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ABSTRACT  
This paper examines how environmental justice (EJ) activists and scholars 
experience and think about the barriers to beneficial change. It reports 
findings from an international study that used Q methodology. We ask: 
how do activists and scholars view the barriers to realising environmental 
justice goals of movements? What insights from their political practice 
and research can extend contemporary theories of environmental 
justice? Our data reveals a broad consensus among scholars and 
practitioners about the forms of elite power that create injustice, 
particularly political and corporate corruption. Four primary categories of 
barriers to change were interpreted from the survey and interviews, each 
capturing different sites of EJ struggles and revealing distinct dimensions 
of environmental injustice. The first is the broadest: structural 
marginalisation, particularly historical and contemporary violence, which 
underpins the other barriers. The second is more specific institutional 
obstacles, particularly weak legal and political institutions. The third is 
exclusionary public policy processes which silence community and social 
justice concerns. And the fourth barrier includes the bureaucratic cultures 
facing the EJ movement, as well as internal strategic dilemmas. Overall, 
the results point to the multi-layered, compounding way that 
environmental injustice is embedded and perpetuated. Together, these 
dimensions illustrate the variety of ways injustice is manifest in 
environmental policymaking, and the complex barriers to be overcome. 
Barriers to practical EJ efforts are structured, institutionalised, related, and 
compounding in distinct sites, forming a web of challenges that requires 
a coordinated and multipronged EJ strategy.
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Policy highlights

. Develops a multi-dimensional framework for theorising interacting barriers to environmental 
justice.

. Reports on findings from an international study that used Q methodologically to empirically 
examine the discourses of environmental justice circulating globally.

. Identifies four key arenas where barriers manifest: in the social realm generally, institutions, policy 
processes, and bureaucracies.
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. Provides insight into environmental justice policy making with regard to the roles of exclusionary 
institutions, policy frameworks, bureaucratic cultures and strategic dilemmas facing campaigners 
and advocates.

1. Introduction

Environmental justice (EJ) is a multi-dimensional concept developed by diverse social mobilisations 
that strive for justice by linking environmental and social issues and foregrounding the voices and 
experiences of marginalised and vulnerable communities (Pellow 2017; Schlosberg 2007; Sze 
2018). While environmental justice activists mobilise in relation to issues experienced in distinct situ
ations and contexts across the globe, it is the common language, concepts, slogans, types of 
conflicts, and forms of mobilisation that align and create a global movement (Martinez-Alier et al. 
2016). Ongoing environmental injustices combined with increasing efforts to prevent and resist 
them indicate that environmental justice initiatives across the world face formidable barriers. 
These barriers to realising EJ goals are complex, multi-dimensional, situated, and compounding. Cor
porate power that exploits and extracts resources in ways that do enormous social and ecological 
harm to marginalised communities is routinely documented by EJ scholars (Temper et al., 2015). 
EJ movements often struggle to gain traction in formal legal and policy processes given institutional 
and cultural biases (Harrison 2015, 2019). In the broader political sphere, EJ ideas may circulate 
widely, but struggle to influence popular opinion, electoral outcomes, and government decision- 
making (Carrillo and Pellow 2021).

Most advances in theoretical knowledge about barriers to EJ are generated from local case study 
research. These studies provide valuable insights into the unique challenges and dilemmas faced by 
EJ campaigns and coalitions. However, they often lack a synthesised conceptual framework to 
account for these barriers. Developing this conceptual framework is not without its complexities. 
Attempts to generalise EJ barriers can risk oversimplifying the diverse contexts and conditions in 
which different actors work for change. Potentially, this could overlook the unique factors 
shaping each struggle and the diversity vital to EJ movements.

Acknowledging this, we propose an approach that identifies common barriers reported by EJ acti
vists and scholars while also emphasising the specific experiences of distinct contexts. Building this 
framework in collaboration with EJ activists and scholars, and drawing on perspectives across and 
within EJ movements, could illuminate key arenas and mechanisms that need to be addressed. 
This approach may also enhance collective communication, strategy development, and action. As 
we illustrate here, documenting shared understandings of barriers to EJ offers a way to advance a 
theoretical framework of the specific, varied, and interconnected injustices faced by EJ movements 
and their actors.

What follows is our analysis of the perspectives and experiences of activists and scholars from 
around the world, and the patterns found within those experiences. We used qualitative and quan
titative methods including Q-methodology (Q) to capture the personal viewpoints of individuals on a 
specific subject. Q has three key features that make it helpful in identifying broad patterns without 
inhibiting or erasing diverse perspectives. First, Q’s data collection requirements combine extensive 
analysis of the barriers identified within prior research and commentaries by activists and academics, 
with the personal experiences, opinions, and viewpoints of individual participants. Second, Q uses a 
sort technique that asks participants to choose between statements that originate from EJ scholar
ship and movements, so participant priorities can be interpreted, and the researchers can identify 
subtle distinctions in the prioritisation of EJ issues. Finally, Q allows researchers to identify specific 
areas of both consensus and difference in participants’ selections. This allows for an analysis that 
can point to areas of general agreement as well as to the issues that exhibit more variation and diver
sity. This method provided a framework of perceived EJ barriers that was refined through interviews 
and consultation with participants and wider EJ stakeholders.
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We proceed with an introductory section that summarises key insights from existing case study 
research on the nature of environmental justice. We illustrate some of the most significant barriers to 
change that emerged from our systematic literature review of EJ research. The remainder of the 
paper reports on our Q research results, beginning with the method used for content analysis, 
the Q analysis results, and follow-up interpretive interviews and focus groups. The core sections 
of the paper build a conceptual framework from the Q study. With this framework, we theorise 
the barriers to EJ in four multi-layered and compounding institutionalised dimensions and sites.

1.1. Environmental injustice and the barriers to change

Populations around the world continue to be harmed by exposure to environmental burdens and 
lack of access to environmental benefits. Acts of land appropriation through dispossession, resource 
extraction, natural resource management, land use, industrial activity, and waste management are 
among the sources of environmental injustice and conflict (Martinez-Alier et al. 2016). Global 
deaths from ambient and toxic chemical air pollution rose 66% between 2000 and 2021 (Fuller 
et al. 2022). Exposure to these and other harms is spatially and demographically uneven, concen
trated in low and middle income countries and especially affecting groups such as children in socio
economically disadvantaged local areas (e.g. Chakraborty, Collins, and Grineski 2019). Further, the 
harms of climate change are now, and will continue to be, unequally distributed (IPCC 2021; 
UNDP 2007).

Since its inception, the environmental justice literature has consistently identified racism, empire, 
and capitalism as structural drivers of inequality and harm in various forms (Bullard 1996; Cole and 
Foster 2001). Among other things, these structures are global, for instance the international trade 
regime perpetuates ecologically unequal exchange (orgenson, Austin, and Dick 2009; Roberts and 
Parks 2007). Here, the ecological and social costs of production are shifted from the Global North 
to the Global South, enabling wealthier nations to benefit from the exploitation of the Global 
South’s natural resources and labour, while the latter experiences environmental harm and 
poverty (Hickel et al. 2022; Hornborg and Martinez-Alier 2016).

Local communities and other groups around the world continue to fight and “put their lives on 
the line” against proposed and enacted environmental injustices as evidenced in conflicts over 
extraction of resources, industrial sites, and pollution as examples (Temper et al. 2018, 574). 
Efforts to resist injustice are often inhibited and shut down by processes of silencing including 
through secrecy, disinformation, narrow legal framings and violent policing. The resultant pro
cedural injustice has long been appreciated as a source of environmental injustice in its own right.

In the face of ongoing and worsening environmental injustice, the EJ movement has sought to 
reappraise strategies and identify barriers to more environmentally just outcomes (Suiseeya and 
Kimberly 2015; Pellow and Brulle 2005). Such a move is tightly linked to growing attention to not 
only the occurrence, but also the processes underlying these gross injustices. The related field of 
“critical EJ” has focused especially on the systematic misrecognition and dismissal of non-hegemonic 
groups. Associated intersectional approaches that help explain environmental inequalities along the 
lines of race, class, gender and other axes of social difference not only point to unjust correlations 
between patterns of harm and disadvantage, but draw attention to the processes of devaluation 
that are used to justify the production and imposition of environmental harms on certain groups 
and communities (as detailed by Mikulewicz et al. 2023; Schlosberg 2007; Schlosberg 2013; 
Walker 2009). These processes are recursive and self-reinforcing, often leading to a spiral of disadvan
tage as low quality environments undermine multiple domains of people’s lives, compounding and 
entrenching patterns of relative disadvantage that are used to justify the further concentration of 
harm in already damaged areas (see Wolff and De-Shalit 2007).

Over the years, research has established how and why these structures present tangible barriers 
to community organising and justice action, and have tracked their effect at different scales and in 
specific dimensions. For example, social class and race have always played a critical role in the 
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emergence of environmental injustices (Mohai and Bryant 1992). The disproportionate exposure of 
historically marginalised groups, specifically people of colour and people living in low-income com
munities, to environmental harm and disruption has long defined environmental injustice. Pellow 
(2000) illustrates that these exposures arise from the capitalist endeavour to maximise profits 
being systemically prioritised and enabled over environmental and social justice concerns. Perkins 
(2022) illustrates more of the same within California’s experience of environmental injustice and 
movement responses. The ability of communities to respond and resist their injustices is dependent 
on their own access to social and material resources, and their power to resist or challenge these 
practices; in other words, it too is socially and spatially patterned, leading to the procedural injustices 
mentioned above.

The power disparities between different communities are themselves enabled and exacerbated 
by capitalist and other hegemonic logics over time, and operate at different scales simultaneously. 
At the local level, Higginbotham et al. (2010) highlight how discriminatory land-use policies and 
zoning regulations emerge as barriers to environmental justice. A large literature documents how 
policies create a pattern of environmental injustice where particular groups are systematically 
excluded from and distrustful of the decision-making processes that impact their lives and health 
(e.g. Askland and Bunn 2018; Milbourne and Mason 2017; Wilson, Hutson, and Mujahid 2008). At 
the global scale mentioned above, the systemic exclusion of particular groups from deliberative 
power and authority continues to stem from entrenched colonial logics that exploit and extract 
resources from the Global South for the benefit of the Global North (Agarwal and Narain 1991; 
Parks and Timmons. Roberts 2010; Sultana 2022).

By analysing the ways in which state violence is deployed in environmental justice struggles, this 
work demonstrates how the state continues to systemically protect the interests of corporations and 
the wealthy at the expense of marginalised communities (Morales, Grineski, and Collins 2012; Whyte 
2018). Researchers are increasingly interested in examining how state institutions, such as the judi
ciary, police, and regulatory agencies, contribute directly to environmental harm and social inequal
ity (Harrison 2022). Harrison (2017) explores the ways such institutions and the stakeholders within 
them contribute to environmental injustice by limiting public participation in decision-making pro
cesses, and by placing undue burdens on marginalised communities. Shifts in these sites can also be 
discerned in response to EJ activism. While bureaucratic agencies have historically been resistant to 
environmental justice concerns, there has been a growing movement within these agencies (until 
most recently) to fight for greater equity and inclusion (Harrison 2019). Through case studies of 
several agencies, Harrison demonstrates how environmental justice activists have used a variety 
of tactics, including the litigation, coalition-building, and direct action strategies identified by 
Pellow, to push for more just and equitable policies. While acknowledging the breadth of injustices 
promulgated by the state, Harrison also notes the avenues of potential – and necessity – of state 
engagement.

With regard to engaging the state, EJ movements debate the extent to which their goals can be 
realised through legal-administrative processes or through participation in the politics of environ
mental policy making (see, for example, Perkins 2022). These strategic decisions are deeply political 
and personal for EJ practitioners, shaped by the diverse subject positions they occupy. A vital aspect 
of EJ “politics of mobilisation” (Bickerstaff and Agyeman 2009, 781) is that “the movement” includes 
not only affected or at-risk communities fighting back but an array of others, including volunteer 
supporters, not-for-profit organisations, and professionals of various sorts, including full time acti
vists and academics of the sort we engaged with through this study.

This dynamic collective of EJ supporters cuts across occupational, institutional, social, and spatial 
boundaries, often with individuals occupying multiple roles simultaneously (including as members 
of disadvantaged groups). As Walker (2009, 627) notes, EJ is an “intrinsically involved field of study”, 
in part because the increasingly prominent ideal of “procedural fairness’ or justice requires “a fluidity 
of movement of people, ideas and perspectives across the boundaries of institutions and between 
differentiated elite and lay spaces, creating open rather than constrained networks of interaction and 
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deliberation”. To be involved in these procedures of political contestation makes EJ activists and 
scholars intermediaries in a number of respects.

Professional campaigners, experts working in NGOs and academics working in the EJ movement 
act as intermediaries in the sense that they (including the current authors) attempt to mediate 
between threats of environmental injustice and material outcomes. Practices of intermediation 
include support and shielding, facilitating connections, exchanging information, generating knowl
edge and alternative visions, critiquing existing systems, and harnessing privilege and power to 
advocate for and drive change (Blomley 1994; Johnston and Goodman 2006). Early in the movement 
literature, Čapek (1993) demonstrated the links between activism at different scales against toxic pol
lution in the case of Carver Terrace, Texas, whereby national organisations supported locals in devel
oping the language, frames, symbols, and actions for protest thereby amplifying the efforts of the 
local community. In principle, intermediaries both in and outside of the academy can have a positive 
effect on EJ outcomes, helping enable procedural justice and generate more just recognition and 
distributional outcomes. Yet the persistence of environmental injustice suggests that their interme
diation has not been effective in practice.

Green movement studies are replete with debates about the difficulties and tensions over politi
cal compromises led by intermediaries (e.g. Andrée 2011; Berny and Rootes 2018; Doyle 2000; Pearse 
2018). It is here we come back to barriers to EJ and the approach we take in this study. As seen above, 
there is strong understanding of the forces driving environmental injustice, including corrosive dis
advantage and the effects of pernicious and acute suffering from injustice and constant defensive 
action. This work focuses on the groups leading EJ activism, the many local communities, First 
Nations, and marginalised groups. This research also draws attention to the wider circle of supporters 
who strive to use their often less-disadvantaged, and privileged, positions and different forms of 
agency to intervene in the systems generating environmental injustice to avoid or moderate nega
tive outcomes. This group operates in an arena that is connected to but distinct from the local sites 
EJ tends to focus on. Whether as employees or visitors, this group extends the spaces of EJ work 
through their labours in a distributed array of offices and meeting rooms, parliaments and courts, 
laboratories and streets, libraries and virtual platforms.

Empirical work is needed to better understand the knowledge EJ activists and academics have 
produced from diverse movement campaigns. We focus here on the knowledge of barriers to posi
tive social change that comes from combinations of activist practice and the intellectual labour of 
activists and academics (and activist-academics), who are often circulating between movement 
spaces and the academy. These intermediaries develop insights into barriers to change from a 
range of experiences e.g. protest events and collective meetings, exchanges on movement web plat
forms, and formal campaign evaluations. We understand the discursive claims made about barriers 
to EJ in our study as forms of practical knowledge generated from countless experiences and tasks 
undertaken. Maddison and Scalmer (2006) call this “activist wisdom” generated from many experi
ences and collective organising work.

Generating a “general” theory about barriers to change across diverse EJ movements raises the 
question of whether the EJ discourses in movement writing reflect practical realities. We argue 
that discourses of EJ circulating in the movement and its scholarship effectively identify social struc
tures that hinder positive change. Both activists and academics engage with abstractions to some 
extent in the political task of naming the forms of power that campaigns address. Developing 
shared language and understanding of the challenges faced by local campaigns is essential for build
ing power and fostering global solidarity. The challenge for EJ activists, and studies like ours, is how 
to engage in necessary abstractions without losing the contextual and “local” foundation of practical 
knowledge. For example, the collaborating movement mapping project Global Atlas of Environ
mental Justice uses a co-design method to link local struggles and deal with a sense of fragmenta
tion produced by global capitalism’s tendency to create “disconnection between the diverse 
geographies of injustice” (Temper et al. 2018, 255).
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This study takes a small step towards that goal by analysing both the texts produced within the EJ 
movement and perspectives of other EJ members on the ideas presented in those texts (see also 
Schlosberg et al. 2024). In selecting the latter sample, we intentionally avoided the typical national 
and institutional buckets and instead recruited a “population of interest” (intermediaries in the EJ 
movement) very widely. The result is an eclectic set of discourses but they offer, we argue, useful 
insights into the structural barriers EJ intermediaries, and the movement as a whole, face in their 
work to facilitate more just environmental outcomes. In the sections to follow, we outline our 
research approach to examining the perspectives held, by a range of EJ intermediaries, on the bar
riers to achieving environmental justice. We then discuss both a consensus, as well as a range of 
differing perspectives, that emerged from the Q survey, follow-up interviews and focus groups, 
and our interpretive analysis.

2. Method

Q methodology (Q) is a research method used to explore people’s attitudes and opinions on a par
ticular topic; it involves a series of steps that enables broad discourse analysis as well as granular 
engagement with individual perspectives on a topic (see Brown 1993; Watts and Stenner 2005). 
The Q process involves the development of a “concourse”, a broad collection of statements from rel
evant sources that reflect known viewpoints. From this pool of statements, a representative set of 
statements is identified and presented to participants, who are asked to rank them into a bell- 
curve shaped Q-sort grid according to their own agreement and disagreement.

Individual participant Q-sorts are then statistically compared to each other using factor analysis to 
identify patterns of similarity and difference in how participants have prioritised statements. Partici
pants with similar arrangements are grouped together and their statement patterns are interpreted 
by researchers as distinct “factors’, shared perspectives, or discourses. We followed up with both indi
vidual interviews with participants, as well as collective focus groups, to gather additional infor
mation on rationales for ranking, interpretation of prioritised statements, and our initial 
interpretations. The researchers then drew on the factor analyses, interviews, and focus groups to 
name and characterise the identified factors, which are then reported as distinct collective view
points, perspectives, or discourses.

The use of Q enables a fine-grained understanding of people’s perceptions and opinions, and is 
particularly helpful when there are multiple perspectives and a lack of consensus within a field of 
discourse (Webler, Danielson, and Tuler 2009). Q allows researchers to explore the complexity and 
contingency in how individuals orient themselves in a field of discourse (Eden et al., 2005), and ident
ify patterns of thinking that might not be apparent in traditional surveys or interviews (Zabala, Sand
brook, and Mukherjee 2018). Like interview-based studies, it is the norm for Q studies to have small 
data sets representing a discursive field. In our research on the barriers of environmental justice, we 
developed a concourse of 36 representative statements from activist and academic EJ publications. 
These sources were identified using systematic Boolean searches to target every region in the world. 
The purpose was to support a representation of viewpoints from different areas in the world, and 
avoid overrepresentation from areas with a higher volume of EJ publications, such as the USA or 
Australia.

Participants were identified through the concourse research, as authors, and through further 
snowballing. Twenty-five participants completed Q-sorts, including 16 academics and nine activists. 
These participants were all working at different scales of EJ at the time of the study, ranging from 
grassroots organising to city-wide and even national policy development. Participants were 
working in Australia (11), Brasil (2), New Zealand (1), South Africa (2), Togo (2), Uganda (1), UK (1), 
USA (2), Thailand (1), Kenya (1) and Columbia (1). Our recruitment strategy aimed for equal 
numbers of activists and academics were invited to participate in this research, however the final 
participant pool had greater representation from academia. While not fully representative, as a 
group they represent a diversity of EJ intermediaries oriented in different combinations to: 
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campaigning, protest, policy and political debates in civil society, making formal representations to 
parliaments, government bureaucracies and courts, as well as academic research and writing.

The following sections of this paper will present our analysis of the shared and diverging perspec
tives of these participants on barriers to EJ. It is important to note that while the majority of partici
pants (14) were statistically aligned with a single factor or viewpoint, 11 were statistically aligned to 
two or more understandings; we will return to this point in our discussion.

2.2. Barriers to environmental justice: multiple dimensions

Before describing the differences across the participants, it is important to note where there is a 
strong consensus on the barriers to achieving or implementing environmental justice. In short, 
the consensus among survey respondents is that corporate and elite power operating through 
formal institutions and informal networks are the main barriers to change for EJ movements. 
There was a broad consensus amongst all participants on the role of power as a central barrier, par
ticularly around political and corporate corruption or influence in social and environmental out
comes, and the absence of explicit justice framings of environmental policies and state actions. 
This sentiment clearly aligns with a more critical environmental justice approach (e.g. Pellow 
2017; Schlosberg et al. 2024).

The most highly ranked consensus statements focused on corporate power and institutionalised 
corruption between elites and private companies, as well as the inadequacy of environmental policy. 
The Q sorts saw the highest level of agreement about the following “positive” and “negative” 
statements.

The statements that received the highest level of positive consensus (agreement) were “Political 
connections and collusion between industry and government influence development approvals” 
(Leonard 2018a, 2018b), and “Issues of employment and financial gain may lead to competing pri
orities within communities located near ecologically harmful industries” (Leonard 2018a). The state
ments that received the highest level of negative consensus (disagreement) were “Corporations do 
not influence democratic processes at the macro state and micro community levels” (modified to the 
negative from Leonard 2018b), “Conventional environmental policy adequately includes diverse 
community experiences and knowledge” (modified from Méndez 2020) and “Resource sovereignty 
has not been impacted by local elites and predatory private companies” (modified to negative from 
Hamouchene 2020).

These statements all emphasise deep power disparities in decision-making and networks of pol
itical and corporate influence, drawing links between these forms of power and resource extraction, 
ownership, and development, undue influence at the community level, and consequent ecological 
risks and harms disproportionately falling on diverse and marginal communities. Such networks and 
power disparities also arise in analysis of the conflicts included in the EJAtlas (Martinez-Alier et al. 
2016). This consensus is clear, substantive, and shared – and reflects the growth and influence of 
the discourse on critical environmental justice both in and out of the academy.

There are, however, some key differences about how such a consensus relates to movements 
themselves. Statements that received the highest rate of disagreement amongst participants were 
“The environmental movement historically has not been based on empire, colonisation and racial 
exclusion” (modified from Holden 2019), and “Environmental activists have failed to identify the 
racial and social injustices within their movements” (Reem 2019). These statements represent discus
sions, debates and critiques within and between environmental movements about the varied forms 
of oppression, racism and other forms of discrimination that prevail in society, and differences over 
how (and whether) movements should understand and organise around such intersectional 
concerns.

Taken together, we can see a productive tension in EJ movement praxis beyond the very strong 
consensus on corporate and state power and corruption. On the one hand, there is a strong shared 
understanding of the historical legacies of empire and racialised oppression in the broader 
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environment movement (which EJ movements are a part), and a strong view that EJ movements 
have identified the racial and social injustices within their movements. But on the other hand, 
there is disagreement about whether inequalities and forms of oppression are evident in the 
actual practices and tactics of movement organisations, and what to do about that (which we 
return to below).

From within this general consensus about the role of power, a few clear emphases, or clusters of 
opinion, appear. What follows is our reading of those four distinct yet overlapping discourses, along 
with our interpretation of the insights participants have brought to the understanding of these mul
tiple structural and institutional barriers to achieving environmental justice. See Table 1 for an 
overview.

2.2. Organised and targeted oppression

We found four unique, if interlinked, understandings of the barriers to EJ across study participants. 
The first approach is characterised by a strong critical EJ discourse including Indigenous, decolonial 
and racial critiques of the state and corporations, as well as the movement itself, and its own issues 
with racism, colonialism and capitalism. There was also a strong focus on issues of police brutality 
and criminalisation experienced by environmental defenders. Participants who aligned with this 
“Organised Oppression” approach were a mix of academics and activists from countries including 
Australia, United States and Zimbabwe.

The statements that distinguished this approach from other collective perspectives identified in 
this study were strong agreement with “Indigenous peoples have to fight both colonial and capitalist 
encroachment simultaneously” (Gilio-Whitaker 2019), and strong disagreement with “Activists of 
colour have rarely been systematically excluded or marginalised in environmental justice efforts” 
(Evelyn 2020), and “Indigenous people and communities of colour are rarely sidelined in campaigns 
to protect the environment” (Evelyn 2020). In short, in this perspective, there is a distinct focus on 
environmental injustices that are both complex and targeted on marginalised, and specifically Indi
genous, populations including inside the environmental movement.

Participants also disagreed with the statement, “Corporations do not influence democratic pro
cesses at the macro state and micro community levels.” (modified to the negative from Leonard 
2018b). They expressed high agreement with the statement “Political connections and collusion 
between industry and government influence development approvals.” (Leonard 2018b). The consen
sus on the power of industry to corrupt decision-making is high, and illustrates another form of 
organised and institutionalised exclusion.

There was also high agreement between participants aligned with this approach about violence 
and intimidation as the primary barriers to widespread and just engagement in actions for environ
mental justice. The statement that “Attacks and harassment may intimidate community members 

Table 1. Four barriers to environmental justice.

Organised oppression Institutional obstacles Policy processes Bureaucratic cultures

Key themes: 
. Systematic and structural 

racism
. Indigenous, decolonial, 

and racial critiques of the 
state and corporations

. Government, corporate, 
and movement level 
marginalisation and 
exclusion

. Police Brutality and 
criminalisation of protest

Key themes: 
. Institutionalised oppression, 

colonisation, racism
. Use of state institutions, 

including courts, as 
instruments of oppression 
and violence

. Local Knowledges excluded 
in legal processes

. Global alliances do not 
necessarily benefit local 
struggles

Key themes: 
. Barriers to inclusion in 

policy making and 
policy processes

. Lack of inclusion of 
social justice concerns 
in policy development

. Shallow policy 
implementation

. Power imbalances in EJ 
movements, but global 
alliances as 
advantageous

Key themes: 
. Discriminatory 

bureaucratic and 
workplace culture

. Biased impacts of 
decisions in states, 
corporations, agencies, 
movements

. Gender discrimination

. Generalised exclusion of 
community experiences 
and knowledges
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who mobilise for environmental justice” (Human Rights Watch 2019) received a high level of agree
ment, while “Police violence and company tactics do not create an environment of fear for commu
nity rights defenders and EJ groups” (modified to the negative from Human Rights Watch 2019) 
received a high level of disagreement. The criminalisation of protest and the very real danger 
faced by environmental justice activists at the hands of both state and corporate-sanctioned “secur
ity” is clearly part of the understanding of the institutionalisation of exclusion and oppression.

In keeping with the broad consensus among all respondents, the statements emphasised by 
those who aligned in this discourse have an explicit emphasis on the operations of colonial and capi
talist power at all levels and scales of the social order. Those aligned to this discourse also saw EJ 
movements themselves as struggling to break free from practices of oppression and discrimination 
they are fighting against. A strong sense of the breadth of collusion and influence of corporations 
over democracies comes through, as does state-sanctioned and long-institutionalised violence 
and intimidation of EJ activists.

2.3. Institutional obstacles

The next approach was similar to the focus on organised oppression, but characterised more specifi
cally by the way that oppression, colonisation, capitalism and racism are institutionally manifest and 
experienced by movements. Participants who primarily aligned with this Institutional Obstacles 
approach were activists from the majority world, from Togo and Brazil.

The distinguishing statements for participations that grouped together in this approach were 
“Governments and companies are using countries’ courts and legal systems as instruments of 
oppression” (Global Witness 2019), which received the highest level of agreement. Other key state
ments for this group were strong disagreement with the statement “Technical-scientific knowledge 
is not privileged over local knowledge in political and legal processes” (changed to the negative from 
Kojola 2019). This group also strongly agreed that “Policies to mitigate the impacts of environmental 
degradation frequently fail to consider disability rights” (Jampel 2018). These statements highlight 
how dominant forms of knowledge and policies exclude marginal groups specifically in the broad 
range of political and legal institutions and processes necessary for policy change.

This group is also distinguished from the others given participants’ strong disagreement with the 
statement “Global alliances benefit local struggles” (Shah et al. 2021). And respondents that aligned 
with this approach strongly agreed with the statement “The environmental movement historically 
has not been based on empire, colonisation and racial exclusion” (Holden 2019) and strongly dis
agreed with the statement “Environmental activists have failed to identify the racial and social injus
tices within their movements” (Higginbotham et al. 2010). There is a clear defense of the ability of 
local movements, in particular, to acknowledge and understand issues of oppression and exclusion 
– and a suspicion of the benefits of global movements. One participant explained that: 

global alliances are not directly [of] benefit to those who are at [the] local level … . For example, if they go to 
their meeting to make decisions, normally those policies or decisions must be evidence-based made. But we 
notice that they don’t come to the grassroots level to consult them, gather their point of view or what they 
think. They have local solutions [but] they don’t ask … .

This position is particularly notable given that respondents who identified with this particular 
approach are from the majority world of the south.

Taken together, this group of participants emphasises the legal and socio-political barriers to 
change in the national institutions that EJ movements must engage with in their struggles for 
justice. The disagreement with the benefits of organising in global solidarity networks implies 
that this group is focused on local and national struggles – and their ability to address such barriers. 
The knowledge system and policies that create barriers to environmental justice are emphasised as 
exclusionary and marginalising. Unlike the first group, those aligned with this approach were 
adamant that movements are not sources of oppression and discrimination. Rather, EJ movements 
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were seen as organisations that were dealing with the legacies of extractive colonialism through 
their own practices.

2.4. Policy processes

A third emphasis or discourse on barriers was more specifically focused on the policy process arena, 
and was characterised by a focus on barriers to inclusion in policy making, including the absence of 
adequate community integration, and attention to social justice concerns, within environmental 
policy development and implementation. This arena was highlighted by both activist and academic 
participants from Uganda, Togo and Brazil.

Participants in this group expressed strongest disagreement with the statement that “Conven
tional environmental policy adequately includes diverse community experiences and knowledge” 
(modified from Méndez 2020). Similarly, very strong agreement was expressed with the statements 
“The term environmental justice is rarely present in environmental policies or policy frameworks, 
thus omitting the structural causes of injustice” (de Souza 2019), and “Governments can facilitate cor
porate investment in pro-environmental projects while simultaneously failing to protect local human 
rights” (Ramirez 2019).

Overall, this policy process perspective aligned on views about the role of government policy and 
the failure to facilitate environmental justice, as well as the practice of excluding communities (see 
also OECD 2024). Rather than focus on generalised oppression and racism, or institutional obstacles 
such as the exclusion of peoples or perspectives, this group’s more specific focus was on barriers 
within the policy process itself.

One activist participant who aligned highly with this view noted that policy becomes a barrier not 
only when it is absent or insufficient, but also when policy is followed in shallow or ineffective ways 
around genuine community engagement: 

They have community meetings set up. And whether people attend the meeting or not they check off a box so 
that they can say ‘we had community meetings’ when in reality no community showed up. So it’s now based 
solely on checking a box as opposed to genuine community engagement.

More introspectively, with this approach there is a clear concern about the lack of attention to both 
power and issues of social injustice in movements themselves. Participants that aligned with this 
approach strongly disagreed with the statement “Power imbalances do not exist in environmental 
justice coalitions” (modified to the negative from Lyra 2019). They also strongly disagreed with 
the statement “Environmental activists have failed to identify the racial and social injustices 
within their movements” (Reem 2019). This combination of foci – obstacles in both the policy 
process and in environmental movements’ approach to them – is unique to this particular group.

As opposed to the previous approach, there was also a focus on the benefits of alliances; a dis
tinguishing statement that received a high level of agreement was that “Global alliances benefit 
local struggles” (Shah et al. 2021). Given the general concerns about movement groups, as well as 
concerns about inauthentic inclusion, this finding was surprising – but it does illustrate the perceived 
benefit of such global alliances in responding specifically to the deficits and barriers to policy pro
cesses at the heart of this approach.

2.5. Bureaucratic cultures and strategic dilemmas

A fourth approach emphasises how the bureaucratic cultures of government, corporate and civil 
society organisations can also undermine EJ efforts. It also provides big-picture recognition of the 
competing priorities among communities and decision-making bodies that influence environmental 
actions and outcomes. Specifically, this approach prioritised a recognition that every decision made 
within mainstream corporations, government agencies, or activist organisations may have hidden, 
unrecognised, or unacknowledged harmful repercussions on different communities that are 
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implicated but not centred in those decisions. The approach was populated by academic partici
pants working in Australia and South East Asia.

On the one hand, this approach aligns with crucial work done by Harrison (2019) on the discrimi
natory culture within environmental decision-making agencies. Participants that aligned with this 
approach were distinguished by strong disagreement with the statement “There is a deep workplace 
culture that supports EJ advocacy within government environmental agencies” (modified to the 
negative from Harrison 2019). Gender discrimination was also a significant issue with this group, 
as they strongly disagreed with the statement “Female activists do not have to grapple with 
gender discrimination within their communities” (modified to the negative from Coulson and Mil
bourne 2021). More generally, those aligning with this discourse also strongly disagreed with the 
statement “Conventional environmental policy adequately includes diverse community experiences 
and knowledge” (modified to the negative from Méndez 2020), though unlike the other perspectives 
outlined above, the critique of policy was linked to bureaucratic cultures and discriminatory 
structures.

In addition to this focus on institutionalised bias, there was a concern about the strategic trade- 
offs of environmental justice campaigns and politics. Participants in the group strongly agreed with 
the statement “Environmental activism that averts harms in one location can redistribute the focus 
and effects of that harm elsewhere” (Garnett 2018). They also strongly disagreed with the statement 
“Issues of employment and financial gain may lead to competing priorities within communities 
located near ecologically harmful industries” (Leonard 2018a). This group had a strong sense of 
the dilemmas facing EJ movements regarding the spatial and distributive aspects of their struggles, 
particularly when it comes to local fights to stop projects in one place that may displace harm to 
another and local debates over the financial benefits that extractive industries promise.

Taken together, the statements prioritised by people aligned with this approach highlighted bar
riers from the operation and cultures of government agencies as well as the structural processes they 
operate in.

3. Discussion and Conclusions

This study has identified different emphases in activist and academic thinking about the barriers to 
achieving environmental justice that contribute to a multi-dimensional account of key arenas of 
struggle for EJ activists. While one consensus area emphasises the general oppression faced by 
the movement, others more specifically note political processes broadly, the policy process more 
specifically, and the discriminatory cultures of bureaucratic agencies. The multi-site, multi-scalar 
character of structural barriers is dominant and pervasive, in particular around race, gender, coloni
alism, ableism, and the power of capital to corrupt political decision-making, was confirmed (Pellow 
2017; Pulido, Kohl, and Cotton 2016). The significant degree of consensus among participants and 
overlap between the dimensions underscores three core findings: (1) barriers are rooted in structural 
conditions, institutions, policies, and bureaucratic contexts, (2) these categories of barriers are 
experienced simultaneously in diverse localities, and (3) these barriers interact in situated and com
pounding ways, creating a web of challenges for EJ movements. While we describe the arenas as 
ontologically distinct, many of our participants (11/25) emphasise more than one in their outlook, 
as illustrated in Figure 1.

Further, the results confirm differences in experience and opinion about the key structures hin
dering change, indicating that each EJ practitioner brings specific experiences to their understand
ing of the barriers to change. While finding both consensus and differentiation, our methodology did 
not explore the differences between participants, to examine, for example, the potential impact of 
class or gender difference, or other structural inequalities like North/South distinctions. On reflection, 
this was a missed opportunity, and a shortcoming of the research design that should be a topic for 
further inquiry.
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What we have developed is a synthetic account of the multiple and compounding barriers to 
change noted by a range of EJ intermediaries, operating across geographic space. As discussed, 
our participants are not all necessarily the actual victims of environmental injustice – though 
some indeed identified as such. All, however, are intermediaries attempting to bring about environ
mental justice through activism, scholarship, and various forms of community and governmental 
engagement. Our findings suggest that even though they may be distinct from the victims of injus
tice they are working to serve, EJ intermediaries are hampered by the same forces. In turn, this under
lines the broadly systemic nature of the challenge.

Some important variations in EJ praxis emerged. As Pulido, Kohl, and Cotton (2016, 12) argue, the 
difficulties faced in realising EJ outcomes illustrates the limits of action within the more formal legal, 
policy, and administrative processes. Participants emphasised both broadly institutionalised oppres
sions and more specific obstacles, including exclusionary policy processes and organisational cul
tures rooted in racism, misogyny, and colonialism. One way to understand this is that the barriers 
to EJ are seen as nested within a globally harmful eco-social structure (Bacon 2019; Fraser and 
Jaeggi 2018) with four key arenas where barriers manifest: in institutions, policies, workplaces, 
and on the streets. The interactive and overlapping nature of these barriers suggests that focusing 
on a single dimension may oversimplify the complexity of achieving EJ.

More constructively, the findings of such diverse barriers reinforces the value of Wolff and De- 
Shalit’s (2007) discussion of the reality of complex, pluralistic “disadvantage”, and their calls to 
address the compounding and corrosive nature of its construction. Recent EJ research is moving 
in this direction, for example, in Goodling’s (2021) documents how houseless individuals face hazar
dous conditions and criminalisation – what we term organised oppression – driven by capitalism, 
housing speculation, and exclusionary policies. Such findings underline the structural and 

Figure 1. Venn diagram of relative participant alignment as indicated by individual Q-sort results. Note: circle size is an indicator 
of how significant each approach was in overall participant responses.
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intersecting nature of EJ barriers and the need for a systemic approach that recognises how organ
isational logics maintaining environmental injustice may also create openings for change.

EJ activists and intermediaries operate at the frontline of resistance while negotiating with the 
state. The political challenge lies in interpreting how barriers compound to stymie justice while iden
tifying opportunities arising from state in/action (Perkins 2022). As Harrison (2022) observes, engage
ment with the state (at any level) is necessary for EJ movements because public agencies, policy 
processes, and bureaucracies are all tasked with “managing” interactions between EJ groups and 
the extractive industries. However, the state itself is an institutional ensemble – historically 
aligned with capital and imperialist interests (Pulido 2017) – whose contradictory objectives 
create openings for social movements (Jessop 2008; O’Connor 1998; Barry and Eckersley 2005). 
Efforts to dismantle the state’s roles in environmental injustice must address its market-facing 
agencies, regulatory systems, and valuation processes, such as environmental impact assessments 
that justify extractive projects and industries.

The findings also highlight internal contestation within the EJ movement regarding priorities and 
tactics. Debates about addressing racial and social injustices within the movement, or the margin
alisation of Indigenous communities, underscore the need for reflexivity. Activists must critically 
assess their practices and organisations to align their methods with the structural changes they 
seek to achieve.

Environmental injustice needs to be contested on multiple fronts as it is driven by the dynamics of 
an eco-social structure operating through complex organisational forms (Bacon 2019). Our findings 
provide a means to think through the arenas of EJ praxis to be prioritised for collective action. 
Insights behind our data come from consistent and relational engagement with people and poten
tial in those spaces of state in/action on EJ. This raises further questions about how intermediaries 
with a foot inside or access to the halls of power operate and relate to those parts of EJ movements 
unable or unwilling to engage the state. Another part of our study (Schlosberg et al, under review) 
focused on the enablers of environmental justice, where there were no positive notions of the state 
as a vehicle for environmental justice  – and, rather, a focus on “disruption” in engagement with state 
institutions. Here, we point to the importance of EJ praxis that goes beyond general structural cri
tique and aims to understand the finer-grained, plural and interactive character of institutional bar
riers to change.

In addition to the broader critique of power and institutions, EJ movement debates about what 
policies and bureaucratic procedures are fertile ground to engage with will be important here. Inter
mediaries of this study potentially have important roles to play in both understanding and facilitat
ing the development and coordination of strategy capable of seeing off the dilemmas of state 
engagement. Deepening communication and debate about shared strategy across many arenas 
of EJ campaigning is difficult but vital work necessary for tackling the complexity and scale of the 
task.

Finally, while this study identified key barriers to EJ, it acknowledges that these are not exhaustive. 
The dynamic nature of EJ struggle means new barriers are constantly emerging, as is the co-optation 
of the phrase “environmental justice” for cynical purposes amid the rise of financial capitalism 
(O’Neill 2023). Future work must remain attuned to these developments, centring the experiences 
and discourses of EJ actors to generate actionable strategies for confronting compounding 
challenges.
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