
Vol.:(0123456789)

Empirica (2022) 49:277–279
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10663-022-09538-9

1 3

EDITORIAL

Special Issue: Sustainability, Work and Growth 
in the Context of SDG 8

Sandra Bilek‑Steindl1 · Claudia Kettner1 · Christine Mayrhuber1

Published online: 26 March 2022 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 
2022

Following the workshop “Sustainability, Work and Growth” organised by WIFO’s 
thematic platform “Sustainability and Inclusivity” in March 2021, this special issue 
collects a selection of papers presented. The workshop covered a broad thematic 
spectrum of SDG 8 which is one of the 17 goals (Sustainable Development Goals, 
SDGs) adopted by the member states of the United Nations in the context of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015.

SDG 8 calls for “Promoting sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all”. The papers pre-
sented in the workshop illustrated that, on the one hand, a transformation to a sus-
tainable economy requires adjustments in a large number of areas and, on the other 
hand, that the synergies and trade-offs between different SDG-targets must be care-
fully examined. Moreover, the implementation of the SDGs requires in-depth scien-
tific analysis, ongoing monitoring and political action.

To ensure decent work and sustainable economic growth, SDG 8 touches employ-
ment and economic growth within its twelve sub-goals (as listed in UN 2015) in a 
very heterogeneous and contradictory way (Coscieme et  al. 2020): The spectrum 
of employment related topics ranges from the abolition of forced labor, promotion 
of safe and secure working environments for all workers, full employment up to 
sustainable work. With respect to economic growth, the targets do not only cover 
the GDP per capita growth rate but also e.g. increasing economic productivity and 
global resource efficiency, strengthening the capacity of domestic financial insti-
tutions and promoting sustainable tourism. A sustainable development approach 
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requires the integration of environmental and climate issues into the sphere of 
employment as well as production and consumption.

The four papers published in this special issue focus on different aspects of 
SDG 8. Two papers address monitoring and measurement of SDG 8, i.e. the 
development of a proposal for new sub-goals, targets and indicators from a 
degrowth perspective and the development of a nowcasting approach for indica-
tors assigned to SDG 8. Other aspects addressed in this special issue include an 
assessment of the potential of different labor market policies for greening employ-
ment and an econometric analysis at the intersection of SDG 8 with energy effi-
ciency (SDG 7), technological change (SDG 9) and climate change (SDG 13) that 
focuses on the determinants and effects of the adoption of “green energy saving 
and related technologies” (GETs).

In the first paper of this special issue, Kreinin and Aigner (2021) propose con-
ceptional changes on the idea of SDG 8. The authors analyze the goal from the 
perspective of “strong sustainability” (e.g. Ayres et al. 2001) and provide a refor-
mulated framework including new sub-goals, targets and indicators, which they 
argue being better in line with the overall goals of the SDGs and the Agenda 
2030. In their work, they peel out and discuss aspects of SDG 8 which are cur-
rently interfering the idea of long-term social-ecological sustainability. Their 
approach differentiates itself more clearly from economic growth and productiv-
ity per se and rather focuses on aspects of social and environmental well-being, 
decency of work and dependence of economic growth and unsustainable work.

Evaluating the progress of the SDGs provides important information for policy 
makers in order react if necessary. As a basis there can be considered the EU 
SDG indicators structured around the SDGs (Eurostat 2021). As some of the indi-
cators are lagging in time, the paper by Bilek-Steindl and Url (2022) is focus-
sing on nowcasting SDG indicators. The authors propose a nowcasting approach 
which allows an early estimation of the SDG 8 indicators. Incorporating the now-
cast results, the development of the indicators in Austria is monitored at an early 
stage using the Eurostat (2021) approach. It is shown in the results that the effects 
of the COVID-19 pandemic are clearly visible in the indicators. In particular 
the assessment of indicators covering the economic dimension has deteriorated 
quickly with the economic downturn.

The third paper by Bohnenberger (2022) is an innovative approach that pro-
vides a systematically link of gainful employment to environmental dimensions. 
Different aspects and definitions of “green jobs” (ILO 2018), “greenness-of-
tasks” (Janser 2018) and “sustainable work” (Barth et  al. 2016) are integrated 
in a new taxanomy of sustainable employment on the level of analysis as well 
as on the level of environmental impacts. Based on a systematic survey of pol-
icy proposals from scientific publications as well as from relevant organizations 
(NGOs), in the first step the paper derives eight major strategies of greening work 
through labor market policies. In the second step, these strategies are explored in 
terms of their contribution to sustainable employment. Bohnenberger structures 
these effects along four different dimensions, which are output, occupation, work-
lifestyles, outcome and efficiency. The author concludes that conversion of plants/
businesses and environmental decommodification are the main modification to 
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greening the output; environmental labor law, vocational guidance and alterna-
tive income sources promote environmentally sustainable occupations; and that 
sustainable work-lifestyles can be ameliorated by equalizing income and employ-
ment time.

In the fourth paper of this special issue, Peneder et al. (2021) study the adoption 
of “green energy saving and related technologies” (GETs) based on a survey among 
companies in the DACH region (Germany, Austria and Switzerland). On the one 
hand, the authors investigate the main determinants of the adoption of GETs in dif-
ferent areas (e.g. production, transport, buildings, ICT or renewables). On the other 
hand, they test the perceived impacts of the adoption of these technologies in terms 
of energy efficiency,  CO2 emissions, and the firms’ competitiveness reported by the 
managers of the firms. The econometric results show that policies affect the adop-
tion of GETs via differentiated transmission channels, and not in a uniform manner. 
The authors conclude that policy can induce firms to improve energy efficiency and 
their carbon footprint and that policymakers should opt for a comprehensive pol-
icy mix, so that the individual instruments each capitalize on different transmission 
mechanisms.
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