented in the previous requirement, these environmental trends 

help illuminate how structural inequities intersect with exposure to climate impacts, thereby 

strengthening the overall assessment of fairness and vulnerability in Aalborg Municipality’s 

climate action plan.   
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5. Discussion  
This chapter brings together the empirical results and theoretical foundations of the thesis to 

critically reflect on what the analysis reveals about climate justice and the applicability of the 

CCTF in a Danish context. Whereas the previous chapter focused on systematically 

operationalising Criterion 7, the following discussion examines the broader implications of 

these findings both regarding how it aligns with the theoretical framework presented earlier in 

the thesis as well as the practical implementation in a local Danish Municipal context.  

As mentioned previously, the chapter also incorporates insights from the expert 

interview with representatives from Frederiksberg Municipality’s climate department, whose 

certified climate action plan provides a practitioner perspective on the practical challenges and 

opportunities of working with the CCTF. By comparing the Aalborg Municipality case, the 

theoretical literature, and the experiences of a municipality that has already navigated the 

certification process, the discussion evaluates how well the framework aligns with 

contemporary climate justice perspectives and where its strengths and weaknesses lie when 

implenting the framework in practice. That is to say, these reflections form the basis for a 

broader assessment of the CCTF’s applicability in a Danish municipal context and inform the 

recommendations offered at the end of the chapter for strengthening Aalborg Municipality’s 

future planning process.   

 

5.1 A just transition: Strengths and weaknesses of CCTF in theory and 

practice 
Before turning to the empirical findings, it is necessary to examine how the CCTF itself 

conceptualises justice and how this aligns with contemporary climate-justice theory. This 

provides the analytical baseline against which the framework’s practical strengths and 

weaknesses can be assessed. 

C40 explicitly frames the CCTF as a mechanism for enabling a rapid, inclusive, and 

fair transition. Yet what counts as inclusive or fair is not self-evident. As Dryzek and Pickering 

argue (2019, 58), climate governance in the Anthropocene requires rethinking the very 

meaning and scope of justice, because existing governance models often reproduce the 

inequalities they claim to address. They note that climate change exposes stark differences 

between those who are most responsible for destabilizing the Earth system and those who suffer 

most from the consequences (Dryzek and Pickering 2019, 58). The CCTF’s emphasis on equity 

can therefore be understood as an institutional attempt to respond to precisely these 
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asymmetries. At the same time, the framework’s design reflects a particular understanding of 

justice, one that aligns closely with Schlosberg’s multidimensional conception. The CCTF’s 

criteria on distribution (fair allocation of benefits and burdens), recognition (identifying 

vulnerable groups), procedure (participatory planning), and capabilities (ensuring people can 

meaningfully benefit from climate action) mirror the four justice dimensions Schlosberg 

identifies as essential for a comprehensive approach to climate justice. This alignment is not 

accidental, as mentioned, C40 explicitly states that the framework:  

(...) sets out evidence-based criteria for a robust climate action/transition plan aligned with 

the ambition of the Paris Agreement. However, it also has new and enhanced focus on 

several new areas in line with current global best practice (C40 2025, 2). 

Thereby, the CCTF positions itself as a practical operationalisation of these theoretical 

principles, even asserting that its criteria reflect current global best practice (C40 2025, 2). 

This framing is powerful as it presents the framework’s specific understanding of justice as 

universally applicable, potentially obscuring the fact that what counts as ‘best practice’ is itself 

shaped by particular institutional, political, and epistemic priorities. In this sense, the CCTF 

not only operationalises justice but also actively participates in defining it. 

However, the CCTF also raises critical questions. While it aspires to promote equity, it 

remains embedded in a broader governance landscape shaped by growth oriented policy logics. 

Dryzek and Pickering caution that many states continue to rely on economic growth as the 

primary pathway to justice, despite the fact that such growth has undermined the ecological 

conditions for human flourishing (2019, 65). The CCTF attempts to counter this by 

foregrounding social and economic equity as a core objective, yet its implementation still 

depends on municipal capacities, political priorities, and institutional constraints that may 

reproduce existing inequalities. This tension underscores why a critical engagement with the 

framework is necessary rather than taking its claims at face value. While the CCTF’s justice 

framing aligns closely with multidimensional understandings of justice, the empirical analysis 

and interview insights reveal that this conceptual ambition does not always translate into clear 

methodological guidance for municipalities. The following sections examine how these 

tensions manifest in practice. 

 

The empirical application of C7 reveals both the strengths and limitations of the CCTF as a 

tool for promoting a just transition in a Danish municipal context. On the one hand, the 
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framework provides a structured, internationally recognised approach for integrating fairness, 

vulnerability, and socioeconomic inequality into climate planning. On the other hand, the 

analysis demonstrates that the framework’s justice ambitions are not always easily translated 

into practice. A central strength of the CCTF lies in its inclusion of disaggregated socio-

economic data as the basis for identifying vulnerable groups. This aligns closely with 

Schlosberg’s account of the dimensions of justice where such data provides insight into 

distributive justice, who bears the risks and who receives the benefits, but also recognitional 

justice and capabilities. For example, demographic data disaggregated by sex, household type, 

and number of children makes it possible to identify groups such as single parents, older adults 

living alone, or large low-income households, all of whom may face distinct constraints on 

their ability to adapt to climate impacts. These constraints may include limited financial 

flexibility, reduced mobility, or greater caregiving burdens, each of which affects their adaptive 

capacity in different ways. Similarly, income-decile data highlights structural inequalities that 

shape residents’ ability to absorb climate related costs, invest in home retrofits, or access 

low-carbon technologies. In this sense, disaggregation does more than describe the population, 

it reveals the social processes and structural conditions that shape vulnerability. This directly 

supports Schlosberg’s argument that justice requires understanding not only how burdens are 

distributed, but also how social identities and structural inequalities shape people’s ability to 

participate, be recognised, and convert resources into functioning lives. These insights directly 

support the distributive dimension of a just transition by making visible the uneven social 

landscape within which climate policies operate. However, although the CCTF specifies that 

data for the knowledge foundation should be disaggregated by age, gender, income, race, 

disability, etc. (C40 2025, 14) it does not clarify whether such disaggregation should occur 

cumulatively, meaning across multiple intersecting axes at once. As outlined in the theory 

chapter, intersectionality demonstrates that cumulative vulnerability is greater than the sum of 

its parts, the lack of specification is therefore quite significant. Crenshaw’s critique of ‘single-

axis’ approaches shows that analysing categories separately risks reproducing the very forms 

of misrecognition that justice frameworks seek to address. As a result, the socio-economic 

mapping required in the CCTF may default to parallel, single category breakdowns which 

might obscure the cumulative vulnerabilities experiences by certain groups.  

The analysis also highlights that the CCTF’s justice requirements are unevenly 

actionable. While socio-economic data were readily available, updated, and disaggregated, 

other components, like Access to Services, were sparse, not as updated, or only available in 

municipal groupings all of which impedes the ability to meaningfully assess vulnerability. 
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From a dimensions of justice perspective, this is problematic as capabilities such as access to 

public transport, education, grocery stores, and other essential services are central in 

determining whether individuals and communities can adapt, participate and flourish. The lack 

of detailed and updated data in these areas therefore limits the ability to fully operationalise the 

capabilities dimension of justice without the municipality having to spend resources on 

gathering the data themselves. 

 

The interview with representatives from Frederiksberg Municipality’s climate department 

further illustrates the practical challenges of applying C7. One of the interviewees explained 

that their approach relied heavily on existing practices in other departments and policy areas:  

Det blev for os meget noget med at kigge, især ind i hvordan arbejder vi med det her på 

andre områder? Altså områder hvor det er lidt mere sådan kutymen at man skal kigge altså 

sundhedsområdet, for eksempel, mobilitetsområdet, hvor sådan noget som tilgængelighed er 

et emne. Og så prøve at se, hvad har vi ligesom af mål og tilgange på de områder, som vi kan 

bruge? Så vi har ikke på den måde lavet, hvad jeg vil sige var sådan en socioøkonomisk 

analyse som den de måske havde tænkt at man skulle eller sådan håbet at man skulle. Men vi 

forsøgte at lave sådan stykke noget sammen alligevel (Appendix 2, 70-76). 

This reflects a broader weakness of the framework in the sense that while the CCTF outlines 

what data should be collected, it provides limited guidance on how municipalities should 

interpret or operationalise justice in specific contexts. As a result, municipalities may default 

to existing routines rather than developing new justice oriented practices. However, it could 

also be argued that it is not necessarily a negative thing for municipalities to rely on policies 

from other departments. Since, as the interviewee mentioned, those departments might already 

have experience working with vulnerability and inequality in a way that the climate department 

might not have. In this sense, leaning on the experiences from other departments might offer a 

practical entry point for integrating justice considerations, particularly in areas such as health 

or mobility where issues of accessibility, inequality, and differentiated needs are already 

institutionalised.  

 

While the interview with Frederiksberg Municipality highlights that many instruments for 

addressing structural inequality lie at the national level, this does not necessarily mean that the 

link between municipal competences and the CCTF’s justice requirements is absent. Rather, I 
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would argue, that the challenge appears to stem from the framework’s limited articulation of 

how municipalities can meaningfully operationalise climate justice principles within the scope 

of their existing authority. As one interviewee noted, nogle af de instrumenter man i givet fald 

skulle aktivere for at undgå, at du ikke har en rimelig retfærdig fordeling, det er jo nogle 

instrumenter der ligger på nationalt plan (Appendix 2, 90-91) and continued by underscoring 

the difficulty of implementing actionable justice principles in a municipality stating: det der 

med at finde noget, der giver mening at italesætte for en kommune, fordi vi faktisk aktivt selv 

kan agere på det. Det er en svær disciplin også (Appendix 2, 91-93). I would therefore argue 

that this difficulty should not be interpreted as evidence that municipalities lack agency, but 

instead as a symptom of a framework that does not sufficiently translate its normative 

ambitions into concrete, context-appropriate pathways for local action. This might also play a 

role in the recurring pattern in the interview that climate justice considerations were treated 

less as a structuring principle and more as an additional layer applied late in the planning 

process. The interviewee explained that vi tager den, når vi når til handlingerne (Appendix 2, 

177), and later noted that lige nu er vi stadigvæk i et sted, hvor det bliver lidt ‘add on’ i stedet 

for det der bliver formende for indsatserne (Appendix 2, 297–298). This tendency suggests not 

merely a lack of municipal prioritisation, but a deeper issue within the CCTF itself: the 

framework does not sufficiently articulate how climate justice should be operationalised or 

why socio-economic mapping is foundational to a just transition. As a result, municipalities 

are left without clear methodological guidance, making it difficult to translate the framework’s 

justice ambitions into concrete analytical practices. The perceived gap between what the CCTF 

calls for and what municipalities can realistically act upon does not necessarily indicate a 

mismatch between the framework and municipal competences. Rather, it reflects a lack of 

explicit articulation of how existing municipal tools can be mobilised to advance climate justice 

objectives.  

Danish municipalities already possess a wide range of instruments; such as mobility 

planning, zoning regulations, public-space design, targeted adaptation measures, and 

participatory processes, that directly shape residents’ everyday capabilities and exposure to 

climate impacts. From a capabilities perspective, these instruments influence whether 

individuals can access essential services, move safely through the city, or participate 

meaningfully in decision making. Similarly, from a procedural justice standpoint, 

municipalities control the design of participatory processes, the accessibility of information, 

and the inclusiveness of local governance structures. Yet the CCTF does not explicitly connect 

these existing municipal levers to its justice criteria. Without concrete examples or guidance, 
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municipalities may struggle to recognise how their everyday planning tools can be used to 

address differentiated vulnerabilities. This interpretive gap helps explain why justice 

considerations risk becoming an ‘add-on’. It is not because municipalities lack agency, but 

because the framework does not clearly illuminate the pathways through which municipal 

action can meaningfully contribute to a just transition. In this sense, the challenge is not the 

absence of municipal capacity, but the absence of a conceptual bridge that links the CCTF’s 

normative ambitions to the practical realities of local governance. 

This perspective is further reflected in the interviewee’s observation that rimelig og 

retfærdighed er ikke noget af det der har fyldt særligt meget i inddragelsen (Appendix 2, 228–

229). This outlook might become problematic, as without meaningful participation and 

recognition of diverse lived experiences, justice risks being reduced to a compliance exercise 

rather than a transformative planning principle. The interviewee also noted that where justice 

considerations were incorporated, det [er] ikke drevet så meget af den her plan, som det i 

virkeligheden er drevet af en praksis man havde i forvejen (Appendix 2, 281–282). This 

reinforces the interpretation that the CCTF’s guidance on justice is too vague to reshape 

municipal routines; instead, municipalities fall back on existing sectoral practices in health, 

mobility, or social policy. From a theoretical standpoint, this pattern aligns with the concerns 

raised in the theory chapter. Schlosberg’s multidimensional framework emphasises that justice 

requires attention to recognition, participation, and capabilities dimensions that cannot be 

achieved through distributive indicators alone. Yet the CCTF provides limited guidance on 

how municipalities should identify misrecognition, ensure inclusive participation, or assess 

capabilities in practice. Similarly, intersectionality highlights that vulnerability emerges 

through overlapping structures of inequality, but the framework does not specify how 

municipalities should collect or analyse data that captures these intersecting dynamics. In this 

sense, the ‘add-on’ treatment of climate justice is not simply a municipal shortcoming but a 

structural symptom of a framework that outlines what should be considered without sufficiently 

explaining how or why these considerations must be embedded throughout the planning 

process. 

 

Despite these limitations, the CCTF did provide value in certain areas. Frederiksberg 

Municipality noted that justice considerations were meaningfully integrated into approximately 

one-third of their actions, stating: Vi har 92 handlinger i vores handlingsplan, og det er 

omkring 30 af de handlinger, hvor der har man faktisk aktivt forholdt sig til rimelig og 

retfærdig fordeling i forhold til den her aktivitet, hvad der kunne være af issues. (Appendix 2, 
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186-188), and they further highlighted that the framework offered en understøttende merværdi 

where it aligned with existing practices (Appendix 2, 534). This suggests that the CCTF can 

strengthen justice outcomes when it complements established municipal routines, even if it 

does not fundamentally reshape them. 

 

5.2 Adapting an international framework to a local municipal context  
A recurring theme in both conversations with other municipal actors and the expert interview 

is the assumption that climate justice is, to some extent, already embedded within the welfare 

state. Several practitioners expressed the view that existing laws, planning procedures, and 

participatory requirements ensure a baseline of fairness and citizen involvement, making 

additional justice-oriented frameworks appear redundant. This sentiment was echoed by 

Frederiksberg Municipality, who notes that while Danish municipalities do not deny the 

existence of inequality, the scale and nature of vulnerability is often perceived as fundamentally 

different from contexts where the CCTF was originally developed: Ja jeg oplever heller ikke, 

at man her tænker at der ikke er ulighed i samfundet, så der ikke er noget der skal fikses. Altså. 

Men det er klart, der er forskel på at være i Afrika og være på Frederiksberg, ikke? Men, det 

er jo ikke det samme som at der ikke er er nogle ting man kan gøre noget ved (Appendix 2, 

360-363). This illustrates a broader challenge of the CCTF being designed for global 

applicability, yet municipalities inevitably interpret it through their own socio-political realities.  

This tension highlights a central dilemma in applying international frameworks to local 

governance. On the one hand, the CCTF provides a shared reference point that promotes 

standardisation, comparability, and a common understanding of key concepts, which is an 

important strength for global networks such as C40. On the other hand, the framework requires 

substantial local contexualisation to become operational in practice. As  one interviewee 

explained, adapting international guidance to Danish conditions is not new, similar challenges 

were encountered during the DK2020 process: (...) der blev der i hvert fald brugt ret meget 

krudt på at oversætte det til noget der gav mening i dansk kontekst og i en kommune med både 

land og by i stedet for noget der kun var by (Appendix 2, 405-408). This translation work is 

necessary because the framework’s assumptions about governance structures, socio-economic 

inequality, and transformative powers do not always align the institutional and demographic 

characteristics of Danish municipalities.  

From a climate justice perspective, this need for contexualisation is not a flaw but an 

inherent feature of justice-oriented planning. As Schlosberg’s multidimensional justice 
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framework argues, justice is not a single principle but a constellation of distribution, 

recognition, procedure, and capabilities (Schlosberg 2007, 40). Each of these dimensions is 

shaped by local histories, institutions, and social structures. For example, recognitional justice 

requires understanding how specific groups are rendered invisible within a given context, while 

procedural justice demands attention to who participates in decision-making and under what 

conditions. A framework that aspires to global relevance must therefore be flexible enough to 

accommodate diverse socio political contexts. 

 

Similarly, intersectionality, as developed by Crenshaw, underscores that vulnerability emerges 

through the interaction of multiple social positions rather than through single categories. 

Crenshaw’s critique of ‘single-axis’ approaches (1989, 140) and her analogy of discrimination 

as traffic flowing from multiple directions (1989, 149) demonstrate that climate vulnerability 

cannot be understood through isolated indicators such as age or income alone. Her later work 

on structural and political intersectionality (Crenshaw 1991, 1249; 1252) further shows that 

institutional arrangements can unintentionally reproduce disadvantage when they fail to 

account for intersecting identities. This insight is directly relevant to Danish municipalities: 

while the forms of marginalisation may differ from those in the Global South, intersecting 

inequalities related to age, health, migration background, income, and housing precarity still 

shape differentiated climate vulnerability. A framework that aspires to global relevance must 

therefore be flexible enough to accommodate diverse socio-political contexts. Yet this 

flexibility also risks undermining one of the CCTF’s key advantages: the ability to compare 

progress and practices across cities and municipalities. If each city or municipality must 

reinterpret or ‘translate’ the framework to fit its own context, the resulting plans may diverge 

significantly, reducing comparability and weakening the framework’s role as a global standard.  

 The expert interview further underscores that Danish municipalities often lack concrete 

examples of what climate justice looks like in practice. One of the Frederiksberg 

representatives noted: Jeg tror, det er det vi savnede mest var nok bare det her med… Jamen 

måske var det der manglede lidt den her sådan: Hvordan ser det egentlig ud altså?  Nogle 

eksempler, noget sådan: hvad betyder det for os? (Appendix 2, 421-423). This reflects the 

broader challenge of while the CCTF outlines what data should be collected; it provides limited 

guidance on how and why justice considerations should be interpreted or operationalised in 

high-income welfare states. Without such examples, municipalities may struggle to move from 

compliance to meaningful integration of justice principles.  
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All in all, these insights reveal that adapting an international framework like the CCTF 

to a Danish municipal context involves a delicate balance. The framework offers a valuable 

structure for embedding justice considerations into climate planning, but its practical 

application requires significant local interpretation. This process is shaped by welfare state 

assumptions, existing governance practices, and the perceived scale of inequality. At the same 

time, the need for contextualisation aligns with core principles of climate justice theories, 

which emphasise that justice is always situated and relational. The challenge, therefore, is not 

whether the CCTF can be applied in Denmark, but how much municipalities can adapt it in 

ways that remain faithful to its justice ambitions while still reflecting local realities.  

 

5.3 Recommendations to Aalborg Municipality  
The following recommendations translate the analytical insights of this thesis into concrete, 

actionable steps that Aalborg Municipality can take to strengthen the operationalisation of a 

just transition within its existing competences. They are not intended as prescriptive solutions, 

but as strategic suggestions grounded in the empirical findings, the theoretical framework, and 

the practitioner perspectives presented in the discussion chapter. Each recommendation reflects 

the central insight that while Aalborg already possesses meaningful tools for advancing climate 

justice, the CCTF does not always make these pathways explicit. The aim of this section is 

therefore to bridge the gap between the framework’s normative ambitions and the practical 

realities of municipal governance by outlining ways in which Aalborg can more systematically 

embed principles of distribution, recognition, procedure, capabilities, and intersectionality into 

its climate planning processes. In doing so, the recommendations support Aalborg in moving 

from compliance oriented implementation toward a more proactive, context sensitive, and 

justice oriented approach to climate action. 

 

1. Develop cumulative, intersectional socio-economic mapping 

While the CCTF does a good job of listing the types of data needed for a comprehensive socio-

economic mapping of the municipality, it lacks focus on the intersectional cumulative effects 

of vulnerabilities. Aalborg can therefore strengthen its justice analysis by moving beyond 

single-axis categories (e.g., age or income) and instead examining how vulnerabilities intersect, 

for example, low-income single parents with limited transport access or older adults living 

alone in poorly insulated housing. This approach aligns with intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989; 

1991), which shows that vulnerability is produced through overlapping social positions rather 
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than isolated variables. By adopting cumulative mapping, Aalborg can more accurately identify 

groups whose adaptive capacity is constrained by multiple, reinforcing disadvantages. 

 

 

2. Integrate justice considerations at the start of planning processes 

To avoid the ‘add-on’ dynamic identified in the interview with representatives from 

Frederiksberg Municipality’s climate department, Aalborg should aim to ensure that every new 

climate initiative begins with a short justice screening. This screening should identify which 

groups may be affected, how burdens and benefits are distributed, and whether any groups risk 

being overlooked. This reflects Crenshaw’s bottom-up approach, which argues that designing 

policies around the most disadvantaged groups ensures that all groups above them also benefit. 

Embedding justice at the outset, rather than retrofitting it later, helps ensure that climate action 

is shaped by climate justice rather than solely technical or emissions-driven priorities.  

 

3. Prioritise the most vulnerable group for each action 

Aalborg does not need to involve all vulnerable groups identified in the socio-economic 

mapping for every climate action. Instead, the municipality can strengthen its justice work by 

identifying which group is most vulnerable in relation to each specific initiative and directing 

engagement efforts toward them. This reflects the bottom-up approach central to 

intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989; 1991), where addressing the needs of those facing the 

greatest cumulative disadvantage ensures that all groups with fewer constraints are also 

covered. By focusing participation and analysis on the group whose adaptive capacity is most 

limited, Aalborg operationalises recognitional justice and avoids spreading resources thinly 

across all categories. Targeted inclusion is therefore not exclusionary; it is a strategic way to 

ensure that climate actions are designed around those who stand to be most affected, thereby 

strengthening fairness for everyone. 

 

4. Establish cross-departmental justice collaboration 

The interviews showed that departments such as health, mobility, and social services already 

work systematically with inequality, accessibility, and differentiated needs. If Aalborg 

Municipality can formalise cross-departmental collaboration, climate planning can benefit 

from this existing expertise, and other municipal departments can get further insights into how 

their work can help advance climate action. While the CCTF refers to this as “mainstreaming,” 

a more structured collaboration (for example, a standing interdepartmental working group) 
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would help embed justice considerations into the municipality’s organisational DNA. This 

would also reduce the burden on the climate department, which may not have the same 

experience with vulnerability analysis 

 

5. Introduce a justice impact assessment for all climate actions 

I would recommend that each action in Aalborg Municipality’s climate plan undergoes a short 

justice impact assessment addressing four questions: 

- Who benefits? 

- Who bears burdens? 

- Who might be unintentionally excluded? 

- How will this affect citizens’ ability to thrive? 

This ensures that justice considerations are systematically integrated into decision making 

rather than applied inconsistently or only when convenient. It also operationalises the four 

dimensions of justice (distribution, recognition, procedure, and capabilities) in a practical, 

repeatable way that fits municipal workflows. 
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6. Conclusion  
The thesis set out to examine how Aalborg Municipality can strengthen the operationalisation 

of a just transition through the Cities Climate Transition Framework (CCTF), and how this 

aligns with both theoretical and practical understandings of climate justice. The analysis shows 

that a just transition is best understood as a multidimensional concept grounded in distribution, 

recognition, procedure, and capabilities, reflecting the broader climate justice literature that 

emphasises the need to address not only the allocation of burdens and benefits, but also the 

social structures that shape people’s ability to participate in and benefit from climate action. 

The CCTF draws heavily on this theoretical foundation, presenting itself as aligned with global 

best practice and positioning its criteria as a practical translation of contemporary justice 

principles. At the same time, the framework inevitably shapes what counts as justice in practice, 

illustrating how institutional tools participate in defining the very concepts they aim to 

operationalise. 

A central insight of the thesis is that intersectionality provides an essential analytical 

lens for identifying vulnerable groups in climate planning. While the CCTF requires 

disaggregated socio-economic data, it does not specify whether such data should be analysed 

cumulatively. This omission is significant because vulnerabilities rarely arise from single 

categories such as age or income alone. Instead, they emerge through overlapping social 

positions that reinforce one another. The empirical analysis demonstrates that groups such as 

low-income single parents with limited transport access or older adults living alone in poorly 

insulated housing cannot be meaningfully identified without an intersectional approach. 

Without this lens, municipalities risk overlooking precisely those residents whose adaptive 

capacity is most constrained. 

The thesis also reveals that the CCTF has important strengths but equally notable 

weaknesses when applied in practice. On the one hand, it provides a structured, internationally 

recognised framework that encourages municipalities to integrate fairness, vulnerability, and 

socio-economic inequality into climate planning. Its emphasis on disaggregated data supports 

a more nuanced understanding of distributive and recognitional justice, and it aligns well with 

existing municipal practices in areas such as health and mobility, where issues of inequality 

and accessibility are already institutionalised. On the other hand, the framework’s justice 

ambitions do not always translate into clear methodological guidance. While socio-economic 

data were readily available, other components such as access to essential services were sparse 

or outdated, limiting the ability to assess capabilities. The interview with Frederiksberg 
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Municipality further illustrated that justice considerations often become an additional layer 

applied late in the planning process rather than a structuring principle. This pattern reflects not 

a lack of municipal capacity but a lack of clarity within the framework itself, which does not 

sufficiently articulate how existing municipal tools, such as zoning, mobility planning, or 

participatory processes can be mobilised to advance climate justice objectives. 

Based on these findings, the thesis offers several recommendations for Danish municipalities. 

Developing cumulative, intersectional socio-economic mapping would allow municipalities to 

identify groups facing overlapping vulnerabilities rather than relying on parallel, 

single-category breakdowns. Integrating justice considerations at the start of planning 

processes would help avoid the tendency to treat justice as an add-on and ensure that climate 

initiatives are shaped by justice rather than retrofitted with it. Prioritising the most vulnerable 

group for each action would ensure that climate measures are designed around those who face 

the greatest constraints. Establishing cross-departmental collaboration would allow climate 

departments to draw on the expertise of health, mobility, and social services, which already 

work systematically with inequality and differentiated needs. Finally, introducing a short 

justice impact assessment for all climate actions would ensure that questions of who benefits, 

who bears burdens, who might be excluded, and how actions affect citizens’ capabilities 

become a routine part of municipal decision-making. 

Taken together, these insights show that Aalborg Municipality can meaningfully 

strengthen the operationalisation of a just transition by using the CCTF as a structural 

foundation while supplementing it with intersectional analysis, early stage justice screening, 

and cross-departmental collaboration. The framework provides a valuable starting point, but 

its practical application requires active interpretation and contextualisation within the Danish 

welfare-state setting. Aalborg already possesses many of the tools needed to advance climate 

justice, yet the CCTF does not make these pathways explicit. By bridging this gap, Aalborg 

can move from compliance oriented implementation toward a more proactive, justice oriented 

approach that aligns with both theoretical understandings of climate justice and the practical 

realities of municipal governance. Ultimately, the thesis demonstrates that a just transition is 

not achieved through frameworks alone but through the interpretive, analytical, and 

organisational work that municipalities undertake to make justice meaningful in practice. The 

CCTF can support this work, but only when municipalities embed intersectional analysis, 

integrate justice considerations throughout the planning process, and adapt the framework’s 

principles to local realities. In doing so, Aalborg can contribute to a more equitable, inclusive, 

and resilient climate transition.  
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