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Abstract
Sustainability transitions have effects on working life, but there are no standardized measurement instruments for 
understanding employees’ views on their effects. This article presents a novel survey targeted at employees to gather 
information on employees’ perceptions of sustainability in their work. A survey was designed to gather information on 
all workers, regardless of the economic sector in which they work in, to broadly capture transition-relevant changes in 
working life. These include measuring the actions of both work organizations and employees to work in a more sustain-
able way. This paper presents the survey with findings from a nationally representative data collection taken in Finland. 
The topics include questions from work organizations’ sustainability actions to employees’ own sustainable actions. The 
results show the differences in organizations and individuals’ actions in working life. Large work organizations are most 
active, and there are differences between sectors. Individuals’ sustainable actions are more common among women and 
climate worried employees. The method provides evidence of employees’ views and actions in sustainability transitions 
and improves our holistic understanding of transitions in all sectors of the economy. In addition, the results provoke 
new questions for both policy and research on how to acknowledge differences between social groups in transitions 
and support them in delivering a just sustainability transition.

Keywords Sustainability transitions · Survey · Work · Measuring · Employees · Organization

1 Introduction

Sustainability transitions—qualitative socio-technical shifts to more sustainable production and consumption patterns—
are reshaping work in all sectors of the economy. Changing work is an essential component of all socio-technical transi-
tions due to their systemic and multi-actor characteristics [1], since workers are found from all sectors of the economy 
and systems of production, where shifts toward sustainability are required. At work, the coevolutionary shifts are imple-
mented by employees’ and work organizations’ actions to adapt to more sustainable ways to operate, and they have 
consequences on the employees by changing work practices and by moving jobs from one sector to another [2]. At 
working life, sustainability transitions refer to social and technical changes that affect the accustomed ways how work 
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is done in a more environmentally sustainable way. Understanding this co-evolutionary dynamic between work and 
societal shifts is essential for ensuring a successful and just sustainability transition.

Currently, there is little information on the general situation of sustainability transitions (STs) in work, since our under-
standing on STs and work organizations’ and employees’ actions is mostly based on sector-specific case studies [e.g. 3, 
4] and modelling and scenario work [5, 6]. Although an increasing scholarship calls to develop measurements for transi-
tion research [7, 8], a research gap exists on how to measure the changes that take place at the intersection of STs and 
work, although there is an urgent need for data collection tools with broad applicability across the economy [9]. This 
article presents a new survey method to investigate employees’ views on STs to gather information on how employees 
themselves and their work organizations are already changing toward sustainability. The new method contributes to 
the needs of both policymakers and researchers to develop knowledge production systems in solving sustainability 
crisis [10, 11]. Moreover, data-based policymaking has become a crucial element of governance processes [12], and as 
governments globally have committed to implement transformative actions for sustainable development [13], measures 
for transitions are needed to keep on track of sustainable change of societal systems.

Pressures for reshaping work more environmentally sustainable result both from policy guidelines and citizen inter-
ests. The EU Green Deal will restructure the European economy for a low-carbon trajectory, which will have employment 
impacts [14] and needs for skills renewal of the working population [15, 16]. The International Labour Organization 
is further promoting decent green job creation through its guidelines [17], and the UN Agenda 2030 calls for climate 
action in different levels of the society [13]. Although there are policies targeted to green job creation particularly in the 
environmental sector [18], transitions are expected to impact all jobs in every sector with varying degrees [15, 19–22]. 
EU citizens reason that climate change is a major global threat, and their requirements towards governments and com-
panies to solve climate emergency are rising [23, 24], which increases the pressure of non-state actors, such as work 
organizations, to take climate action [25, 26]. Various communities [27], including work organizations and occupational 
groups, play a role in developing sustainable alternatives at work, such as new skills and practices [2, 3, 28]. Literature 
on employees’ opportunities to initiate sustainable change exists [29], but there are hindrances for individual action to 
break down the institutionalized reproduction at work [30, 31]. Currently, we do not know if organizational changes in 
STs are commonplace or to what extent the changes engage with employees. This kind of information provided by the 
shop-floor level can inform policymakers about the local conditions in working life where STs are expected to bring 
about change. Survey data collection will inform of the occurrences of various initiatives of the employees and work 
organizations, which provide an indication of their contributions to the STs. To understand the current development of 
working life in STs and to fill the research gaps, this article presents a novel survey addressed to employees and a data 
collection process on topic. The aim of this article is twofold. First, it summarizes previous literature on employees’ and 
work organizations’ actions which advance STs. Second, it presents a survey for collecting information on employees’ 
perceptions on STs at work. The data collected from the employed population generates evidence on whether sustainable 
shifts are taking place at work, and whether changes are occurring on a broad front. The survey consists of 10 thematic 
modules for measuring key themes in the interface of work and STs, along with socio-demographic variables.

Section two presents previous research on topic and positions employees in ST research. Section three presents how 
the survey was planned, and the research data collected, including the discussion of the limitations of the research 
method. Section four presents the results of the survey, which highlight the differences in employees’ perceptions regard-
ing their gender, sector of work, and other background variables. Section five discusses the findings in more detail with 
an emphasis on the societal relevance of the data. Section six concludes the article.

2  Employees and work organizations’ actions in sustainability transitions

This section presents previous research on the connections between environmental sustainability and employees. With a 
focus on previous survey research, we bring about how work organizations and employees reshape their ways of working 
to realize transition toward sustainable production modes. After the review, we discuss recent calls to develop methods 
and measuring in the field of ST research.

2.1  Employees in sustainability transitions

The centrality of working life in solving sustainability challenges is increasingly recognized [32–34]. However, most 
empirical research in the field of ST research has focused on job destruction and job creation driven by the STs [e.g. 35]. 
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Scholars such as Casano [19], Moilanen & Alasoini [2] and Süßbauer et al. [36] highlight that the connection between the 
STs and employees’ is more diverse, and STs also take place and create change among work communities at the grass-
roots level. For instance, Moilanen and Alasoini [2] present that in addition to job destruction and creation, employees’ 
skills, practices, and knowledge contribute to sustainability of their work organizations, occupational communities, and 
their own work. Sustainability initiatives at work organization require employees to change their accustomed ways to 
work [36], which may increase skills’ requirements [19]. Employees should not be examined only as objects of climate 
policies, but also as grassroots actors equipped with agency to influence their work, the work organization or collabo-
rating stakeholders, and push them toward more sustainable directions. However, employees’ opportunities to initiate 
change has constraints, since their colleagues may be unwilling to adopt new sustainable ways to work [2], or initiation 
on sustainability can be perceived as a threat for their career [31]. Therefore, views of the working population provide 
information on their willingness to change toward sustainability and the potential change resistance.

In addition to ST research, employees’ contributions to environmentally sustainable work have been investigated 
especially in the field of pro-environmental behaviour [see e.g., 29, 37], which refers to individual and discretionary 
activities conducted by employees at work [38]. Multiple indicators for measuring pro-environmental behaviour at work 
have been developed, but they include obvious weaknesses: most data collection has taken place in office environments 
with small samples, and research has mostly limited to developing and comparing quantitative indicators of different 
behaviours, such as recycling and reusing [38]. Research on organizational efforts, such as environmental training or 
the influence of organizational norms and values of the workplace, have received less attention [however, see 37, 39]. 
STs refer to systemic and qualitative shifts toward sustainable production patterns, and thus, focus of measuring should 
cover both individual and organizational factors.

Literatures in environmental management, industrial relations, and corporate social responsibility (CSR) have investi-
gated how employees may contribute to organizations’ sustainability, although these fields have not developed meas-
urements applicable to the wage earner population. However, there are means by which employees can contribute 
to organizational climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts, and this emphasizes the relevance of measuring 
employees’ views and experiences. For instance, Reed [40] and Boiral [41] assert that employees’ involvement in organi-
zations’ environmental affairs strengthens its overall environmental management, and employees’ awareness of climate 
change is connected to organization’s climate actions [42]. Employees’ actions are associated with higher emission reduc-
tions in organizations [43] and they have a role in contributing to CSR [44]. In addition, employees need information on 
how to adapt to climate change at work [45, 46] and their knowledge can contribute to organizational adaptation plans 
[47]. Since the shifts toward sustainable production and consumption are expected to influence employees, and previous 
literature provides ample evidence between organization’s sustainability and opportunities of employee involvement 
to contribute to it, it is relevant for both policy and society to develop indicators for making such measures. The use of 
this information will support employees and work organizations in STs and make their actions visible.

2.2  Quantifying employees’ opinions in sustainability transitions research

The field of sustainability transitions research has focused on qualitative and case study-oriented research, but the need 
to develop new methodologies has been acknowledged [1]. Data collection from the employees has played a central 
role in improving working conditions and employment policies [48, 49]. Employees’ views and use of their knowledge 
could benefit organizational development on the environment and climate as well and inform better environmental 
policymaking. In the context of STs, employees’ perceptions produce information on the organizational practices and 
actions from a lay perspective [50], which are currently little represented in the field. Their views help to produce a more 
varied understanding of sustainability in organizations [51], since organizations’ management can overestimate actions 
[46]. Krlev & Terstriep [7] and Williams & Robinson [8] have already investigated the possibilities and preconditions of 
measuring STs.

Williams & Robinson [8] raise actors and practices as one of the five elements in measuring STs, which can be observed 
by investigating actors’ perceptions of changes in the rules of an organization, or perceptions in their own change 
initiation. Work can be conceptualized as a game, where accustomed and socially shared norms and practices pre-
vent shifts toward sustainability [2, 52]. However, the rules can be challenged by the sustainable alternatives of the 
organizations or employees, which emerge through introductions of new practices, technologies, and policies at the 
organization, for instance. Analysis of employees’ perceptions on work and changes in work practices provide evidence 
whether STs already emerge at work. Rohracher et al. [53] view that transformative actions fail in delivering full impact 
without monitoring measures, which inform on the changes the actions are supposed to accomplish. Following this, 
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measuring working life and changes in there brought by STs will only become systematically understood when they 
become measured.

To position our survey methodology with ST theory, employees and work organizations are seen as actors of the 
regime level, who contribute to the stability of industries in their daily operations [2, 52]. The accustomed institutions at 
work, such as norms, values, and cultures of work, both enable and constrain how work is done, contributing to unsus-
tainability of industrial regimes [54, 55]. STs take place through social and technological innovations, which evolve in 
relational and systemic interactions between actors [55]. Following this, measuring of employees’ understandings of 
their work organizations’ actions and their own sustainable actions maps out the already ongoing initiation toward 
sustainability in regimes. Although literature on actors in STs exists [56, 57], less attention has been paid to the analysis 
of regime actors, i.e., general citizens, who are envisioned to adapt to the changing environment by adopting innova-
tions and changing their behaviour [58, 59]. Thus, measuring of employees’ perceptions and experiences of their work 
and the organization provide a viewpoint for operationalizing transition processes that impact actors, also a research 
gaps posed by Huttunen et al. [59].

3  Data and method

3.1  Development of survey and sampling of survey data

We designed a survey to fill the knowledge needs identified in the previous sections. The guiding principles in building 
the questionnaire were to design questions on sustainability at work which would be suitable for employees working 
in any economic sector or occupation. Previous survey measurements on work and sustainability were utilized as the 
starting point for our efforts [see e.g. 38, 60–62]. For instance, the review conducted by of Francoeur et al. [38] was used 
to acknowledge the variety in employees’ actions, but we focused on such pro-environmental topics, such as initiation 
and ideas, that can emerge in every occupation. The findings of García Mira and Dumitru [61] and Yuriev et al. [37] were 
used to understand organizational actions that would indicate of a shift toward sustainable modes of operation. Exist-
ing previous validated survey instruments were used when applicable, mainly to measure climate change attitude with 
questions used in the European Social Survey.

The first author was responsible for the original drafting of the survey, and it was further developed in a multidisci-
plinary research group as an iterative process between 2021 and 2022. The survey was pre-tested two times by both 
quantitative and qualitative means to increase the validity and reliability of the survey before the final data collection 
took place [63]. The first test took place in a Finnish work organization in October 2021. The number of responses was 
51. The pilot survey enabled the respondents to provide feedback on every page of the survey on how they experienced 
answering the survey. The feedback was utilized for the development of the final survey. This quantitative testing also 
included conducting explanatory factor analysis on the factor loadings and dimensions of the measures. As a result of 
the testing, questions and measurement scales were refined. The second test took place in January 2022. The first author 
conducted fourteen qualitative interviews with employees working in different fields of the economy. The informants 
provided valuable feedback for making final revisions to the survey.

3.2  Sampling and data collection

The survey questionnaire was put to a full-scale test in a data collection with Finnish employees. The target popu-
lation of the final research survey was wage earners working in Finland and the unit of analysis was an individual 
employee. In collaboration with government organization Statistics Finland, it was possible to take representative 
sample of wage earners working in Finland. Although the coverage of their employment register is good, there is 
a delay to sampling, during which the working status of individuals can change. The sample was formed from the 
most recent register data available, spring 2019, and the sample size of the survey was 5000 wage earners. It was 
expected that in 2022, 84–88% of the respondents still have a wage earner status despite the delay in register data. 
Sampling criteria of the target group was set to cover employees between 18 and 67 years. Because of the delay in 
register data, employees aged 18 or 19 couldn’t be reached to the sample. The sampling was made representative 
by weighing in the sampling the geographical area of living, age, and sex. This followed a similar sampling criterion 
with other representative wage earner surveys conducted by Statistics Finland. We were also interested to find out 
whether the novel topic gains similar interest among wage earners and if the data and its results could be compared 
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with other similar wage earner data. The research ethical committee of the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health 
provided consent for data collection in March 2022.

The data collection took place between 11.3.2022-23.6.2022. The data was collected through a web-based survey. 
Username and password for accessing the web-based survey were distributed for respondents via post mail, attached 
with an information leaflet of the research project and its objectives. The leaflet informed that consent to participate 
in the study is voluntary. In addition, it included information on the confidential data usage, anonymity, and data 
protection. After the first contact with the population, the respondents were reminded of the data collection three 
times in spring 2022 with an information leaflet send via post mail. The second to last post mail also included the 
survey form in paper and a response envelope. Two text messages or emails were sent to those respondents whose 
phone number or email address was found from the register to increase respondent activity. The final response rate 
of the survey was 38.3%. The target response rate was from 35 to 40%, which was considered high enough for desired 
statistical generalizations based on the data. Gift card lottery was used as an incentive for the respondents. The final 
data consisted of those respondents who filled at least one third of the survey and the number of respondents was 
1917. Table 1 presents the general profile of the sample.

3.3  Survey

The survey consists of 10 thematic sets of questions: Workplace sustainability, employer’s sustainable actions, work 
organization’s sustainability actions, sustainability skills training, sustainable work environment, own sustainable 
actions, awareness of new occupational safety and health risks, preparedness to hot working conditions, climate 
change related worries and opportunities, and sustainable values, along with socio-demographic variables. Five top-
ics measure employees’ personal views, such as perception of workplaces’ sustainability, and they have a Likert-scale. 
Other five topics measure employees’ observations at their work, and they have a dichotomous scale. All questions 
included an option to answer, ‘I don’t know’. Table 2 provides a short summary of the themes with a sample question.

Each theme includes a number of questions about the theme. Dimensionality testing is a key phase in scale evalu-
ation [63] so Exploratory Factor Analysis was applied to each of the thematic sets separately. As the measurement 
scales are more properly treated as ordered, polychoric correlations were calculated and used as the basis of factor 
analysis. The factoring method was maximum likelihood. Factor analyses were run starting with one factor, increasing 
the number of factors as needed. The goal was to select the most parsimonious model for each theme, i.e. one where 
each item has a substantial loading to one factor (> 0.3) and one factor only, with the smallest number of factors. All 
10 themes except one were found to be satisfactory with one factor, so they represent a unidimensional concept. 
One theme consisted of two factors (climate change worries and opportunities at work). All items and details of the 
factor analysis are available in Appendix A. Survey form is available in Appendix B.

Table 1  Profile of the data population

a Classification according to European Qualification Framework
b Including unemployed and laid off workers, students and employees on a parental leave
c Respondents who responded their gender being other and who declined to provide an answer
d Including farmers and those working on a family farm

Sex % Sector % Employee status Age group % Level of  educationa %

Female 53,6 Private sector 63,7 Wage earner 84,3 20–29 14,1 No education 0,4
Male 44,6 Public sector 29,8 Out of labour market  temporarilyb 10 30–39 20,4 EQF 2–4 45,1
Otherc 1,8 NGOs, HEIs 6,5 Retired 4,1 40–49 23,1 EQF 5 4,4

Entrepreneur,  freelancerd 1,6 50–59 25,2 EQF 6 23,4
60–69 17,2 EQF 7 23,4

EQF 8 3,2
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3.4  Reliability and validity of the research method

Content validity of the survey was assessed through different phases of the project. First, the researchers involved in 
the planning of the survey represented seven different academic fields. This multidisciplinary perspective involved 
in the iterative development process of the survey form strengthened the thorough understanding of the essential 
topics related to work, STs, and climate change. Both quantitative and qualitative test surveys contributed to improve-
ments of the content validity of the final survey. At the last stage, specialists of survey data collection working in 
Statistics Finland also participated with the finishing touch.

Construct validity of the survey is more complex since sustainability challenges vary between occupations. Organi-
zational and employees’ actions are context dependent [64], and relevance of the questions may vary between 
respondents. In addition to irrelevance, employees may not be aware of all the climate actions in their work organiza-
tions, also noted by Piwowar-Sulej [65]. The sectoral differences and lack of knowledge were considered by providing 
an option to answer, ‘Not relevant at my work’, in the questions where context specificity of work was assessed to be 
an issue. Opportunity to respond ‘I don’t know’ was provided with every questions. The concern over employees’ lack 
of knowledge and the sectoral differences were evaluated smaller than the advantages of the new survey and data 
collection on a topical issue. The pre-tests of the survey and a relatively good response rate of the data collection 
signal that the survey content was relevant for many of the respondents.

Concerns of reliability of the survey data were also acknowledged before the data collection, and they are dis-
cussed thoroughly for instance by Perrin & McFarland [66]. One central reliability question of this survey is the novelty 
of the topic. For instance, respondents may lack of knowledge of the assessed action at the work organization and 
employees may therefore be unable to provide answers [46, 65]. In addition, for many employees their traditional 
relationship to their workplace may have been disrupted due to increased remote work during the Covid-19 pan-
demic, potentially decreasing their knowledge on affairs of their workplace. Moreover, although definitions for the 
terms used in the survey were provided, they may be understood differently by respondents which may weaken the 
reliability of the results.

4  Results

We demonstrate the utility of the survey with examples of how factor scores differ between different socio-demo-
graphic employee groups and their work organizations. Factor scores were analysed with five background variables: 
Respondent’s worry of climate change, gender, education level, work organization size, and sector of work. The 
background variables used in the analysis are presented in Table 3. We have selected four key themes to highlight 
what we can learn with the survey, showing factor score means and 95% confidence intervals for the various groups.

Figure 1 presents the differences in employees’ perceptions of sustainability of their workplace, which were meas-
ured with seven items describing manifestations of sustainability such as efficient resource use and sustainability 
communication at the workplace. Higher values indicate respondent’s positive perception of their workplaces’ sustain-
ability. Differences can be found between sectors of work, size of work organization and gender groups, as illustrated 
in the Fig. 1. The negative perceptions of the health care sector employees stand out since they are not experiencing 
almost any of the measured issues in their workplace. Based on this can be estimated that STs are not yet taking 
place in all sectors of the economy, or at least they are not known by the employees. Employees, who work in fossil 
intensive sectors such as industry, construction, or energy, have most positive perceptions toward sustainability of 
their workplace. These sectors are most affected by STs due to their high greenhouse gas emissions and environ-
mental impacts, and based on the findings, actions already seem to take place among employees in these sectors.

Employees of large organizations view their workplaces as sustainable most often. Large organizations have more 
resources to use for sustainable actions, such as clean technology or organizational communication on sustainability, 
which may explain their employees’ positive attitudes. However, if sustainability of work was measured by greenhouse 
gas emissions, large organizations and fossil intensive sectors would probably be estimated the least sustainable. 
Thus, employees’ perceptions do not necessarily correspond with other sustainability measures, such as greenhouse 
gas protocol. However, as illustrated in Fig. 1, the findings inform on where workplaces already seem sustainable and 
where employees are disagreeing with workplace sustainability. Regarding gender differences, the Finnish labour 
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market is highly segmented between gender groups, and most workers in fossil intensive sectors are men and most 
in the health care sector are women. This labour market characteristic partially explains the gender differences.

Figure 2 presents the findings of sustainability actions in work organization, with higher values indicating more 
action. The measured climate actions varied from organization climate program to co-creation of climate friendly work 
practices at the workplace, all of which foster shifts toward sustainable production by involving the employees. Overall, 
the mean values are low. This indicates that organization’s climate actions are scarce in Finland according to the employ-
ees. However, employees of large organizations make an exception since they have experienced sustainability actions 
most often. The greater activity of large work organizations may be explained due to their better resources to invest in 
organizations’ internal development.

Least sustainability actions have been experienced by respondents who are not worried of climate change, or who 
work in small organizations or in the health care sector. Employees’ nonconcern of climate change may be associated 
with little interest to take part in, or familiarize oneself with, the sustainability actions of the work organization, which 
may explain the low factor score. Small organizations and health care sector organizations may be too occupied with 
maintaining their core operations, and therefore do not have enough resources or capacity to implement the measured 
actions. Health care sector has been assessed to have a lot of climate change mitigation potential [67], but based on 
the findings, employees of the sector are not familiar with sustainability actions, the actions do not exist, or they do not 
involve them.

Figure 3 presents the differences in employees’ sustainability skills trainings at the workplace, with higher values 
representing more training. As shown in the Fig. 3, training on the measured general sustainability skills is not com-
monplace at Finnish workplaces. There are some differences: men, and employees of fossil intensive sectors and large 
work organizations, reported of sustainability trainings more often than others. Some training on sustainability skills is 
already provided, but currently it is not equally received by the employees. STs are evaluated to mean reskilling or on-
the-job learning for most employees, regardless of the sector [15, 19]. Low training scores indicate that re-skilling and 
upskilling is still rare, and more efforts are needed to drive STs in every workplace.

Figure 4 presents the factor scores of employees’ own sustainable actions, with higher values indicating more action. 
Worry of climate change is associated with a positive factor score, indicating that worried employees are already acting 
in their work to do it more sustainably and having ideas on how to do it. This is unsurprising but provides an indicator of 
validity for the measurement. Differences due to organizational factors are also found, as employees in small organiza-
tions and in the sectors of education, research, and administration report of their own sustainable actions most often. 

Table 3  Background variables 
used in the analysis

Variables %

Gender
 Women 54, 6
 Men 45, 4

Education level
 No university education 49, 7
 University education 50, 3

Climate concern
 Unworried/Don’t know 21
 Somewhat worried 52, 5
 Worried 26, 5

Organization size
 0–9 persons 16, 5
 10–49 persons 34, 6
 50–249 persons 24, 2
 250 persons or more 24, 7

Sector of the economy
 Fossil intensive 33
 Health care 24, 5
 Private services 23, 5
 Education, research, and administration 18, 9
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In smaller organizations, the initiatives of individual employees may play a greater role in STs, since small organizations 
may not have resources for larger scale sustainability actions, as shown in Fig. 2. Thus, organization size and sector of 
work seem to have an effect on employees’ opportunities to act on sustainability.

Figure 4 also shows that women and employees with a university degree seem to be more engaged to do sustainable 
actions at work. These differences have also been noted in previous research [64, 68], although not with a data represent-
ing working population of a country. Even though the workplace perceptions of women were often more negative (Fig. 1) 
and sustainability actions at their work organizations were usually scarce (Fig. 2), they are more engaged in individual 
action. The findings may indicate that organizational actions do not foster individual actions, but on the contrary, indi-
viduals are more engaged in sustainability actions when organizations are inactive. However, it is important to note that 
previous research has found bias when individuals self-assess pro-environmental behaviours [69], and this may explain 
high factor scores in own actions.

As shown above, the views and experiences of the employed population differ according to their sector of work, 
organization size, gender, education level, and climate worry. The illustration of the findings of the survey data 
shows that the research method can provide information of different employees’ perceptions of sustainability at 

Fig. 1  Workplace sustainability factor score means
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work. The survey data can fill the gap between the envisioned sustainable future of work and the practical steps 
that are already taking place at working life to hasten STs. However, most analysed measures provide low factor 
scores, which indicate that employees’ perceptions of their workplace’s sustainability are negative, and actions and 
trainings to make work more sustainable are still infrequent. This highlights the need to strengthen local actions 
and support local capacities to hasten STs at work.

Fig. 2  Work organization’s sustainability actions factor score means
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Fig. 3  Sustainability skills trainings factor score means
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5  Discussion

This section discusses the developed survey method and the findings presented in section four from two perspec-
tives, namely environmental and climate policies, and ST research.

5.1  Policy relevance of measuring employees’ experiences in sustainability transitions

The survey provides information on the employees’ current experiences and opinions of sustainability in work. Rep-
resentative working population data on topic has not been collected before, and the method presents evidence on 
the currently limited understanding of how transitions are emerging and having consequences for employees in dif-
ferent sectors of the economy. Measuring employees’ perceptions of sustainability can provide relevant information 
for policymakers. First, on-the-job learning on sustainability is becoming a central issue for the practice of STs [15], 
but it is unclear how it will take place. Second, participatory means to implement STs with employees support their 
acceptance [70, 71], but there is no information on how general such participatory actions are. Third, the actions of 
non-state actors, such as work organizations, are becoming increasingly important in time of insufficient national 

Fig. 4  Own sustainable actions factor score means
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emissions cuts [25], and employees’ views produce information on these non-state actors’ actions. The survey meth-
odology fills the timely knowledge needs among policymakers on how employees already are affected or involved 
in organizations’ efforts to hasten transitions to sustainability, and the data can further support policymaking on STs.

Currently, most employees in Finland do not perceive their work organizations sustainable, and actions to hasten 
transition to sustainability are scarce. Today, sustainability is not a cutting through megatrend at work, although it is 
envisioned to be one in the future. For the most employees, there is neither clean technologies nor climate change com-
munication in the workplaces, although new climate change mitigating technology is playing a major role in delivering 
the transition, and communication on climate change mitigation to employees can improve the efficiency of those 
actions [43]. How environmental policy can leverage transformative actions to all sectors of the economy and support 
organizations and workers within transitions processes is a crucial question. In previous studies it has been noted that 
STs affect various communities by forcing them to learn and adapt to new technologies and practices. However, they lack 
both information on the upcoming changes, and capabilities on how to confront them [4, 58]. Based on the employees’ 
experiences, training on sustainability is not yet common and neither are collaborative climate actions. This provides an 
indication that most work organizations are not yet providing on-the-job training for their employees, which should be 
a concern for policymaking. Means to support all communities in transitions requires more attention from policymak-
ers, which would further articulate how to move sustainability visions into daily action. One mean is to provide support 
for the management, who has the power and position to manage change and provide support for the employees [4]. In 
addition, learnings from evidence-based policies and policy programmes developed in the field of quality of working 
life can be useful in such attempts [48].

The findings on sectors and different sized organizations indicate the need to pay more attention on how different 
organizations implement and manage STs, and how they are supported by policies. In fossil-intensive sectors, such as 
energy and construction sectors, training on sustainability is more frequent and employees’ perceptions of sustainability 
of their workplace are more positive. These sectors have been more addressed by climate policies due to their high direct 
environmental impacts, and the findings indicate that actions to shift into sustainable ways to work have already began 
in these fields. Regarding organization size, smaller organizations do not seem as active, and they have also less resources 
and capabilities to develop their operations more sustainable. The low factor scores of health care sector employees also 
indicate that the topic has not gained attention in this field, although systematic efforts for climate change mitigation in 
the field are presented [e.g. 67]. Future policy at the nexus of employment and environment needs to carefully consider 
the differences between social groups and organizations of different sectors so that policy does not maintain the already 
existing inequalities at the labour market. The means for supporting all kinds of organizations in transitions by sharing 
information and supporting their capabilities is an essential question for policymakers.

Even though sustainable actions carried out by individuals at work have mitigation potential [72, 73], employees’ 
actions at work have not been investigated before with large and nationally representative data sets [38]. The results 
show that employees in Finland are already engaged in sustainable actions, indicating that there is willingness to do 
one’s work in a more sustainable way. Engagement with these sustainability frontrunners can be useful in supporting 
STs at grassroots level because they are already motivated and willing to learn and change the accustomed ways at 
work. The activity of forerunners is central in initiating change in their own work communities, and this has already been 
investigated with qualitative research methods [30, 74, 75]. However, previous research has also noted that the power 
and agency of individuals is limited in changing the unsustainable norms of a larger group. Therefore, actions at the 
collective level on the work organization and occupational community are simultaneously needed to implement STs on 
a larger scale. Policy tools for strengthening all employees’ capacities in each sector of the economy with fair means is a 
crucial question for future policy. Employee engagement is a mean to implement just transition, and here, acknowledg-
ing their opinion is a critical point.

5.2  Contributions of the survey and measuring of regime actors’ perceptions to ST literature

The survey and the findings provide evidence of STs on a large scale among Finnish working population. Survey data 
representing the whole population level describes the regime as it is experienced by the employees. The measurements 
provide an indicator of how general individuals’ and organizations’ actions are in STs. Survey data representing the Finnish 
working population provides new perspective for the field on STs, which the accustomed methods used in the field, such 
as case studies, are not able to do. The contribution of this survey to the field is to show that workers and work organiza-
tions are actors in transitions who can act and reshape work and production systems more sustainable. Measuring of 
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these actions indicates the latecomers of sustainability and the forerunners, but in order to deliver a transition, change 
has to take place on a broad front, eventually touching upon the regime actors [59].

The results show the sustainability forerunners, namely climate worried employees, large organizations and fossil 
intensive sectors, who are already acting to work in more sustainable ways. However, and more importantly, the results 
show the infrequency of action and disagreement among working population. As noted in the introduction, there are 
knowledge gaps in taking into account the employees’ points of views. For instance, there is lack of knowledge of the 
prevalence of organizational change to operate in a more sustainable way and whether these actions influence their 
employees. As illustrated in the section four, the results show that changes in the regimes of work are rare. Large scale 
change in the ‘rules of the game’ at work is not taking place when measured by employees perceptions. Although Höls-
gens [58] presents that large scale adoption of alternatives rarely happens, participation of regime actors is a key for 
fulfilling the sustainability targets [59]. Future research on topic should further elaborate the regimes of work, and the 
actions taken to reshape work sustainable. Repetition of the employee survey data collection in the future will show if 
employees’ perceptions change over time. This will help create a more dynamic understanding of sustainability transi-
tions at working life.

5.3  Limitations of the research

A limitation of this study is that it focused on the views of wage earners working in one country, Finland. Future studies 
could compare differences in employees’ views between countries. Another limitation is that the results are based on 
a cross-cut data. The follow-up surveys will enable a time-series analysis, which will show how employees’ perceptions 
change over time. The initial target of this survey was to initiate a new time-series data collection on topic and future 
studies will show if work changes more sustainable.

Low factor scores of small organizations raise a concern on whether suitability of the survey questions could be 
improved for them. Although small organizations do not do organizational sustainability actions, it does not mean that 
they are necessarily less sustainable. Their actions may be different, since employees working in small organizations 
report of higher individual actions. Organization size may be both an enabler or a constraint for certain kinds of actions, 
and this topic requires further research. In addition, future studies and survey research on topic will help develop the 
most relevant questions for all organization sizes and employees.

6  Conclusions

The aim of this article is to push forward the current discussion at the intersection of STs and work by showing that 
changes driven by STs at work can be made measurable by a new survey method presented in this article. STs are 
expected to have influence on all employees with various degrees, and thus, the survey is targeted to employees regard-
less of the economic sector in which they work at. Acceleration of transitions, scale up of alternatives and their diffusion 
can be better understood when their effects are measured with systematic means [8]. Scaling up STs requires changes on 
a large scale, and survey is a well-suited method for understanding general trends in the society. Until now, there have 
been no prevailing quantitative indicators or ways of measuring STs at work or the effects of climate change at work, 
although the urgency of such information has been acknowledged [9]. The results of the survey provide an indication of 
the differences among employees’ perceptions and sustainability actions on both among organizations and employees.

This research and survey data highlight the role of work organization as a community, where accustomed practices 
and norms should be acknowledged, questioned, and reshaped to enable STs. It points out to social groups and sectors 
of the economy, where actions guiding toward STs are needed. Based on the results, sustainability of the health care 
sector provides an interesting point for future research, since its performance is weakest in the light of the results. Future 
research on work organizations and employees’ roles will provide new insight for previous discussion on community 
action [4, 27] and actors [56, 57] in ST research. More research is needed on how to scale-up sustainable alternatives to 
the regimes at work and create a truly sustainability working life.

Current policy discussion is mostly focused on new employment opportunities and innovation resulting from STs, 
and they do not sufficiently address how to reshape the already ongoing activities of work organizations more sustain-
able. Measuring transitions and pointing out their hindrances, such as lack of sustainability training, can further inform 
decisionmakers to plan better-suited policy. Policy relevance of organizational actions is increasing as nation states fail 
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to act in reaching international climate targets. Employees’ opinions can guide policymaking and provide information of 
the current state of STs in working life, since based on the employees’ views, work is not yet environmentally sustainable.
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