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Youth, generally defined as young people aged between 15 and 24, are a key population. Their empowerment as

members of our societies is vital for the societal ecosocial transition from a human-centered to an ecosocial focus, in

pursuit of Sustainable Development (SD) and the United Nations “The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” with its

17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In relation to sustainability, ecosocial transition is a holistic perspective with

ecological, economic, and social dimensions of development focusing on the interlinkage between social and ecological

sustainability.
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1. Introduction

Youth, generally defined as young people aged between 15 and 24, are a key population. Their empowerment as

members of societies is vital for the societal ecosocial transition from a human-centered to an ecosocial focus, in pursuit

of Sustainable Development (SD) and the United Nations “The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” with its 17

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In relation to sustainability, ecosocial transition is a holistic perspective with

ecological, economic, and social dimensions of development focusing on the interlinkage between social and ecological

sustainability . From this perspective, it is argued that youth can create and become a positive and dynamic force for SD

if they are given the knowledge and opportunities to thrive and be involved in decision-making processes . Youth

inclusion in decision-making processes for SD is therefore one of the key variables associated with youth empowerment.

Youth empowerment, and empowerment in general, occurs at individual and collective levels, in the form of, amongst

others, psychological, social, economic and political empowerment. Rocha  presented empowerment as a ladder, with

individual empowerment focusing on changing the individual (individual level), and political empowerment focusing on

changing the community (collective level). Youth empowerment emphasizes youth strength instead of weaknesses. It

enables and promotes greater active youth participation and influence in the settings in which they are involved and which

affect their lives . Variables associated with youth empowerment include “increased skills, critical awareness and

mastery of the environment, higher levels of self-determination, shared decision-making, and participatory competence” 

(p. 403). These variables can be observed in the movement initiated by the Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg, who

in 2018 at the age of 15 started a protest outside the Swedish Parliament for stronger action on climate change with a

sign reading “Skolstrejk för klimatet” (School Strike for Climate). This strike initiated the Fridays for Future movement, in

which youth on school strike protested every Friday against the lack of professional and political responses towards

climate actions. In particular, professionals such as social workers across the world are being blamed by climate-engaged

groups of young people for not doing enough to secure their future in terms of SD .

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development published a report, Our Common Future, including a

now widely cited definition of SD as being “a development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the

ability of future generations to meet their own needs”  (p. 54). SD (references to SD inherently cover the SDGs, as the

SDGs are the embodiment of SD) aims for a balanced, harmonious, and integrated set of goals that meet urgent

environmental, social, and economic challenges by focusing on people, the planet, prosperity, peace, and partnership.

Nevertheless, some have argued that SD and the SDGs are still very anthropocentric , though some SDGs can be

interpreted as comprising biocentric or ecocentric aspects . This means that these SDGs do recognize not only

human values but the intrinsic value of all living beings . SD ranges from eradicating poverty to promoting sustainable

cities and communities ; it consists of interlinked goals relating to the dimensions of economic prosperity, environmental

protection, and social equity; these are widely known as the “triple bottom line”, a notion coined by John Elkington in 1994

. These three dimensions (sometimes referred to as elements) are widely acknowledged as the “three pillars” in

discussions of SD.
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In Sweden, as in many other countries, one way that young people learn about SD is through Lärande för Hållbar

Utveckling (Education for Sustainable Development, ESD) in schools. ESD was developed to response the need for

education to address sustainability challenges; at the 2019 UNESCO General Conference, the Education for Sustainable

Development (ESD) for 2030 was adopted, which is a continuation of UNESCO’s four-year Global Action Program (GAP)

for Education for Sustainable Development . ESD is widely recognized as an integral component of The 2030 Agenda

for Sustainable Development, as well as a key enabler of all SDGs in achieving societal transformation towards a more

sustainable society by emphasizing on education’s role for the SDGs, the focus on the transformation and member states’

leadership . Although many of the SDGs are explicitly directed towards the wellbeing of young people, SD in general

and youth engagement in SD in particular have not been major subjects of discussion in mainstream social work ; this

is also the case in social work in Sweden, where the planetary focus on the ecosystem in relation to human wellbeing has

only been marginally investigated , and few empirical studies have been conducted. Youth as community members

are often seen as individuals who lack capacity and agency in comparison to adults, and thus they are rarely actively

engaged as community members in decision-making and social change processes . An extensive review of social

work literature addressing environmental topics between 1991 and 2015  found no title or abstract including the words

“youth”, “young people” or “children”, indicating the marginal focus on the role of youth within this area. It is vital to engage

and empower youth within the practice of social work, as they are the future agents of change, particularly concerning

changes towards SD. In this connection, youth empowerment within the ecosocial transition towards SD needs to gain

more attention within social work, both internationally and in Sweden. In this context, some authors have pointed out the

need to involve and empower young people in SD work, which amongst other has been amplified by global calls being

made to social workers in engaging key partners such as the youth in SD through ecosocial work .

The concept of an “ecosocial” approach is still fuzzy, ranging from human harmony with nature to a philosophical

paradigm of the human position in a “person-in-environment” perspective. Different organizations with different priorities

and backgrounds use different definitions of the term. Within social work, the ecosocial approach is one way to address

socio-ecological crises and societal transition towards sustainability. Ecosocial work is understood as emancipatory and

political , as it calls upon social workers to act collectively with community members to support social and economic

equality, human dignity, ecological sustainability, and collective wellbeing . Ecosocial work recognizes the

interrelation and interdependency between the wellbeing of the Earth and its inhabitants , taking into consideration the

broader biophysical aspects (including the biotic, abiotic, natural, and built environments) and social environment in a way

that conjoins social, ecological, cultural, and economic sustainability . Ecosocial work also challenges the

modernist view of the place of humans in the natural world , which has been taken for granted; thus, ecosocial work

adapts the philosophy of post-anthropocentricism by decentering the position of humans in the natural world.

The anthropocentric view is commonly dualistic and binary, with humans considered to be masters above “the other” and

“outside” the ecosystem , and nature considered to be at the service of fulfilling human needs. Post-modernist social

work is challenged with socio-ecological crises, leading to discussions of the need for a paradigm shift from

anthropocentrism to a more ecocentric perspective in viewing the relations between human/nature and human/animals 

. Social work and societies at large are therefore required to decenter human exceptionalism by extending

“rights” to non-humans  in order to address contemporary socio-ecological challenges . There is a need for a “post-

anthropocentric turn” in social work  by rejecting the twin ideas of human supremacy and human exceptionalism .

2. Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

A theoretical and conceptual framework (Figure 1) was developed on the basis of existing literature and used in

conducting this entry. An abductive approach was chosen in which the framework guided the data generation and the

gathered data were explored with reference to the framework, moving back and forth between the framework and data

during the analytical process . The conceptualization and theorization therefore provided a basis for exploring and

understanding ecosocial work discourse and youth empowerment within the context of SD. A narrative explanation

including the reasoning behind this framework is given below.
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Figure 1. Theoretical and conceptual framework based on Foucauldian discourse analysis.

Empowerment is a central concept within social work, particularly in enhancing the wellbeing and strength of all people by

engaging individuals and structures in addressing life and societal challenges . Empowerment in social work refers to

both the desired state of being empowered through interventions, and the intervention method itself in improving

wellbeing; it is multidimensional and multifaceted, but is often defined as having the means to control one’s life situation in

achieving personal and societal goals . The concept empowerment is connected to individual and collective health,

wellbeing and environments ; it is also understood as a social action process in which community members

have, assume, or expand their power and responsibility in creating desired societal changes . This means

empowerment occurs at different and multiple levels, such as individual, family, organization, and community/collective 

Individual empowerment is empowerment on psychological, individual case work levels  stressing individual capacity-

building, personal control, a positive life view, and may also include a comprehension of the sociopolitical environment 

. In this relation, the adults working with youth empowerment and sociopolitical learning experiences has empowering

role in “challenging deficit assumptions of youth political capabilities”  (p. 53). On the other side, collective

empowerment is on group, social, political, and structural levels  focusing on sociopolitical and political empowerment

 involving “processes and structures that enhance members’ skills, provide them with mutual support necessary to effect

change, improve their collective wellbeing, and strengthen intra- and inter-organizational networks and linkages to

improve or maintain the quality of community life”  (pp. 33–34). In this relation, youth empowerment on the collective

level can be carried out through educational, interpersonal, or civic engagement opportunities based on the activities

provided by those working with the youth , where these activities also engage and mobilize the youth towards social

action . Both the individual and collective empowerment as described above may indicate the traditional top-down

approach to empowerment, rather than the circular reciprocal empowerment. The top-down empowerment is linear power

-over exchanges  whereas the ones with power empowering the ones without; while reciprocal empowerment is circular

and it is not only empowering others but also oneself: a mutual empowerment rather than one-sided .

Empowerment can, amongst other things, be gained through an ecosocial work perspective which strives to empower

people and enhance their agency over their lives, through a more ecocentric approach; it also aims to promote and

enhance the wellbeing of people and the planet. When discussing empowerment, notions of power and the implications of

the powerful–powerless dichotomy are unavoidable. Power is a central concept in Foucault’s works, such as The

Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), Discipline and Punish (1995), and The Order of Things (2005). In these works,

Foucault opines that institutions can be understood in terms of techniques of power that are a form of “power/knowledge”

that observes, monitors, shapes and controls people’s behavior . Power is comprised of the rationalities by which

one governs the conduct of others. It is not only repressive, negative, or destructive, but also positive and constructive in

the sense of being constitutive in the shaping of people’s lives and ideas ; however, power is not exercised solely by
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those who hold institutional power; it is also located in a more diffuse assembly of groupings, including those who are

oppressed, as through resistance they can possess “power against” .

As in the work of Foucault, the notion of power in this entry is inextricably related to knowledge, since those in power

produce the dominant knowledge within the discourse studied. Knowledge governs the discursive practices that determine

what is “true” or “false” . Within the Foucauldian perspective, alternative forms of knowledge are recognized, allowing

consideration that power is not possessed and “one way”, but rather is exercised and circuitous with multiple sources .

Foucault developed the “power/knowledge” unity, discussing how knowledge is an exercise of power and power is a

function of knowledge . Power produces knowledge, and the operation of power is used through the construction of

knowledge . Power/knowledge is “the deployment of force and the establishment of truth”  (p. 184). This means that

knowledge relies on an acceptance of truth established, and power/knowledge operates everywhere where there is any

kind of power relation, in all interactions, and in the institutions and systems that people create.

Within the modernist social work approach towards empowerment, there is a power relationship between

professionals/practitioners and clients. The professionals/practitioners have certain power over the clients, which is

embedded within their professional roles and positions . This power, if not exercised carefully, could instead

unintentionally disempower the clients and service users, such as the youth population. As power is not given/possessed

but rather exercised , “giving” the power to the youth to create a new narrative for their lives, but without giving them

proper support, tools, knowledge and resources in how to exercise the power, will be meaningless. On top of that, those

working with the youth should recognize that the distribution of power exercise among the youth could carry

disempowering effects, if it is for example based on which youth can/most likely to participate (for example, most youth

who participated in the activities provided by the youth centers in this entry, were mostly boys, with some efforts by the

centers in recruiting more girls by offering e.g.“movie night for girls”).

Following the work of Foucault, which is rooted in post-modernist, post-structuralist, and deconstructionist philosophy,

postmodern social work theorists have identified that the concept of empowerment in social work is centered excessively

around sovereignty, state control, and institutional power, instead of realizing that power is everywhere and relational .

Postmodern analysis of empowerment in social work encourages social work practitioners to consider their own

interpretations , and to not only consult the service users but also offer them the interpretive framework to determine

interventions ; it also inspires deconstruction of the main modernist concepts in social work, and simultaneously

provides new ways for social workers to conceptualize power and empowerment in constructing more relevant

approaches to contemporary social work .

While adult empowerment is dominated by civic participation, youth empowerment is often concerned more with

preventative intervention; that is, the prevention of problem behaviors and negative outcomes , and at the same time,

enhancement of resilience among the youth through educational settings . This preventative work is based on the

knowledge of the practitioners who work with young people, which can mean that these practitioners have the power of

imposing surveillance upon the youth (see Ref. ). The knowledge of these practitioners is a result of their interaction

with their colleagues and other actors working with youth, forming a community of practice that focuses on the

management of knowledge and how it is used . The preventative intervention approach in youth empowerment can be

translated as empowerment on an individual basis, aiming to prevent and/or reduce undesired behaviors and at the same

time to develop and strengthen the individual; however, this individual strength perspective carries a risk that the

empowerment might become too individualized. While individual empowerment is important, in addressing structural

issues such as SD and the SDGs there is a need to combine it with collective empowerment based on collective identity.

In relation to SD and the SDGs, as well as the Fridays for Future, youth are seen and act collectively as a community and

identity: a homogenous group with joint interests consisting of heterogeneous individuals and identities. According to

Foucault, individual identities are recognized, socially constructed and regulated within certain discourses .

Consequently, collective identity is when two or more individuals act as social objects based on reciprocal attribution and

shared affirmation. When there is a collective identity, it can be assumed that there is a community and vice versa.

Community refers to local community, residential area, neighborhood, local society, interest groups, togetherness, and

more-which includes both social and geographical aspects . In this entry, the youth is seen as a community with a

collective identity based on the shared social aspects, such as being left behind in relation to climate issue discourse,

which affect their need for a liveable planet.

Youth engagement through youth empowerment is said to increase youth’s developmental assets and understanding of

complex issues such as environmental protection . It is important to engage youth in working towards all the SDGs at

all levels , especially as many of the SDGs are directed towards them. Through youth empowerment, combined with

the acknowledgment that young people are future agents of change and that their developmental processes are pivotal in
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building a prosperous and sustainable future, youth are crucial in assisting the realizations of the SDGs. Good health and

wellbeing are both requirements for and outcomes of the SDGs, and can also promote sustainable work-life capacities for

all; however, good health and wellbeing are important and necessary not only for humans, but also for non-humans and

for the planet people live on. It is thus important to promote and advocate for human and non-human wellbeing, as well as

human work-life capacities, through ecosocial work and an SD framework. Even though SD and the SDGs were created

in anthropocentric terms, there are possibilities to promote the health and wellbeing of non-human sentient animals and

non-sentient parts of nature such as plants, oceans, and the ecosystem directly within the SD framework through some of

the goals .
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