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The concept of “Ecohesion” offers a novel perspective on sustainable transitions
by emphasizing social cohesion as a central element. Drawing inspiration from
Herbert Gintis’s combination of macro social dynamics and micro behavioral
evidence, this framework integrates his theories on the interplay between social
norms, endogenous preferences, and institutional dynamics. By identifying four
fundamental social conditions—access to basic goods and services, decent jobs,
time affluence, and social capital—Ecohesion provides an analytical lens to assess
the sustainability and political feasibility of transition policies.
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1 Introduction

Achieving high levels of well-being for all within planetary boundaries is one of the
central challenges of the 21st century. While technological innovation and decarbonization
strategies are advancing rapidly, their successful implementation critically depends on the
social fabric within which they are embedded. Recent transformations—environmental
degradation, climate change, automation, and digitalization—have intensified existing
inequalities and contributed to the erosion of social cohesion across world societies.
This loss of social cohesion undermines the political feasibility and societal support for
transition policies.

These concerns echo a growing body of research arguing that transition strategies must
be embedded in a framework that respects both ecological ceilings and social foundations
(Raworth, 2017), and that climate progress and social justice must go hand in hand
(McCauley and Heffron, 2018). These frameworks are further reinforced by empirical work
showing that countries can meet basic human needs at lower levels of resource use if
supported by adequate public provisioning and social cohesion (O’Neill et al., 2018), and
that equitable labor sharing and universal services are prerequisites for the feasibility of a
post-growth future in Europe (D’Alessandro et al., 2020).

What is missing in the literature, however, is a dynamic integration of the role of
social cohesion into empirical modeling frameworks of the ecological transition. Integrated
assessment models (IAMs) which are designed to study potential socio-technical pathways
for the mitigation of climate change typically limit their representation of the impact
of transition on society to its effect on the labor market, excluding wider-reaching
impacts (Van Eynde et al., 2024). Emerging IAMs, particularly in the field of ecological
macroeconomics, increasingly give a central role to broader indicators of well-being which
measure the impact of the transition on aspects such as health, education, or democracy
(Oakes et al., 2020; Stoknes et al., 2025; Vogel et al., 2025). These models have not, however,
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included a feedback backwards from well-being indicators to the
progress of ecological transition itself.

This paper takes initial steps in filling this gap by presenting
a conceptual framework—Ecohesion—designed to operationalize
the two-way relationship between the ecological transition and
social cohesion. In this framework, social cohesion is not just a
desirable outcome, or co-benefit, of a transition, but is a necessary
component in allowing the policy conditions which facilitate
transition. With a mind to applications in empirical modeling,
the Ecohesion framework identifies four critical, and quantifiable,
social conditions—basic goods and services, decent jobs, time
affluence, and social capital—as transmission mechanisms between
public policy and sustainable well-being.

The central notion of Ecohesion, illustrated in Figure 1, is
that understanding how these key social conditions co-evolve with
economic, technological, and environmental systems is essential
for identifying sustainable and politically feasible policies that can
prevent the emergence of social barriers to the transition.

Easing the twin challenges of sustainability and social
justice requires breaking out of disciplinary silos. Ecological
economics, social psychology, political philosophy, and
behavioral science must converge to explain how human
behavior, institutional structures, and biophysical limits co-
evolve. In this spirit, Herbert Gintis’s work is a touchstone.
His call for a unified behavioral science (Gintis, 2009) and his
joint theorization of cooperation with Samuel Bowles (Bowles
and Gintis, 2011) undermine the narrow view of agents as
isolated utility maximizers and instead situate choice within
norms, identities, and institutions. Ecohesion inherits this lens:
it treats ecological sustainability and social cohesion as mutually
reinforcing, arguing that policies succeed when they align with
the normative, institutional, and relational underpinnings of
social life.

Building on Gintis’s behavioral foundations, Ecohesion
underscores how prosocial motivations and institutional design
co-evolve. The theory of strong reciprocity shows that people
not only cooperate but apply social norms at personal cost,
a mechanism central to the construction of trust and social
capital, and to any collective action endeavor (Gintis, 2000).
Likewise, the co-evolutionary dynamics between norms and
institutions (Bowles and Gintis, 2013) imply that the legitimacy
and uptake of transition policies hinge on perceived fairness and
procedural justice.

Methodologically, Ecohesion aligns with the agent-based
and complexity turn that Gintis helped to integrate into
mainstream in economics—capturing emergent social structures
among heterogeneous agents (Gintis, 2007)—and with his
notion of modular rationality, which emphasizes that decision-
making is context-dependent and shifts across moral, strategic,
and affective “modules” (Gintis, 2016). These insights directly
motivate our framework’s four social conditions as transmission
mechanisms through which policy interacts with behavior and
institutions. Ecohesion is thus both a tribute to and an extension
of Gintis’s interdisciplinary project: it integrates behavioral
realism, institutional co-evolution, and complexity methods
to design transition pathways that are socially cohesive and
ecologically viable.

2 Foundations: just transition,
integrated modeling and behavioral
sciences

There is a wealth of literature considering the socio-economic
dimension of the ecological transition. Much of this is centered
around the concept of a just transition (McCauley and Heffron,
2018; Galanis et al., 2025), which encompasses a wide range of
separate conceptual themes (Wang and Lo, 2021) and topical
focuses (Heffron, 2021). The idea that ecological transitions should
be socially just has been cited in international publications as early
as 2010 (UNFCCC, 2010; cited in Galanis et al., 2025) and is
now frequently incorporated in national and international reports
related to climate, nature, and energy. Within the just transition
literature, there is a focus on the necessity to employ a “whole-
systems approach” to understand the dynamic interplay between
social and ecological system change (Abram et al., 2022), including
the specific political economy considerations and tradeoffs inherent
in the transition (Newell and Mulvaney, 2013).

Just Transition approaches are closely related to the
Sustainability Transitions literature (Markard et al., 2012)
which analyzes the role of innovation in “socio-technical
transformations” (Markard and Truffer, 2008). This includes a
focus on the importance of a “multi-level perspective” which
integrates politics, culture, behavior, and policy (Geels, 2019)
and can be applied to sustainability transitions across a broad
range of actors (businesses, consumers, civil society, social
and political movements) and applied to a large number of
topics such as geography, ethics, governance, and behavioral
change (Köhler et al., 2019). While the multi-level perspective
is conceptually compatible with a systemic critique of the global
capitalist economic system, this line of research has so far been
underdeveloped within the sustainability transitions literature
(Feola, 2020).

Instead, the analysis of the role of capitalism in an ecological
transition has been a central concern of the de-growth and
post-growth research communities (Cahen-Fourot, 2020; Jordán,
2025). This literature has pointed to inescapable tradeoffs between
economic growth and environmental protection (Hickel and
Kallis, 2020) and investigates policies (Fitzpatrick et al., 2022)
and systemic changes (Hofferberth, 2025) which can allow for
human well-being and ecological preservation (Kallis et al., 2025).
A particularly active strain of post-growth research investigates
the material (O’Neill et al., 2018; Vélez-Henao and Pauliuk,
2023), energy (Arto et al., 2016; Brand-Correa and Steinberger,
2017; Vogel et al., 2021), and labor (McElroy and O’Neill, 2025)
requirements of a good life. This approach is closely related to the
Doughnut Economics analytical framework of social and planetary
boundaries (Raworth, 2017) which has been increasingly quantified
(Fanning et al., 2022; Gucciardi and Luzzati, 2024; Fanning and
Raworth, 2025). Post-growth approaches have also increasingly
been applied to macroeconomic modeling, creating a sub-field
of ecological macroeconomics (Rezai and Stagl, 2016; Hardt
and O’Neill, 2017; Svartzman et al., 2019), which is particularly
well suited to analyze demand-side economic and environmental
policies (Creutzig et al., 2018, 2022).

Frontiers in Behavioral Economics 02 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frbhe.2025.1650899
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/behavioral-economics
https://www.frontiersin.org


D’Alessandro et al. 10.3389/frbhe.2025.1650899

FIGURE 1

The ecohesion concept.

An acknowledged limit of these literatures is their reliance
on Global North knowledge systems (Ghosh et al., 2021) which
can be improved with further conversation with the Global South
(Escobar, 2015).

2.1 Integrated modeling and social
cohesion

One key methodology used to study the forward development
of economic and environmental systems is integrated assessment
modeling. Integrated assessment models (IAMs) are large-scale
computer models which integrate economic, technological, and
environmental aspects. Also referred to as “climate-economy”, or
“energy-environment-economy” models, these frameworks have
traditionally focused primarily on the problem of climate change,
although they are now being expanded to include representations
of biodiversity and nature (Salin et al., 2024; Kedward and Gonon,
2025).

IAMs are generally used to conduct scenario analysis, in which
the same underlying model is used to represent a number of
different storylines, or scenarios. Comparing differences between
scenarios generated in the same model can allow researchers to
isolate important variables to better understand how they impact
the transition. Comparison of similar scenarios created in different
models can then identify the importance of specific modeling
decisions and point to robust aspects of the transition which are
common across models.

For this approach to be effective, it is important for there to be
both a wide range of scenarios represented (McCollum et al., 2020),
and a meaningful diversity among the underlying models (Proctor,
2023), such that their results can be robust to specific modeling
choices and sufficiently cover the large range of questions which will
be relevant for the ecological transition. Of particular importance
to this diversity are the underlying modeling frameworks—such

as computable general equilibrium (CGE), partial-equilibrium,
macroeconometric, system dynamics, agent-based and stock-flow
consistent—which are represented in the literature, as each brings
different strengths and limitations (Nikas et al., 2019; Hafner et al.,
2020; IPCC, 2022).

Until now, connections between just transition and integrated
modeling have been made primarily at the level of scenario
analysis through the inclusion of a range of socio-economic model
outputs which speak to the desirability of a scenario. What is
lacking is an integration of social considerations into the dynamic
structure of the models themselves (Trutnevyte, 2019; Mathias,
2020). Ecohesion looks to fill this gap by identifying quantifiable
variables which can allow for building hard model features to
capture complex dynamics and feedbacks around social cohesion.
To do so, the approach draws heavily from the fields of behavioral
and experimental economics in order to operationalize the dynamic
complexity surrounding behavioral change and the development of
social cohesion.

2.2 Behavioral sciences and experimental
economics

Behavioral and experimental economics provide crucial micro-
foundations for the Ecohesion approach by revealing how
cooperation, trust, and adaptation emerge from interactions
among boundedly rational agents embedded in social contexts.
From this perspective, ecological transitions can be viewed
as both bottom-up and top-down processes: they depend, on
the one hand, on the collective capacity of individuals and
communities to coordinate costly actions for shared benefits,
and, on the other, on the institutional and structural conditions
that shape—or constrain—the behavioral responses to policy
interventions. Research in the behavioral sciences offers conceptual
and empirical tools to link these two dimensions, explaining how
preferences, norms, and expectations co-evolve with institutional
arrangements and how social cohesion conditions the feasibility of
ecological transformation.

The first behavioral dimension concerns collective action and
cooperation. Since the early studies on fairness and reciprocity (Fehr
and Schmidt, 1999; Camerer, 2003), experimental economics has
shown that ecological and social dilemmas often take the form
of public-goods or common-pool games in which individually
costly actions must be coordinated to secure diffuse, intertemporal
benefits under uncertainty (Ostrom, 2010; Tavoni et al., 2011;
Bucciol et al., 2023). Public-goods experiments consistently reveal
mechanisms of conditional cooperation and norm enforcement
that sustain collective efforts: most individuals contribute in
proportion to others’ actions and are willing to sanction free
riders at personal cost (Fehr and Gächter, 2002; Fischbacher
et al., 2001; Fehr et al., 2002). These dynamics highlight the
central role of fairness and perceived procedural justice in
maintaining cooperation. Cross-cultural research further shows
that the strength of cooperative norms and the prevalence of
antisocial punishment vary systematically with institutional trust
and inequality (Herrmann et al., 2008; Knack and Keefer, 1997),
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reinforcing the idea that relational infrastructures—shared norms,
reputational networks, and expectations of reciprocity—provide
legitimacy and stability for collective transitions. Climate-specific
“collective-risk” experiments confirm that groups succeed more
often when communication and coordination channels are open,
whereas inequality in endowments or burdens undermines success
unless compensatory mechanisms emerge early (Milinski et al.,
2008; Tavoni et al., 2011).

The second behavioral dimension concerns behavioral
adaptation and preference change. Behavioral economics and
social psychology show that preferences and expectations are
endogenous to institutions and evolve with policy design and
social meanings (Bowles, 1998; Bowles and Polania-Reyes, 2012;
Young, 2015; Bicchieri, 2017). Framing transitions through this
lens foregrounds societies’ adaptive capacity: informational,
normative, and distributive environments jointly determine
whether individuals adjust smoothly or resist top-down demands
for change. Evidence from household energy and consumption
behavior points to short-run “action-and-backsliding” cycles
followed by slower cumulative learning (Allcott and Rogers,
2014). Meta-analyses of choice-architecture interventions confirm
that the stability and magnitude of behavioral effects depend
heavily on context and design (Mertens et al., 2022; Hummel and
Maedche, 2019). Research on habits complements this view by
showing that routine formation is a key channel through which
pro-environmental behavior becomes self-sustaining (Mazar et al.,
2021). The motivation-crowding literature further clarifies when
extrinsic incentives substitute for or erode intrinsic motives:
poorly framed fines or subsidies can transform moral norms into
prices, dampening cooperation (Gneezy and Rustichini, 2000;
Bowles and Polania-Reyes, 2012). Effective transition policies
must therefore align material incentives with social meanings and
identity structures so that compliance evolves into cooperation
rather than constraint.

Beyond coordination and adaptation, inequality itself
constitutes a structural barrier to both collective action and
proactive behavioral change. Laboratory and network studies
demonstrate that disparities in endowments or status erode
trust, reduce willingness to cooperate, and amplify conflict over
distributional outcomes (Nishi et al., 2015; Herrmann et al.,
2008; Tavoni et al., 2011). Moreover, inequality interacts
with social-norm dynamics: when individuals perceive
institutions as unfair or outcomes as biased, willingness
to adopt behavioral changes or support top-down policies
declines (Prentice and Paluck, 2020; Zorell, 2020). Addressing
distributive asymmetries through transparent governance,
equitable participation, and recognition of diverse capabilities
is therefore essential for enabling societies to engage collectively
and adaptively with ecological transformation (Steg and Vlek,
2009).

In sum, the behavioral sciences reveal that social cohesion is
not an exogenous condition but a dynamic capability emerging
from cooperation, fairness, and adaptive learning (Fehr and
Schmidt, 1999; Bicchieri, 2017). Embedding these mechanisms
into transition modeling allows Ecohesion to capture how
trust and perceived justice modulate policy effectiveness and
societal resilience.

3 Conceptualizing ecohesion

3.1 Transformations and social barriers to
transition

Mainstream models of transition often downplay or externalize
the role of social dynamics, assuming institutional stability, political
feasibility, and behavioral alignment as given. However, historical
and empirical evidence suggests otherwise. Distributional conflicts,
trust erosion, and political backlash can undermine even the most
technically sound policies. As noted in recent studies on social
tipping dynamics (Otto et al., 2020), public acceptance and norm
shifts are often the key levers for accelerating or impeding low-
carbon transitions.

The Ecohesion framework is designed to address these
blind spots. It builds on the recognition that ecological and
social systems are co-evolving and interdependent. It emphasizes
“feedback coherence” between policies, institutions, and collective
behavior—acknowledging that policy effectiveness is shaped by
how individuals and communities perceive, internalize, and
respond to interventions. Transitions in energy, transport, housing,
or food systems depend not just on infrastructure and innovation,
but on shared norms, mutual trust, and perceived fairness. In this
context, social cohesion becomes not only a moral imperative but a
strategic condition which facilitates transition.

At the center of our understanding of Ecohesion is the idea
of a self-reinforcing feedback loop between the transition policies
which are needed to ensure an ecological transition and the social
and behavioral barriers which determine the political feasibility of
implementing further transition policies. This feedback, depicted
in the stylized causal loop diagram in Figure 2, runs through
the mechanism of distributional effects, with deteriorations of
economic conditions leading to an increase in social barriers. While
it is possible for transition policies to have positive impacts on
distribution, and thus negative effects on social barriers, the case we
are more concerned with is that of transition policies with negative
distributional effects.

This simple loop is further complicated by the presence
of global transformations which themselves have an impact on
distributional effects. As referenced in Figure 1, here we are
considering primarily environmental transformations, like the
climate crisis and deterioration of biodiversity, technological
transformations like, digitalization and the energy transition,
and social and economic transformations like liberalization or
demographic shifts. The inclusion of these transformations in our
framework is to stress that distributional effects are not determined
only, or even mainly, by transition policy.

Finally, in the most distinctive feature of Ecohesion, the
emergence of social barriers to transition does not follow directly
from changes in distributional effects, but is rather regulated by the
levels of social cohesion in a society. In a general sense, we argue
that societies with high levels of social cohesion can more readily
withstand distributional shocks before erecting social barriers than
societies with low levels of social cohesion. This means that the
relationship between transition policies and social barriers is not
universal and can instead vary across time and place. The specific
Social Conditions for Ecohesion included in our framework, as well
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FIGURE 2

Methodological overview.

as the social innovations which can impact them, are discussed in
the following sections.

The framework also draws inspiration from evolutionary and
institutional economics, and particularly from Herbert Gintis’s
work on the co-evolution of preferences and institutions (Gintis,
2009; Bowles and Gintis, 2011). Gintis showed that norms are not
exogenous or static but evolve in tandem with formal institutions
and social practices. Preferences themselves can be reshaped
through participatory processes, collective experiences, and the
design of social environments. This implies that sustainability
transitions can benefit from policies that deliberately foster pro-
social and pro-environmental norms through social learning, civic
participation, and inclusive governance.

Ecohesion highlights this dynamic, treating social cohesion
not only as a stock variable to be preserved, but as a relational
process that can be activated and cultivated. The role of policy
is not merely to redistribute or regulate, but also to shape the
symbolic and institutional scaffolding that enables cooperation and
solidarity. This understanding aligns with Gintis’s vision of agents
as embedded in social contexts—where behaviors are co-produced
by internalized norms, institutional rules, and peer influence.

Finally, Ecohesion provides a conceptual bridge between
ecological macroeconomics, behavioral modeling, and political
theory. It encourages the inclusion of social cohesion indicators in
both qualitative and quantitative models of transition, and suggests
that neglecting these dimensions results in the underestimation
of risks and a misalignment between policy goals and societal
readiness. The next section further operationalizes this view by
identifying four key conditions—4SCE—that form the foundation
of the Ecohesion framework.

3.2 The four social conditions for
ecohesion (4SCE)

The Ecohesion framework identifies four foundational social
conditions (4SCE) that act as enablers of sustainable transitions:

access to basic goods and services, decent jobs, time affluence, and
social capital. These are not independent policy targets, but co-
evolving dimensions of a resilient and equitable socio-ecological
system. They operate together to shape societal capacity to support,
absorb, and drive systemic transformation. While each relates
to economic inequality, they are conceptually and functionally
separate from it, as indicated by their positioning relative to
economic distribution in Figure 2.

Building off of the literature on Just Transition described
in Section 2, Ecohesion looks to advance the debates by
offering a structured and operational lens in which various
aspects of social cohesion feedback on the policy process itself.
In doing so, Ecohesion translates a literature which primarily
proposes normative visions of sustainability and fairness into an
interconnected set of policy levers that can be integrated into
models and institutional frameworks with particular attention for
the dynamic second-order effects these policies may have.

The 4SCE identified here are conceptually distinct, highlighting
what we see as independently critical aspects of social cohesion.
In this sense the various aspects are not substitutable, and a
critical deficiency in any of the four risks triggering a negatively
reinforcing feedback loop with reduced effectiveness of transition
policies and subsequent increased negative distributional effects
from transitions themselves.

This being said, the Ecohesion also recognizes the clear
relational dynamics among the four conditions. The 4SCE, while
conceptually distinct, are mutually reinforcing: access to basic
services supports labor market stability and time sovereignty;
decent jobs increase access to both services and autonomy; time
affluence fosters civic engagement and norm adoption; and social
capital amplifies the effectiveness of all other policy domains by
enhancing trust and legitimacy. Rather than being add-ons to
transition strategies, the 4SCE constitute a feedback system that
shapes the political feasibility, social acceptability, and adaptive
resilience of transition pathways. This systemic interdependence
contrasts with the fragmented treatment often found in existing
policy frameworks. For example, Just Transition strategies tend to
focus on employment and redistribution, but often neglect time

Frontiers in Behavioral Economics 05 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frbhe.2025.1650899
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/behavioral-economics
https://www.frontiersin.org


D’Alessandro et al. 10.3389/frbhe.2025.1650899

inequalities or the role of relational goods. The Wellbeing Economy
discourse, while normatively ambitious, lacks an operational
grammar to link macroeconomic modeling with social cohesion
dynamics. Ecohesion provides this missing connective tissue.

The 4SCE have also been selected to be practically quantifiable,
with relevant data from large-scale surveys available for a number
of geographical areas.

3.2.1 Access to basic goods and services
Universal and equitable access to health, education, housing,

mobility, food, and digital connectivity is the foundation of a stable
society. Access to these basic goods and services, either through
public or private provision, enhances basic capabilities and reduces
social vulnerability. It also conditions the effectiveness of other
policies: workers without access to child care or public transport are
less able to benefit from new green jobs; families without adequate
housing or energy services may resist decarbonization policies that
increase living costs.

Public provisioning of services is particularly central, as it acts
as a decommodifying force that increases security and dignity. It
also builds the symbolic basis of trust: people who feel protected
are more likely to support long-term collective goals, even when
short-term sacrifices are required.

3.2.2 Decent jobs
Work is not only a source of income, but of identity, meaning,

and recognition. As the ecological transition reshapes production
systems, decent work becomes a key site of political negotiation.
Without quality jobs, the green transition may reproduce or deepen
social inequalities.

Ecohesion understands decent jobs not as isolated labor
contracts, but as arising from a broader social and economic
ecosystem. Labor markets do not adjust frictionlessly; they require
collective coordination, reskilling, and institutional support. The
availability of decent jobs does not arise naturally, even in a rapidly
growing economy, but must be created by social and political forces
which govern labor norms and laws.

3.2.3 Time affluence
Time affluence—the capacity to control and allocate one’s time

freely—is emerging as a key dimension of sustainable well-being.
Working time reduction and care policies can promote lower-
carbon lifestyles, increase gender equality, and support democratic
participation (Cieplinski et al., 2023).

Yet time autonomy depends on the other conditions. Without
income security or basic services, time affluence becomes a privilege
rather than a right. Moreover, time affluence enhances the ability
to engage in trust-building, education, and civic life—thus feeding
into the reproduction of social capital. Time is therefore both a
condition and a multiplier of transition capacities.

3.2.4 Social capital
Social capital refers to the norms, networks, and trust

that enable cooperation under conditions of uncertainty and

complexity. As Gintis (2009) argues, social cooperation is not
reducible to incentives alone—it emerges from the co-evolution of
institutional design, peer monitoring, and norm internalization.

Ecohesion emphasizes the enabling role of social capital for
facilitating effective transition policies. For instance, communities
with higher levels of trust are more effective in managing
shared resources, supporting behavioral shifts, and resisting
disinformation. Moreover, social capital increases the throughput
of public policy: the same program (e.g., a training scheme or
a mobility subsidy) will have different outcomes depending on
whether it is implemented in a context of solidarity or suspicion.

3.3 Social innovations to enable transition
policies

The 4SCE form a multidimensional feedback system that
enhances the social metabolism of transition. Their combined
presence creates virtuous cycles of inclusion, legitimacy, and
collective efficacy. Their absence, by contrast, can lead to backlash,
disengagement, and the failure of technically optimal but socially
unsound policies.

The four social conditions for Ecohesion can be visualized
as key enablers located at the intersection of individual well-
being, institutional trust, and collective capacity for change. Each
condition contributes in distinct yet interconnected ways to the
material and symbolic infrastructure needed to navigate transitions.

Existing models of the transition, being primarily data-
driven, tend to project futures that mirror the present or
past, neglecting the transformative changes required and leaving
key aspects of societal dynamics exogenous to the model.
Instead, transitions unfold in real societies, with contestation,
asymmetries, and political friction. The 4SCE framework allows
modelers to incorporate legitimacy constraints into scenario
design, and policymakers to align social infrastructure with
environmental goals.

Finally, Ecohesion highlights an empirical gap in the
current literature. Many modeling frameworks acknowledge
the importance of trust, fairness, or participation—but few
integrate them operationally. Future research must assess how
social innovations and transformative policy contribute to the
reproduction of social cohesion. This will be key to validating
Ecohesion not only as a conceptual framework, but as a practical
guide for transformative policy.

4 Operationalizing ecohesion

Turning Ecohesion from a conceptual framework into a
practical guide for research, modeling, and policy evaluation
requires a rethinking of both the tools we use and the assumptions
we make. Rather than treating social cohesion as a static
backdrop or residual effect, Ecohesion places it at the center of
transition analysis. This entails developing methodologies capable
of capturing the dynamic feedbacks between social conditions
and ecological outcomes, and recognizing that the feasibility of
sustainability transitions hinges on political legitimacy, public
support, and institutional adaptability.
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4.1 Modeling ecohesion

Mainstream models, especially Integrated Assessment Models
(IAMs), have historically prioritized emissions trajectories,
technological substitution, and cost optimization. While
increasingly sophisticated in representing physical systems,
they tend to treat society as homogeneous and passive—assuming
stable preferences, smooth implementation, and linear policy
effects. Ecohesion addresses this limitation by emphasizing the
endogenous and co-evolving nature of social structures, behaviors,
and institutions.

To operationalize this perspective, new modeling strategies
are needed—ones that can capture the way in which the
four social conditions identified in the Ecohesion framework
influence, and are influenced by, ecological transitions. Ecological
macroeconomic models offer one such avenue. These models,
grounded in post-Keynesian or stock-flow consistent traditions,
allow for the simulation of complex interactions between fiscal
policy, employment, inequality, and environmental outcomes. The
EUROGREEN model, for example, incorporates public investment
in universal services and working-time reduction as policy levers
with both ecological and social effects (D’Alessandro et al.,
2010; Cieplinski et al., 2021; Distefano and D’Alessandro, 2023).
These dimensions can be extended further by endogenizing social
cohesion indicators—such as time affluence or job quality—as
structural determinants of economic resilience and sustainability.

System dynamics modeling offers a complementary
perspective, especially suited to capturing path dependency, non-
linear feedbacks, and institutional inertia. It enables researchers
to represent how trust, perception of fairness, and social capital
influence the uptake and effectiveness of ecological policies over
time. Such dynamics are especially important when assessing the
tipping points at which public support turns into resistance, or vice
versa, in response to perceived injustices or coordination failures.

Agent-based modeling (ABM), a domain in which Herbert
Gintis made pioneering contributions, provides a powerful
framework for exploring the emergence of cooperation, norm
diffusion, and behavioral heterogeneity under varying institutional
settings. ABMs can simulate how social capital amplifies or
dampens the reception of climate policies, how preferences adapt
through peer influence, and how individual agency interacts with
collective dynamics. They are particularly well-suited to analyze
the bottom-up processes through which social cohesion evolves in
response to policy design.

4.2 Ecohesion participatory and
experimental methods

Yet modeling alone is not sufficient. Ecohesion also calls for
participatory and experimental approaches that acknowledge the
contested and political nature of transitions. Policies designed
in isolation from those who experience them risk failure. Thus,
empirical and qualitative methods—such as deliberative forums,
participatory foresight, or co-design labs—are crucial to identify
combinations of interventions that are not only technically sound

but socially meaningful and normatively acceptable. These methods
allow for a richer understanding of how legitimacy is constructed,
how trade-offs are perceived, and how trust can be built or eroded
over time.

In parallel, institutional experimentation at the territorial
level can offer valuable insights. Pilot programs—such as
local implementations of universal service schemes, cooperative
childcare initiatives, or community-based time banking—can help
test the operational relevance of the four social conditions.
Such initiatives provide real-world laboratories in which the
assumptions of the Ecohesion framework can be refined, and
where the links between cohesion and transition capacity can be
empirically validated.

Finally, to integrate Ecohesion into policy processes, a shift
in measurement frameworks is required. Indicators that capture
the quality and distribution of services, the stability and meaning
of employment, the degree of control over one’s time, and the
depth of social trust must be developed and institutionalized. These
indicators should not be treated as secondary to carbon budgets
or GDP growth, but as core metrics of transition readiness. They
can inform both ex ante scenario analysis and ex post impact
evaluation, allowing policymakers to adjust strategies in response
to evolving social realities.

Ecohesion thus points toward a broader methodological
transformation: from optimization to transformation, from cost-
efficiency to capacity-building, and from isolated targets to
relational systems. By embedding the four social conditions into
both analytical tools and political practice, the framework offers a
path toward sustainability that is not only technically feasible but
also socially rooted and institutionally credible.

Experimental economics and survey-based methods can
further complement these modeling and participatory efforts.
By conducting controlled experiments and structured surveys,
researchers can improve both the internal validity of behavioral
assumptions—through hypothesis testing and parameter
estimation—and the external validity—by ensuring that findings
generalize across contexts. More importantly, such approaches help
uncover endogenous drivers of preference change, revealing how
individual motivations and social influences evolve in response to
policy designs.

Identifying cognitive and social factors that underpin
behavioral change opens the door to embedding realistic feedback
loops within simulation models. These loops can capture the
co-evolution of individual and group behaviors, as well as the
dynamics of socio-economic structures at the macro level. By
parametrizing models with experimentally derived estimates and
survey insights, Ecohesion-driven simulations achieve greater
fidelity in representing how norms, trust, and social learning shape
transition trajectories.

Moreover, if the transition toward sustainability is a
transformation we aim to govern, it is essential to detect
potential behavioral barriers and to activate levers at the level
of cognitive functions and social processes. Understanding the
motivational underpinnings—ranging from risk perceptions to
collective identity—allows policymakers to design interventions
that lower resistance and foster widespread engagement. In
this way, combining experimental, survey, and modeling
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approaches enhances the feasibility of global collective action and
ensures that policy pathways are both scientifically robust and
socially acceptable.

5 Conclusion

This paper has introduced Ecohesion as a conceptual
framework for understanding and guiding sustainability transitions
that are not only ecologically sound but also socially just
and politically feasible. By identifying four foundational social
conditions—access to basic goods and services, decent jobs, time
affluence, and social capital—Ecohesion reframes the discourse on
transition to foreground the enabling role of social cohesion in
ecological transformation.

The framework responds to a key limitation in prevailing
models and narratives of sustainability: the tendency to treat
society as a stable background or a source of friction, rather
than as a dynamic system with its own agency, structure,
and feedbacks. In doing so, Ecohesion moves beyond cost-
efficiency and technological substitution to embrace a relational
understanding of transition, where human needs, institutional
trust, and collective capacities are at the center of the equation.

Throughout the paper, we have argued that social cohesion
is not simply a co-benefit of well-designed transition policies,
but a prerequisite for their legitimacy, stability, and effectiveness.
Transitions that fail to secure people’s access to basic services,
that disregard time poverty, or that neglect the erosion of trust
in institutions are likely to face backlash, inertia, or superficial
compliance. Conversely, when the 4SCE are strengthened in
tandem, they can generate virtuous cycles of engagement, fairness,
and resilience that expand the horizon of what is politically and
socially possible.

Ecohesion also builds explicitly on the intellectual legacy of
Herbert Gintis. His work on norm internalization, cooperation,
institutional co-evolution, and agent-based modeling provides a
foundation for thinking about transition not as a technical problem,
but as a collective and contested process of social learning and
transformation. In this sense, Ecohesion is both a tribute to and an
extension of Gintis’s interdisciplinary vision—one that recognizes
the moral and material entanglement of individual behavior, social
structure, and institutional design.

Looking forward, Ecohesion opens several promising avenues
for research and practice. It calls for new generations of models
that incorporate social dynamics and legitimacy constraints;
for indicators that capture the relational infrastructure of
transition; for participatory methods that co-produce knowledge
and legitimacy; and for policy experiments that test the synergies
between ecological and social innovation. Importantly, it calls for
a reconfiguration of policy goals—not just reducing emissions or
boosting growth, but enhancing the capacity of societies to navigate
change collectively and justly.

In the spirit of Herbert Gintis, Ecohesion challenges us
to imagine transitions not only as systems problems, but as
human problems. That is, problems that require us to understand
how people cooperate, what they care about, and under what
conditions they are willing to change. Meeting this challenge

will be essential for building sustainable futures within planetary
boundaries—and doing so in ways that are democratic, inclusive,
and resilient.
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