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AbsTRAcT

Today’s constantly deepening environmental problems have brought about the need to remold 
current work cultures along the lines of green thinking. However, profound differences still prevail 
between the different strands of green thought and practice with regard to the greening of work. 
The main purpose of this paper is to look in more detail at the arguments and implications of 
two differing positions, namely ‘environmentalism’ and ‘ecologism’. The ideas of corporate social 
responsibility, green jobs, and downshifting are chosen as objects for closer scrutiny. A critical ex-
amination of these contemporary discourses leads to the conclusion that at least so far, they all 
remain within the confines of environmentalism: no radical changes are presupposed in the current 
ways of working or in our relationship with the non-human world. Viewed from the perspective of 
ecologism, the studied greening efforts remain too reformist and anthropocentric to be capable of 
making work truly ‘green’.
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Introduction

The steady deterioration of environmental conditions and the depletion of natural 
resources have provided a marked impetus to begin transforming work along the 
lines of green thinking. In recent years, these different environmental strategies have 

included, for example, organizational changes (e.g. Docherty et al. 2009; Isles 2008; 
Ramus 2002; Senge et al. 2008; Zadek 2001), worker mobilization (Mayer 2008;  
Silverman 2006; UNEP 2007), green job programs (e.g. Jones 2008; Renner et al. 2008), 
and work-time reduction programs (e.g. Coote et al. 2010; Hayden 2000; Schor 2010). 
Three main subject areas are now to be considered when discussing the greening of 
work. The first is the greening of existing jobs (e.g. championing green initiatives at the 
workplace; providing opportunities for employees to participate in environmental work 
within companies). The second is the creation of new ‘green-collar’ jobs through envi-
ronmental protection. The third is the extension of informal and subsistence work at the 
expense of formal wage labor by introducing, for example, more flexible work practices 
and employment time reduction policies. The underlying idea with this last approach is 
to provide the time needed for people to participate in the building of a more sustain-
able society and in the creation of new opportunities for simple living (e.g. Andrews and 
Urbanska 2010; Hayden 1999). 

As planetary boundaries – i.e. the natural limits to humanity’s use of the planet – 
are closing in (e.g. Butchart et al. 2010; Monastersky 2009; Rockström et al. 2009), the 
necessity for the ‘ecologization’ of current work cultures becomes increasingly evident 
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(Littig and Grießler 2005). However, this immediately begs the question: How green is 
green enough when it comes to the greening of work? We cannot seriously explore this 
question without a general framework within which the ‘greenness’ of these various 
greening efforts can be established with more clarity and detail. The main purpose of 
this paper is to present such a framework, and to demonstrate its use in practice. 

The approach used in this paper is in many ways similar to that used by Kilbourne 
(1995), but applied in a different setting. Kilbourne (ibid.) set out to clarify the nature 
of green advertising with the purpose of demonstrating that the concept is far more 
complex than is normally suggested. As a result, he was able to bring into the advertis-
ing literature a ‘clearer delineation of what an ecological perspective entails and how it 
is qualitatively different from an environmental perspective’ (ibid., p. 7; see also Dobson 
2000). In a similar vein, and based on relevant debates in environmental philosophy/
politics, sociology and organizational management, this paper sets out first to explore 
(on a conceptual level) the differences between these two types of green (i.e. environ-
mentalism and ecologism) and how they relate to the greening of work. In the second 
part of the paper, this two-fold distinction will be used in practice to assess the green 
character of three prominent approaches to greening the work, namely corporate social 
responsibility, green jobs and downshifting.

It should be noted that the focus of this paper is on the wealthier industrialized 
countries and their institutions of work. The topic is especially relevant for the Nordic 
countries which have traditionally paid a great deal of attention to both the promotion 
of sustainable development and to the modernization of their working life institutions. 
However, at the same time, these countries still substantially exceed their environmental 
space (in the list of countries of over a million people with the largest ecological foot-
print, the Nordic countries, for example, all rank in the top 20) (WWF 2010). It is also 
known that these same countries will face the burden of cutting their greenhouse gas 
emissions by up to 95 percent by 2050 in order to avoid dangerous climate change (e.g. 
Hare 2009). For all wealthy industrialized countries, the need for wholesale economic 
restructuring is rapidly becoming more acute (e.g. Barbier 2009; Brown 2008; Friedman 
2008). Thus current work practices must be also adjusted to meet the requirements of a 
general ‘sustainability agenda’ (e.g. Nielsen et al. 2010).

Two-fold approach to the greening of work

Before embarking on the main task of this paper, a brief excursion is in order to put the 
recent development in green thought into a historical perspective. The three major eco-
political preoccupations that have developed over the last four decades can be identified 
in the themes of participation, survival, and emancipation (Eckersley 1992). 

Early environmental activism and debates on the ‘crisis of participation’ gained 
marked prominence in the 1960s along with the rise of the civil rights movement. No 
serious thought was given at the time to the notion that there may be ecological limits to 
growth that cannot be overcome by better planning and management (ibid., p. 8). Public 
concern over environmental problems was therefore widely interpreted as being con-
cerned with only participatory and distributional issues (i.e. who gets to exercise power 
over nature, and on whose behalf) (ibid., p. 9). The ‘limits to growth’ debate of the 1970s 
had a significant impact on the rise of the survivalist perspective, which emphasized that 
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the environmental crisis was, in essence, about the very survival of humanity rather than 
a mere management problem (Goldsmith et al. 1972; Meadows et al. 1972). The third, 
emancipatory phase of ecopolitical inquiry, which has been developing since the early 
1980s, has tried to form a creative synthesis of the themes of participation and survival 
by focusing on a more encompassing theme, that of ‘crisis of culture and character’  
(Eckersley 1992, p. 29). In contrast to the rather pessimistic views of the survivalists, 
 emancipatory theorists have regarded the environmental crisis as also offering an  
opportunity for cultural renewal and moral development, that is, an opportunity to  
re-evaluate our place within the larger ecosystem (Roszak 1979).

A rather wide variety of environmental positions is to be found within the now 
mainstream emancipatory tradition, ranging from environmentalism to ecologism with 
multiple positions in between, such as resource conservation, human welfare ecology, 
and preservationism (cf. Eckersley 1992). For practical and heuristic reasons (see section 
‘The actual greenness of three contemporary approaches towards the greening of work’), 
this paper excludes these midrange positions within the emancipatory tradition and fo-
cuses only on the opposite ends of the continuum (environmentalism vs. ecologism). 

In order to situate the environmentalist and ecologist positions properly within 
the emancipatory tradition, one needs to look more closely at these differing positions  
using two dimensions: the political and the positional (position of humans in nature) (cf.  
Kilbourne 1995). Within the political dimension, it is necessary to examine where these 
two positions lie in the reformist-radical continuum. As we see below, the environmental-
ist position considers reformist strategies sufficient for making work ‘green’, whereas the 
ecologist position argues for the need of a more paradigmatic change. The main question 
within the positional dimension revolves around the anthropocentric/ecocentric cleavage, 
that is, how these two positions perceive the role of humans vis-à-vis nature (cf. Eckersley 
1992). This investigation will reveal that the proponents of environmentalism tend to 
see instrumental value in nature for purely human purposes, whereas the proponents of 
ecologism also value the non-human world for its own sake. The decision to focus solely 
on the opposite ends of the environmental continuum will also affect the nature of the 
literature used in the following analysis, that is, the selected literature will display schol-
arly relevance, with regard to two broad positions in particular: the ‘reformist anthropo-
centric’ and the ‘radical ecocentric’. This will effectively exclude midrange positions from 
consideration, such as those of social ecologists who support political radicalism but only 
within the confines of anthropocentrism (e.g. Bookchin 1980).

Environmentalism vs. Ecologism: political dimension

While in agreement that some form of transition towards more sustainable or green work 
practices is needed, environmentalist strategies for actually making this happen can exist 
in very different forms. Within the environmentalist position, the preferred mode of cri-
tique is that of reformism, which includes a strong belief in so-called ‘techno-fix’ options 
that operate within the framework of the status quo (Dobson 2000; Kilbourne 1995). 
Reformist strategies typically focus on reducing the throughput of energy and materials 
in the economic system by advocating the so-called efficiency revolution. Social imagina-
tion is thus concentrated within this position primarily on the revision of means (i.e. new 
technology and planning) rather than on the revision of goals (Sachs 1995, p. 439). 
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The ecologist position, on the other hand, questions the underlying assumptions of 
Western civilization and its values and argues for restructuring of global political and 
economic institutions along more ecological lines (Dobson 2000; Merchant 1992). To 
begin with, the proponents of this more radical ecology stance argue that the consump-
tion of material goods by individuals in affluent industrial societies should be reduced if 
we are going to live within Earth’s natural limits (Dobson 2000, p. 16). Secondly, they 
argue that the institution of a much lower level of economic activity, together with a 
much simpler and (materially) less affluent lifestyle could very well provide wider and 
more profound forms of fulfillment than that provided by the present consumer society 
(Baxter 1999, p. 197; see also Dobson 2000). 

Within the context of work, the environmentalism position subscribes to the need 
to transcend the ‘jobs versus environment’ rhetoric towards the promotion of greener 
employment. The proponents of environmentalism thus view environmental protection 
as a welcomed opportunity for enhanced growth and job creation. Hence the notion 
of ‘double dividend’ is used to describe the situation in which environmental regula-
tion stimulates investment and therefore employment within, for example, the emerging 
clean-technology industry (Crowley 1999). However, despite the willingness to move 
beyond making only superficial ecological improvements (i.e. from remedying ecological 
decline to actually greening industry), the proponents of environmentalism do not call 
into question the prevailing view of post-industrial society as a technological, affluent, 
service society (Crowley 1999; Kilbourne 1995). In contrast, the proponents of ecolo-
gism envisage a different kind of society. They strongly oppose, for example, the idea of 
a workless future, where automated production will enable people to concentrate most 
of their time on expanding services, greater leisure and (material) satisfaction (Dobson 
2000). The idea of merely waiting for ‘free handouts from the faceless world of technol-
ogy’ (Allaby and Bynyard 1980, p. 210) seems unattractive for the proponents of ecolo-
gism for a number of reasons, including the fact that this scenario fails to take account 
of the problems of sustainability on a finite planet. Another major point of critique 
against the workless future is that the proponents of ecologism consider work – but not 
necessarily in the form of paid employment – to be a necessity of the human condition, 
that is, something which uplifts the spirit, brings meaning to daily life, and even helps to 
create oneself (Roszak 1978; Porritt 1984; Dobson 2000).

As social concepts, environmentalism and ecologism also have differing views about 
the future of work organization. The proponents of environmentalism, as reformists, 
are inclined to support the dominant perspective on this issue, that is, that goods and 
services will be increasingly produced and delivered through employment (cf. Williams 
2007). The proponents of ecologism, on the other hand, seek to expand this vision to 
include work beyond employment. From their perspective, formal employment has a 
tendency to promote open economies (cf. Williams 2007), whereas the development 
of informal work would be more in line with the overall desire for a more localized 
and self-reliant form of economic development (Dobson 2000). For the proponents of 
ecologism, the reasoning behind favoring more self-supporting and informal social and 
economic arrangements boils down to the notion that today’s expanding economy has 
to constantly make up for the work it destroys (e.g. due to investments in labor-saving 
technology) by generating new jobs that are dependent on ‘opening up massive new 
markets by stimulating wants and wasteful appetites’ (Roszak 1978, p. 233). The works 
of people like Roszak (1978) and Taylor (1991) recognize the risks involved with these 
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kinds of employment opportunities in terms of loss of responsibility and personal en-
gagement. Taylor (ibid.), for example, has attempted to demonstrate how our current 
society is prone to foster radical anthropocentrism, that is, how it makes us take an 
instrumental stance to all facets of our life and surroundings, to nature and to our social 
arrangements (pp. 58-59). It has thus been suggested that the prevailing attitude toward 
nature has been transformed ‘from one of reverence and harmony to one of exploita-
tion and domination’ (Kilbourne 1995, p. 11). The proponents of environmentalism 
maintain the position that technological advancements and legislative action will suffice 
to safeguard the environment and our future in it, whereas the proponents of ecologism 
also argue for a more fundamental cultural change (i.e. a shift away from the dominant 
social paradigm and toward a more ecologically based world view) (Kilbourne 1995, 
p. 12). This anthropocentric/ecocentric cleavage that divides these two positions will be 
dealt with more closely below.

Environmentalism vs. Ecologism: positional dimension

Sharp political differences aside, the environmentalist position and the ecologist position 
both have their own philosophically consistent views of nature’s value, and these views 
will put them at the opposite ends of the anthropocentric-ecocentric continuum. The 
proponents of environmentalism subscribe to the dominant social paradigm stemming 
from Enlightenment thinking, which assumes the supremacy of humans over non-hu-
man entities (Kilbourne 1995). The more radical green thinking adhered to by the pro-
ponents of ecologism, on the other hand, suggests that the non-human nature constitutes 
a source of independent value. This view can be dissected into two different strands: one 
is the idea that there is an intrinsic value to non-human nature, and the second is the no-
tion that the human-centered (or anthropocentric) view of the world should be rejected 
(Bromley 2004, p. 99). The proponents of ecologism are thus convinced that a much 
more humble and humane approach of harmony with ecological processes is needed 
than that acknowledged by the more moderate, anthropocentrically minded environ-
mentalists (e.g. O’Riordan 1981).

On the whole, the proponents of environmentalism tend to be more pragmatic than 
their ecocentric counterparts in their willingness to ‘seek a balance among goods, envi-
ronmental or otherwise, insofar as all goods are weighed on the scales of human interest’ 
(Whiteside 2002, p. 10). The proponents of ecologism remain suspect that this kind of 
process of balancing values leaves environmental goods too vulnerable to continued ex-
ploitation, and that the only viable solution is to replace anthropocentrism with a more 
encompassing ecocentric ethic (ibid., p. 10; see also Eckersley 1992). The notion of the 
need for this kind of sweeping ethical re-assessment has been strongly criticized by the 
moderate or ‘enlightened’ anthropocentrists, who hold that ‘one does not need to appre-
ciate or value the non-human in order to recognize that humans, in virtually everything 
they do, are dependent upon the natural world’ (Wells and Lynch 2000, p. 35; see also 
Norton 1991, p. 226). The moderately anthropocentric environmentalist position thus 
argues for a more gradualist, or reformist strategy with the aim of heightening aware-
ness that ‘it serves no one’s interest to (over-)exploit natural resources or treat other be-
ings cruelly or inhumanely’ (Hayward 1995, p. 62). Another point of critique against the 
pursuit of an ecocentric ethic is the fact that man’s conscious actions are anthropocentric 
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by definition (Williams 1992). In other words, any ethic is a human construction, even if 
it is formulated with no hint of self-interest (Wells and Lynch 2000, p. 29). However, the 
proponents of ecologism are themselves willing to admit that the pursuit of an ecocen-
tric environmental ethic will always be at least weakly anthropocentric (Dobson 2000, 
p. 55). Smith (1998) sums up this question well by stating: ‘The question, then, is not 
how we escape human valuation but whether it is possible to think of ways in which 
the value of natural things is not subordinate to the way they gratify the consumption 
patterns of human beings’ (p. 5).

What, then, are the implications of this anthropocentric/ecocentric debate with 
regard to the greening of work? One way to approach this question is to consider the 
challenge of cultivating environmental awareness and responsibility in today’s work 
society. To begin with, the latest discussions on the world of work show that the puri-
tan work ethic is still very much alive (e.g. Donkin 2010). In addition to this, the con-
cept of work has been rather successfully reified (at least within the advanced Western 
economies), which means that work is still mainly viewed as a ‘job’ that is done for an 
employer for pay. From the perspective of ecologism, ecocentric ethics could be seen 
as a counterforce to the dominance of such a work ethic that at the moment allows 
workers to effectively deny responsibility for what they do at work. In other words, if 
workers feel that they are already doing their part as productive members of society, 
there is no incentive for them to begin asking questions at a deeper level, such as ‘Is 
this job honest and useful?’ or ‘Is it a real contribution to the human and non-human 
need?’ (cf. Roszak 1978, p. 220). The proponents of environmentalism, on the other 
hand, would likely argue that there is no need to go as far as cultivating strictly eco-
centric ethics in order to strengthen the role of environmental attitudes in everyday 
work and life. Instead, they would prefer a more moderate, anthropocentric solution 
to this challenge that is based on the belief that ‘if humans get clear enough about their 
own best interests, then they will realize that these coincide with the interests of the 
rest of nature’ (Hayward 1995, p. 63). 

It can be concluded, then, that the politically radical and ecocentric nature of the 
ecologism position sets it clearly apart from the more mainstream environmentalism 
position. The proponents of ecologism are keen to push for a profound change in the 
dominant social paradigm and to question the notion of human supremacy over nature. 
The proponents of environmentalism, on the other hand, remain content with the cur-
rent political, economic and social practices. These ‘anthropocentric environmentalists’ 
are also unlikely to argue for the intrinsic value of the non-human environment, or to 
be convinced of the need to readjust their anthropocentric view of the world in any 
significant way.

The actual greenness of three contemporary approaches  
towards the greening of work

Based on this discussion, we have now gained a better understanding of some of the 
major differences - both political and positional - between the environmentalist position 
and the ecologist position. Other well-established distinctions could also be used in a 
broadly similar way to describe these differing positions, such as ‘shallow green’ vs. ‘deep 
green’ (cf. Naess 1995), or ‘weak sustainability’ vs. ‘strong sustainability’ (cf. Pearce et al. 
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1989). However, for the remaining discussion about the ‘greenness’ of current develop-
ments in work life, Dobson’s (2000) well-known distinction between ‘environmentalism’ 
and ‘ecologism’ seems to be the most descriptive (i.e. both the political and the positional 
dimension are included here). As was mentioned at the beginning of the paper, Kilbourne 
(1995) has examined the relationship between ecology and advertising with an approach 
that is based on this particular distinction between environmentalism and ecologism. 
In fact, in order to clarify the nature of green advertising, he used five different types of 
green which were (from least to most political and human positional): environmental-
ism, conservationism, human welfare ecology, preservationism, and ecologism (Kilbourne 
1995; see also Eckersley 1992). Even though Kilbourne’s classification highlights the fact 
that, in reality, there is a whole spectrum of positions between environmentalism and 
ecologism, it appears to be a somewhat too detailed approach to be used as a fully op-
erational conceptual device (i.e. it is difficult to find real-life examples that fall clearly 
into just one of these categories). For practical and heuristic reasons, then, and to avoid 
some of the problems that can be expected with such a comprehensive level of detail, a 
two-fold distinction (environmentalism vs. ecologism) will be used below to examine 
the green character of three separate approaches, namely corporate social responsibility, 
green-collar jobs and downshifting. These particular approaches were chosen as promi-
nent representatives of the three main subject areas that need to be considered when  
discussing the greening of work (i.e. the greening of existing jobs, the creation of new 
‘green-collar’ jobs by environmental protection, and the extension of informal and sub-
sistence work at the expense of formal wage labor). The purpose, however, is not to  
compare one approach against another, but rather to provide more insight into the  
‘greenness’ of each of these greening efforts with the help of the created framework.  
As a result, instead of providing an exhaustive account of the three approaches under 
scrutiny, the focus will simply be on trying to place these approaches correctly within the 
proposed political and positional scales.

Corporate social responsibility

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) represents the first of three subject areas concern-
ing the greening of work, that is, the greening of existing jobs. In short, CSR can be de-
scribed as ‘a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in 
their business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary 
basis’ (EC 2001, p. 6). What started as an effort by various charities and non-govern-
mental organizations to push CSR higher up the corporate agenda has now evolved into 
a flourishing profession and an industry in its own right, with its physical manifestations 
such as education programs, business school chairs, professional organizations and jour-
nals (Crook 2005; Kallio 2006). The conceptions of CSR have been fundamentally im-
pacted, for example, by the Brundtland Report of 1987 (Dobers and Springett 2010). As 
a core response of global business to the need to promote sustainable development, CSR 
thus rests on three well-known pillars: economic growth, ecological balance, and social 
progress (Clapp and Dauvergne 2005, p. 225). From an environmental perspective, CSR 
activities have particularly included the use of ‘environmentally friendly’ technologies, 
and pursuit of higher levels of environmental performance through recycling and pollu-
tion abatement (e.g. McWilliams et al. 2006).
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Ehrenfeld (2008) has argued that business – as the most powerful global institution 
in terms of financial power, and as the largest employer – should be a key target for 
institutional change regarding sustainability (i.e. for making work more green). He also 
anticipates that if businesses begin to operate with a new set of sustainability beliefs and 
norms, their employees are likely to express and practice these new views in other life ar-
eas (ibid., p. 200). The adoption of well-crafted CSR programs could therefore be used, 
for their part, to transform some of the more outdated work-related practices and at-
titudes towards more sustainable ones as part of the overall ‘sustainability transition’. 

What then, is the proper place for CSR within the two-fold distinction between 
environmentalism and ecologism? To begin with the political dimension, Jallow (2009) 
has interestingly demonstrated that radicalism and CSR are not necessarily exclusive 
concepts, but that in the present situation the reformists have ‘claimed’ the CSR debate 
and therefore disempowered those who would bring about more fundamental changes 
(p. 321). As Kallio (2006, p. 173) observes, the CSR discourse has, either explicitly or 
implicitly, silenced the most sensitive topics that could threaten its own legitimacy, such 
as continuous economic growth. In a similar vein, Valor (2005) has described how the 
discourse of CSR has largely been turned into PR exercises rather than endeavoring to 
rethink and reshape corporate internal management in any serious way. This kind of 
‘managerial capture’ has led to a situation in which ‘social and environmental perfor-
mances are not seen as an end in themselves but as a source of competitive advantage 
or a condition to be competitive’ (ibid., p. 199). Empirical evidence also suggests that 
even in companies that are positioned highly in terms of greenness, the principal motiva-
tion for going green has usually been stakeholder pressure, government legislation, and 
the opportunity to enhance the corporate image (Saha and Darnton 2005). Thus, CSR 
practices clearly appear to be more reformist than radical in nature (i.e. the emphasis 
is clearly on improving environmental performance rather than on pursuing more pro-
found structural or attitudinal changes).

With regard to the positional dimension, there seems to be little or no discussion in 
the field of CSR of the possible need to shift the balance from anthropocentrism to eco-
centrism. In other words, even though CSR practitioners and advocates are beginning 
to take a more active role in environmental protection, the ecocentric logic is still alien 
to the majority of them (Pina e Cunha et al. 2008). This becomes evident if we look, 
for example, at the apparent lack of progress on the research and practice of ‘ecocentric 
management’, a concept that was originally coined by Shrivastava already in the mid-
1990s (Pina e Cunha et al. 2008; Shrivastava 1995). The proponents of the ecocentric 
management paradigm, in which organizations seek to establish more harmonious rela-
tionships between their natural and social environments, have so far failed to establish 
any stronghold in the field of CSR. At the present stage of development, CSR thus ap-
pears to be green only in the weakest sense (environmentalism). 

Green-collar jobs

The second important subject area concerning the greening of work is the creation of  
new green jobs, or green-collar jobs, through environmental protection. In a land-
mark study on the impact of an emerging global ‘green economy’ in the world of work 
(Renner et al. 2008), green jobs were defined as ‘work in agricultural, manufacturing, 
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research and development (R&D), administrative, and service activities that contrib-
ute substantially to preserving or restoring environmental quality’. According to Jones 
(2008), today’s green-collar workers are those who install solar panels, retrofit buildings 
to make them more efficient, refine waste oil into biodiesel, and construct transit lanes, 
etc. (p. 13). The transition to a sustainable, low-carbon economy will be a mixture of 
technological innovations, shifts in business and investment strategies, and a new set of 
policies that will involve businesses, workers, communities, and movements (Renner et 
al. 2008, p. 277). Trade unions in particular have been at the forefront of the discussions 
on green jobs creation with the aim of ensuring that job loss as a result of environmental 
transition is minimized, and that the inevitable shifts in employment patterns and skill 
profiles do not occur at the expense of decent work and decent terms and conditions 
(e.g. TUC 2008). 

The mainstream green jobs discourse does not seem to fit easily within either the 
environmentalist or the ecologist position. The language used in the joint ILO/UNEP/
ITUC/IOE report on green jobs (Renner et al. 2008), for example, reflects a rather am-
biguous mindset on many key issues. On the one hand, the report discusses (in line with 
the ecologist position) the possible importance of work time reduction programs in or-
der to share available work better, and the possibility that a sustainable economy might 
need a new economic theory that abandons the outdated assumption that quantitative 
growth is unconditionally desirable (Renner et al. 2008, p. 83).

On the other hand, the report seems to approach the greening of work mostly as 
a series of investments and technological innovations (i.e. promoting renewable energy 
sources and replacing inefficient machinery, equipment, buildings, and vehicles with more 
efficient models) (Renner et al. 2008, p. 83; see also Deitche 2010; Llewellyn et al. 2008). 
Thus, despite some concessions made towards the ecologist position, the ideas presented 
in the report are clearly more politically reformist than radically transformative. Another 
joint report on green jobs, prepared by the Center on Wisconsin Strategy, the Workforce 
Alliance, and the Apollo Alliance (White and Walsh 2008), draws broadly similar conclu-
sions, while suggesting that the common aim of business leaders and trade unions is to 
save jobs and create new ones by focusing principally on investments in innovation, new 
technology and energy efficiency (see also Canadian Labor Congress 2000). In a simi-
lar vein, Jones, the author of the influential book ‘The Green-Collar Economy’ (2008), 
argues that at this stage, making ‘maximum demands’, such as directly challenging the 
paradigm of growth and consumption, would only create more resistance than support. 
Instead, he would prefer making only ‘minimal demands’, that is, to use more ‘family 
friendly eco-populism’ that can mobilize and unite large amounts of people who would 
otherwise be turned off by a more extreme set of demands (ibid., p. 93).

With regard to the human positional scale, we already saw that green jobs are 
defined as jobs that should contribute substantially to preserving or restoring envi-
ronmental quality. Although this sounds promising from the perspective of the ecolo-
gist position, the green jobs discourse nevertheless appears to be rather closely tied to  
‘nature as resource’ and management efficiency (e.g. Llewellyn et al. 2008; Renner  
et al. 2008; TUC 2008). However, there is at least one notable exception that explicitly 
states an intrinsic value motivation. Jones (2008) has argued that the transition towards 
an inclusive, green economy rests on three transformative principles: equal protection 
for all, equal opportunity for all, and reverence for all creation. From the perspective of 
the ecologism position, the third principle is especially interesting, because it states that 
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‘our commitment must be deeper than a desire merely to maximize the utility of other 
living beings and ecosystems for our own desires and pursuits’ (ibid., p. 75). 

Overall, then, the green jobs discourse is able to transcend, at times, the environ-
mentalist position on both the political and positional scale. However, it still fails to 
qualify as a member of the ecologist position. This is mainly because the ecological crisis 
is still approached within this discourse largely as a management problem (albeit a se-
vere one) that can be solved within the dominant social paradigm, that is, without any 
major political, social or ‘metaphysical’ transformation. 

Downshifting

The third subject area concerning the greening of work covers all the issues and phe-
nomena that strive to strengthen the role of more self-supporting and informal social 
and economic arrangements at the expense of formal wage labor. Downshifting is one 
such phenomenon that has gained popularity in recent years – especially within the 
wealthy western world – as an alternative to today’s frenetic work and consumption-
orientated lifestyle (Andrews and Urbanska 2010; Chhetri et al. 2009a). In short, 
downshifting is about working less, spending less, and doing things differently (e.g. 
Juniu 2000). Or, to be more precise, it can be understood as a ‘long term change in 
lifestyle other than planned retirement, which has been accompanied by the earning of 
less money’ (Chhetri et al. 2009b, p. 349). The concepts of ‘voluntary simplicity’, ‘sea 
change’ and ‘downshifting’ are often used interchangeably in the literature, and de-
spite subtle differences, they all suggest a voluntary simplification of lifestyle in order 
to achieve an improvement in the quality of life (Chhetri et al. 2009b; see also Etzioni 
1998). Available evidence also suggests that attitudes towards the environment may 
influence the decision to downshift (e.g. Leonard-Barton 1981; Shama and Wisenblit 
1984; Iwata 1997). 

To explain the different motivations underlying voluntary simplicity behaviors, 
Leonard-Barton (1981), for example, has come up with a typology consisting of three 
types of individuals, namely ‘conservers’, ‘crusaders’, and ‘conformists’. Conservers 
consider frugality a way of life that above all makes economic sense, whereas for 
crusaders, the motivation to engage in voluntary simplicity behaviors is born of a 
strong sense of social responsibility (i.e. a concern for the world’s dwindling resources) 
(Leonard-Barton 1981, p. 248). Conformists, on the other hand, dutifully recycle re-
sources, cut down on meat consumption, etc., mostly because they are just following 
the example set by their more environmentally minded neighbors in the community 
(ibid.). More recently, Chhetri et al. (2009b) set out to explore the characteristics of 
downshifters in more detail and found that, for the participants in their case study, 
the most important reasons to downshift were the need to gain additional time with 
the family, improved control over one’s life, and greater fulfillment. Somewhat sur-
prisingly, then, only a small minority of those who had chosen to downshift could be 
labeled as ‘ecocentric downshifters’ who hold pro-environmental attitudes and express 
a desire to live a less materialistic lifestyle (ibid.). 

More research is therefore clearly needed for assessing the actual level of commit-
ment of downshifters to the tenets of voluntary simplicity (cf. Chhetri et al. 2009a), but 
for now, it is safe to assume that in today’s society there might be more pressing (e.g. 
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health- and family-related) reasons for people to jump off the ‘frenetic work treadmill’ 
than the pursuit of a truly ecocentric way of life. On the positional scale, then, the 
proper place for downshifters remains to be determined. Similar difficulties can be en-
countered when trying to pinpoint downshifters on the political scale. On the one hand, 
downshifting represents a promising possibility – especially from the perspective of the 
ecologism position – of the revival of the informal economy in which people work for 
themselves and one another, on tasks that are valuable to themselves (cf. Robertson 
1983). As Hayden (1999) points out, ‘the more time free from employment, the more 
energy people can devote to these alternatives outside the global market’, and ‘the more 
developed these alternatives, the less dependent people will be on employment in the 
market to meet their needs’ (p. 54). On the other hand, it can be argued that, despite all 
its radical potential, downshifting represents in reality a rather moderate form of vol-
untarily simplicity. In other words, downshifting is being practiced for the most part by 
economically well off and secure people who ‘voluntarily give up some consumer goods 
(often considered luxuries) they could readily afford, but basically maintain their rather 
rich and consumption-oriented lifestyle’ (Etzioni 1998, p. 622). It can be concluded, 
then, that as an emerging work life phenomenon, downshifting clearly has the potential 
to shift the balance from the environmentalism position towards the ecologism position. 
Available evidence suggests, however, that this potential has not yet been fully realized 
in practice (e.g. Chhetri et al. 2009b; Twenge 2010). 

discussion 

This paper’s overview on the different tenets and beliefs of two differing green posi-
tions revealed that the proponents of ecologism are clearly more willing to ‘push the 
envelope’ beyond what the more moderate environmentalists would consider to be the 
most feasible and attainable course of action for dealing with our current environmental 
problems. However, it can be argued that these positions could also have a lot to learn 
from each other. For one thing, the proponents of ecologism could learn from their more 
pragmatic counterparts not to allow their ‘utopian aspirations’ to settle as mere mental 
compensation for the shortcomings of the status quo (cf. Eckersley 1992). Instead, they 
should strive to connect their aspirations more closely with an understanding of existing 
power relations and forces for change (cf. Hayward 1994). From this perspective, the 
proponents of ecologism should pay heed to André Gorz’s advice (which was originally 
given to the ecological Left):

‘We have to start out from what work is and what work really means today in order to 
transform it, reduce it and expand the scope for autonomous activities, production for 
one’s own use, and self-realization for every-one’ (Gorz 1994, p. 64).

In contrast, the proponents of environmentalism could learn about their counterparts’ 
willingness to ‘venture beyond the given’ and to question the taken-for-granted nature 
of the present (cf. Eckersley 1992, p. 186). The proponents of environmentalism may 
also start feeling pressure to reflect their chosen gradualist and reformist environmental 
strategy in light of the fact that the ‘planetary boundaries’ are already closing in (e.g. 
Rockström et al. 2009). This means, for example, that it is becoming more and more 
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difficult to wait for the more time-consuming processes, such as the cultivation of envi-
ronmental awareness and responsibility, to play out. Hence needs are emerging to learn 
‘the art of rapid transition’ (cf. Boyle and Simms 2010). Compelling reasons thus exist 
for the proponents of environmentalism to start making more ‘maximum demands’ (cf. 
Jones 2008), despite the risk that in the process, people may be turned off by asking too 
much of them too fast.

One of the most pressing questions for further research relates to the challenge 
of how to introduce these transitory demands (whether reformist or radical) without 
creating too much resistance among the affected workers and their unions. To begin 
with, it can be expected that workers’ tasks and performances are easily influenced 
by environmental improvements: by efforts to use resources more economically or to 
substitute polluting chemicals with more ecological alternatives (Hvid and Lund 2002, 
p. 9). Secondly, some existing jobs may even disappear if a company decides to give up 
the manufacture of its existing products and focus upon more environmentally benign 
ones (ibid., p. 9). From this perspective, it would be interesting to look more closely 
at whether a concept such as ‘just transition’ could provide a joint platform for all 
the greening efforts (i.e. in a way that would bring the proponents of environmental-
ism and ecologism closer together). ‘Just transition’ is an emerging concept, promoted 
especially by trade unions, that recognizes that support for environmental policies 
depends on a fair distribution of the costs and benefits of those policies across the 
economy (e.g. TUC 2008; Renner et al. 2008). Within the context of work, different 
kinds of ‘just transition strategies’ could thus be utilized to reassure workers that the 
burdens of the change will be shared as equally as possible, and that there will also be 
support for re-educating and re-training those affected by the transitional measures 
(cf. TUC 2008). 

One of the concerns for workers and trade unions is also the fact that some 
new green jobs, such as recycling work, seem to involve serious occupational health 
hazards (Renner et al. 2009; TUC 2008). On that note, there clearly exists a win-
dow of opportunity for the formation of larger ‘blue-green coalitions’ between la-
bor and environmentalist groups around the need to reduce the risks of community  
and workplace exposures (Mayer 2009). According to Mayer (ibid., p. 192), these 
blue-green coalitions are the ideal forum in which a common agenda can be devel-
oped to promote both healthy jobs and a clean environment. In a similar way, just 
transition advocates, such as the Blue Green Alliance in the United States, have at-
tempted to bypass industry’s ‘jobs vs. environment’ framing by proposing so-called 
superfunds for workers displaced by environmental regulation (e.g. Gould et al. 
2004; Young 2003). These funds, generated through taxes on pollution, would offer, 
for example, wage replacement, training and educational benefits, health insurance, 
and retirement contributions (Young 2003). From a Nordic perspective, it is also in-
teresting to note how the just transition approach overlaps with the central principle 
of the ‘flexicurity approach’ that posits how ‘workers need income, employment, and 
labor security rather than a particular job in a particular industry with a particular 
employer’ (Renner et al. 2009, p. 291; see also Wilthagen and Tros 2004). As Renner 
et al. (ibid.) observe, the flexicurity approach – a model developed with success by 
Scandinavian countries, and now a key element of the European Employment Strat-
egy – may very well facilitate the effort to develop a ‘Just Transition’, at least within 
the European context.
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conclusion

The elastic nature of the label Green has necessitated green thinkers to create more effec-
tive ways to distinguish between different types of green (e.g. Dobson 2000; Naess 1995; 
Pearce et al. 1989). This is also true within the context of work, especially now, given the 
widespread awareness of the need to start transforming work along the lines of green 
thinking. This paper set out to show that rather profound differences still exist between 
different strands of green thought and practice that should be recognized more clearly 
when thinking about the greening of work. The dichotomy between environmentalism 
and ecologism, as presented in this paper, represents one viable approach for assessing 
the ‘greenness’ of current developments in work life with more clarity. However, it is also 
worth mentioning that there are interesting and rather ambitious discussions emerging 
that, for example, strive to altogether transcend the anthropocentrism-ecocentrism dual-
ity that has so far characterized environmental debates, especially in the English-speaking 
world (Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman 2009; Whiteside 2002). Thus, the aim here is 
to develop more integral approaches to environmental concerns that would be able to 
better appreciate the strengths of many approaches and methods while at the same time 
exposing their respective limits and blind spots (Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman 2009). 
This paper, however, proceeded perhaps from a more modest premise that if we continue 
to use terms such as ‘environmental’ and ‘ecological’ interchangeably and without mean-
ingful distinction, this could effectively prevent us from recognizing and realizing other 
possibilities and choices that might be needed to make work truly ‘green’. The conceptual 
framework created in this paper is able to make these distinctions more visible, as became 
evident when it was applied to three contemporary approaches to greening the work; at 
least so far, the discourses on CSR, green jobs and downshifting all remain too reformist 
and anthropocentric in nature to qualify as members of the ecologist position. They thus 
belong more appropriately to the environmentalist position, which does not presuppose 
any radical changes in our relationship with the non-human natural world, or in our 
mode of social and political life.

Examples abound, then, of ‘reformist anthropocentric’ approaches to greening the 
work. At the same time, however, the virtual absence of more ‘radical ecocentric’ green-
ing efforts raises the uncomfortable question of whether we are approaching the chal-
lenge of greening the work in the manner of the fabled drunkard ‘who lost the car keys 
but kept looking for them under the street lamp because that is where the light was’ (cf. 
Ehrenfeld 2008).
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