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[bookmark: _Toc236068861]1. Introduction
This working paper invites you to participate in envisioning sessions on how we can take eco-social work a step further. In recent years, eco-social work has increasingly been acknowledged as a valuable and necessary contribution to the transition to a sustainable society. Its focus is on creating a sustainable society that is both ecologically and socially just. Eco-social practices have started to be developed to align the core purposes of social work with the challenges of climate change and protection of the environment and biodiversity. From an eco-social justice perspective, eco-social practices have also started to be developed to support groups in our society who have a vulnerable position in this process of climate, energy and other transitions for societies and individuals. 

However, as we will discuss below, eco-social work is also facing challenges. Despite an increased understanding of the climate emergency, eco-social work has yet to become a central theme in social work practice and education, and models/approaches to practice remain underdeveloped and sparsely used. 

Comparing and discussing eco-social practices internationally aims to inform eco-social development across different national and cultural contexts and enable learning that can inform national and local actions.

The aim of the envisioning sessions across diverse countries in Europe is to develop a substantive agenda and ideas for action together. This agenda formulates the impact or fundamental change we want to achieve and the outcomes and tangible results (output) needed to achieve it, and how these are related to each other. These sessions provide input for a green paper we intend to produce by the end of 2026. This green paper will describe:
· the state of the art of eco-social work and challenges eco-social work is facing
· the fundamental change or impact and outcomes we wish to achieve through eco-social work and education;
· to define output and activities to realize this outcome and impact;
· an outline research agenda for the next five years;
· strategies to embed or integrate eco-social work more in social work practices and education;
· a proposal for a funded research project that can significantly advance some or all of the above.

In this working paper, we first introduce the concept of eco-social work the need for an eco-social transition, and the important role eco-social work has to play in this transition. We will also discuss the challenges that eco-social work faces in fulfilling this role.  Secondly, we will describe how we want to proceed in order to write a green paper on eco-social work and how we intend to organise the so-called envisioning sessions.
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[bookmark: _Toc236068863]The need for an eco-social transition
Recent publications and reports on climate change have made it clear that climate change has an enormous social impact. It is interwoven with issues of justice, asylum, liveability, social inequality, health, violence and international conflicts and human rights (Huntjens et al, 2025; Hermans et al, 2025.) This impact also makes clear that social work has a role to play supporting people in a vulnerable position facing the severe consequences of climate change and the transition to a sustainable society.

According to the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES, 2024), this transition requires more than piecemeal interventions. It requires a transformation in our relationships with ourselves, with others and with our natural environment, as well as a transformation of our societies. IPBES defines this transformation ‘as fundamental, system-wide shifts in views, structures and practices’. Deliberate transformative change for a just and sustainable world shifts views, structures and practices in ways that address the underlying causes of biodiversity loss and nature’s decline” (IPBES, 2024, p. XVI; cf Huntjens, 2021). This goes beyond technological innovations. It requires another mindset, a paradigm shift and a fundamental change in how we live and interact with each other and our environment. 

The IPBES-report mentions four principles that are responsive to address climate change: equity and justice, pluralism and inclusion, respectful and reciprocal human-nature relationships and adaptive learning and action. Transformative change involves applying these principles consistently in specific practices. For example, transforming and moving away from dominant economic paradigms that currently prioritise growth. However, we can also think about transforming the dominant psychological paradigms and their underlying political and cultural values, shifting from individualistic, anthropocentric and egocentric approaches to ecocentric ones.

According to Desai, Huntjens and Mohamed (2026), realising a sustainable, healthy, and just future for society will require an eco-social contract that fosters just, caring and enriching relationships with one another and with nature. This requires a fundamental restructuring of the current extractive political economy and how humanity views itself and its relationship with nature.

‘Eco-social contracts propose a deeper transformation: moving beyond the growth imperative itself. They call for regenerative, care-centred, and relational economies that prioritise the well-being of people and planet over endless material expansion, challenging the assumptions that money and consumption are suitable proxies for well-being and that human-made capital can fully substitute for nature’ (Desai, Huntjens & Mohamed, 2026, p. 11).

To be sustainable, it is not enough to innovate our technologies and reduce our emissions; it demands a significant change in different domains of our societies (Matthies & Nähri, 2017). An eco-social transition encompasses not only social issues, but also the interconnections between the cultural, natural, economic and political domains. As none of the projects in these domains take place in isolation, social policy and social work should be an integrated into this transition towards an ecological and socially just society (Matthies & Nähri, 2017).
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The concept of the eco-social contract and the fundamental transformation it proposes has many similarities with and offers a valuable insight into eco-social work and the eco-social transition. It is not our intention to give a comprehensive state of the art, but rather to highlight some key ideas that recur in recent literature on eco-social work.

Since the turn of the millennium, the term ‘eco-social work’ has become more common than ‘green social work’ (Dominelli, 2012) or ‘environmental social work’, not least due to the publication of The Eco-social Approach in Social Work, edited by Aila-Leena Matthies (2001). In recent years, several publications on eco-social work and eco-social policy have explored the role of social work in the sustainability transition (Hermans, et al. 2025; Domorenok et al, 2025; Forde et al, 2024; Murphy, 2023; Wendt, 2021). In 2022, the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) initiated the People’s Global Summit, ‘Co-Building a New Eco-Social World: Leaving No One Behind', which resulted in The People's Charter for an Eco-Social World. This document establishes the basis for considering an eco-social transition. In order to consider the interrelationship between humans and nature, and to view humans as an integral part of nature, the IFSW introduced the concepts of Ubuntu, Buen Vivir and Harambee (IFSW, 2024; 2026). In a nutshell, these concepts promote a worldwide solidarity, underline the importance of indigenous knowledge and local communities and the living in harmony with nature and collective responsibility and call to uniting of dived societies. 
The term eco-social work seems to be used more commonly because it does not only focus on specific environmental issues. The term ‘eco-social work’ refers more broadly to the idea that there is no binary opposition between the social and natural environments. It is based on the ontological assumption that ‘we live, act and interact amidst our concrete (social and cultural, material and natural) surroundings and world. We are part of it, we are dependent on the near living situation and the wider situation of life’ (Wendt, 2021, p. 7). Eco-social work connects the ecological, social, economic and cultural dimensions of sustainability (Tyrkkö, Forde & Lievens, 2024). Rather than being a method, practice or specialty, eco-social work is considered to be a paradigm (Nähri, 2025; Rambaree et al., 2019 Coates, 2003). According to Nähri (2025), the ecosocial paradigm emphasise the interconnectedness of human and nature, social and ecological sustainability and requires a shift from the anthropocentric understanding to an ecocentric of the world. The paradigm encompasses political, cultural and normative assumptions about ‘the good life’ (cf. IFSW, 2022; 2024; 2026) as well theoretical and ontological assumptions about ‘reality’, reflecting on what these assumptions imply for social work practices. It contests the prevailing model of economic growth, ‘and also reflects critically on the current institutional and professional models of social work, which rely on this model that contributes to the depletion of natural resources’ (Hermans et al, 2025, p. 1; cf. Nähri & Matthies, 2016; Matthies & Nähri, 2017). Climate change is more than an environmental problem. We must consider the political, cultural, social and economic processes causing climate change and influencing our responses (Leichenko & O’Brien, 2024).

These critical reflections lead to innovative transformations in social work practices. Eco-social practice involves improving living environments, incorporating nature in social work interventions, raising awareness among clients, and empowering them to engage with environmental issues. It can be applied when working with individuals, groups, and communities as well as when influencing the structure of welfare services and addressing societal disadvantage (Nähri, Matthies & Stamm, 2026). Examples include community workers who are involved in guerilla gardening, in greening neighbourhoods, in supporting activism against food deserts or air pollution, or developing community gardens for people with mental health problems. However, we also observe the use of ecocentric approaches to enhance well-being, mental and physical health, and empowerment. This encompasses nature-based interventions. Nature connectedness as research shows that increased Nature connectedness and deepening and strengthening our relationswith with Nature can not only be healing, but also transform our relationships with Nature, change our behaviour and inspire eco action (Lytzen & Richardson Kineweskwêw, 2024). Others focus on different dimensions of climate justice, arguing that in addition to economic fair distribution, justice should also involve the recognition of voices and epistemologies that are not being heard. The perspectives of indigenous people are crucial here.
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Once again, this is by far a complete review of the literature on eco-social work. However, the recurring assumptions and critical standpoints make at least clear that an eco-social transition involves fundamental changes to discourse (values, ideas, ways of thinking, scientific paradigms, world views, cultural patterns), structure (institutions, professional practices, organisation, governance and policies) and practices (rules, routines, the way we live). Climate change transforms not only Earth systems, but also our thinking about ourselves, our relationship with others and nature, and our capacity to change the system (Leichenko & O’Brien, 2024).

This transformation confronts social work with different kind of dilemmas or challenges, leaving us with difficult questions. How can we translate changes in discourse into professional practices and embed them in professional ethics and standards? What does an ecocentric approach imply for social work, a profession which is a normally conceived as a human-centered profession? What knowledge, skills and attitudes do social workers need to take a role in this eco-social transition?

In the literature on eco-social work we come across some of the following challenges:

· European social workers, as well as teachers and students rarely grasp the connections between social work and ecological climate issues (Nähri & Matthies, 2016). Furthermore, a survey in the Netherlands showed that social workers find it hard to link social problems to the ecological crisis, and vice versa. Social workers hardly have time to engage with wider issues of sustainability and climate change; they are struggling to embed these in their day-to-day work. 

· The ideas and debates on the role social work could or should play in the transition to a sustainable society seem far removed from daily work of social workers. It is often considered as an additional task (Hermans et al. 2025). Matthies and Nähri state that the mainstream social policy and social work are still focusing on their conventional and institutionally limited repertoire of tasks. They argue that there is a need ‘to overcome the uncritical self-understanding as a helping profession’ (Matthies & Nähri, 2017). 

· The emergence of a paradigmatic framework of eco-social work occurs within a social context in which the concrete implementation of eco-social transition is contested (Hermans et al., 2025, p. 287). Its radical critique on  economic growth makes it difficult to put eco-social principles into practice. The dominance in recent decades of welfare approaches such as   self-reliance and self-management have been related to capitalistic, neoliberal economic principles such as individualism and these have been adopted and incorporated into conventional mainstream social work policy and practice. According to Nähri, et. al (2026), ‘narrow understandings of social work’s mission and various conventional institutional and organizational arrangements hindered the development of ecosocial practice’.

· Social work has increasingly become the implementer of social policy. Many eco-social practices are initiated or set up by people outside of social work: e.g. artists, architects, social entrepreneurs, scholars and citizens. These practices are often considered as niche or prefigurative practices, nice but without a fundamental impact. However, transition studies argue that these niches play an important role. They are places of experimentation and develop alternative ways of action in response to climate change and its social impact (Avelino et al., 2019). However, these niches often conflict with the regime of mainstream (social) policy at national and local levels.

· Social work has been organised into different specialties (youth care, case work, community work, etc.). Eco-social work takes a more integrative approach, combining the cultural, economic, social and ecological domains of society in order to understand the impact of climate change on vulnerable people. It integrates environmental sustainability with the profession's core commitments to social justice and human wellbeing, recognising the deep interrelationship between the social, environmental, cultural, economic and political dimensions of human life. This integrative approach requires social workers to be able to analyse and relate the different aspects of the problems people face at different levels. Social workers are not used to do this.

· Clearer operational frameworks and more robust empirical studies are still needed to consolidate eco-social work as a key tool for a just transition.
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Why do we want to organise envisioning sessions? What are they? What do we want to achieve with them? And how do we want to proceed? 

Recently much empirical as well as theoretical research has been conducted to give us a better understanding of eco-social work. However, the implementation of eco-social practices still leaves us with many questions and there is much more to learn. To take eco-social work a step further, we must develop programmes and curricula that equip students and professionals with the necessary knowledge, skills and attitude to enable social workers to contribute individually and collectively to an eco-social transition. This requires an eco-social mindset that recognises human dependence on nature and embodies eco-social values and embraces complex systems. 

The EU developed the sustainability frame that defines green competences to foster a sustainability mindset (Bianchi, et al., 2022). This frame consists of four areas of competences: 
1. Embodying sustainability values (valuing sustainability, supporting fairness, promoting nature); 
2. Embracing complexity in sustainability (systems thinking, critical thinking, problem framing); 
3. Envisioning sustainable futures (including the competences futures literacy, adaptability, exploratory thinking); 
4. Acting for sustainability (political agency, collective action, individual initiative).

These competences do not only apply for social work. However, they can be useful to develop an eco-social framework in which we focus more on eco-social work competences. 
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For that purpose, we would like to organise envisioning sessions which follow an impact pathway. We assume that this impact pathway can help us to explore, discuss, define and organise our ideas about the role social work could or should play to achieve a society that is socially and ecologically just. 

This pathway begins with the bigger picture: the eco-social work we want to achieve in 10 or 20 years, and the fundamental change we want to see. This leads us to consider what we need to realise this change: the outcomes, output and activities and how we can organise these logically. We will describe the impact pathway in more detail below.
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Step 1 Identifying Challenges 
We already mentioned some challenges, but there may be more. The aim of this first step is to describe the core problem or main challenge we want to respond to.
· Identify the main challenges eco-social work is facing; 
· What factors contribute to the challenges. Brainstorm causes and group similar causes?
· Identify the effects and consequences. 

Step 2 Describe your dream or vision (desired impact)
With impact is meant the broader, long-term effects of eco-social work in our society, institutions, practices and/or education. Impact is a fundamental change over which we have indirect influence. How does eco-social work contribute to this fundamental change? The desired impact is at the same level as the challenges tha prompted the change 

· What fundamental change do you want to contribute to?
· What is the desired future situation and whose future is concerned: society, social work, professionals or (marginalised) citizens?
· What kind of future you want to contribute to, want do you want to improve?

Please note that when we use the term 'impact', we are not referring to the effect that something can have on us, such as the impact of a car accident or wildfires on residents or nature.

Step 3 Define who and what needs to change (outcomes) (for practitioners/organisations)
The outcomes relate to changes in the behaviour, relationships or actions of individuals and organisations. These outcomes are the result of knowledge exchange, skills training and a change in attitude. Outcomes are concrete changes in how we work or organise our work over which we have direct influence and which are required to achieve the desired impact. Outcomes provide an answer to the general question of what and/or who has to change in order to really make impact? 
· Which changes in the behaviour, relationships or actions are required in order to achieve this desired impact?
· Who or what needs to change, what does s/he/it need to change and why is this change important to make our dream come true? E.g. change in skills, knowledge and attitude, change in the way we organise social work practices, or social work education, method, etc..

Step 4 Identifying output
Output is defined as the tangible and concrete results, actions or artefacts needed to reach the outcomes or deliverables that will lead to the desired change the behaviour, relationships or actions of individuals and organisations. Outputs are to be considered measurable and observable.

Examples of outputs include training programmes, toolkits, publications and an online platform as well as increased capacity, knowledge or positive changes in the behaviour, relationship or attitude that individuals or organisations demonstrate. 

	There can be a slight difference between outcome and output

Outcome: social workers are able to make clear that eco-social initiatives have positive effects on mental health

Output: social workers use XXX to demonstrate the effects eco-social initiatives have on mental health. 





Step 5 Activities
Activities are concrete actions we have to take to develop the tangible results, e.g. 
workshops, training session, exchange or research.


	The following example gives only a rough idea of what an impact pathway can look like.

Problem
Local authorities consider community building increasingly and explicitly only as an instrument to implement and build support for their social policies, especially regarding the transition from the expensive healthcare system to prevention in the field social work. They neglect the important role community building can play in revitalising democratic capacities of residents in our polarized society.

Impact
Community building promotes an inclusive community and combats the exclusion of groups, racism, and inequality and contributes to the democratic empowerment of residents. 

Outcomes
· Professionals are able to apply democratic principles of social justice when working with residents.
· Professionals and residents collaborate with one another as equals.
· Professionals are able and willing to discuss and promote the politicisation of social work/community building.
· Professionals challenge established ways of thinking to enable equal collaboration with residents.
· ……..

Output
· Guidelines for professionals which describe how to navigate between the demands of local authorities and the needs of residents; 
· Handbook democratic dialogue for social professionals;
· Professionals don’t take policies for granted and confront local authorities with unjust consequences of their policies

Activities
· To carry out qualitative research into the dilemma’s professionals experience and the skills they need to apply democratic principles; 
· Debates on the politicization of social work;
· Organizing community of practices 
· …….





· 
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Some pre-conditions
· Ensure the right participants are present, as you want to arrive at a jointly agreed and understood picture of the desired impact of eco-social work.
· Consider how many participants do you want to take part of the session. 8 would be a minimum, 12 maximum. If you have more than twenty you choose to divide group into smaller groups.  
· Normally 2 or 2,5 hours should be enough;
· Consider using visualisation techniques. Start by asking participants to draw/describe their own vision, which serves as inputs and inspiration for a joint vision.
· Consider to organise it outside you	r institution, if possible, somewhere outside in an inspiring and quiet environment.
· Before you start, explain the purpose of the envisioning sessions and introduce the impact pathway. Tp prepare them, you can send participants information in advance.


	
When facilitating an envisioning exercise, consider the following steps (duration is indicative):


	
Materials: flipcharts, pencils and post its


	Question 1 – 30-45 minutes

Impact

	Discuss with each other the following questions

1. What overarching goals/ fundamental change do you want to achieve with eco-social work: for whom and what? What is the social problem/issue you want to 'solve’? To which social issues do you want to respond

2. what principles/ideals/values of eco-social work do you think are important

Write your answers on the post its and prioritise.


	Question 2 – 15 – 30 minutes

Outcomes

	Answer the questions together:

1. What is needed in terms of knowledge, skills and attitude to realise the fundamental change?

2. Who do you need for that?

3. Create a ranking of the three most important outcomes

Place the strips on the flipchart and make visible how the outcomes contribute to the impact and how the outcomes reinforce each other.



	Question 3 – 30 minutes

Output


	Identify together which tangible results are needed to realise the outcomes and respond to the issues/themes you have identified

	Question 4 –

20 minutes
	If you work together with different groups.

· Hang the flipcharts next to each other. Each group presents what their discussion has led to.

· After each group has presented its flipchart identify similarities and differences in impact and outcomes and outputs.
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Actions

Send the short introduction and invitation to delegates to participate to A and R for checking. Needs to be clear that this is a try out and will be asking people to organize sessions in their own countries. Need to decide whether to have limited target number and whether we participate and/or help the set up. 

Build the session into the agenda – 1 hr in nature and up to 2 hrs in workshops

Numbers up to 24/25 in person.

Possibly set up an online workshop with another facilitator (to be prepared).

Send the updated briefing to A and R
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