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Essential SSH Research for the Societal Challenges in Horizon 2020 
 

‘Fighting and adapting to climate change’ 
 
 
With this Note1 LERU wants to advise the European Commission to include essential Social Sciences and 
Humanities (SSH) research in the Horizon 2020 programme addressing the societal challenge on climate 
change. The Note is one in a series of seven Notes complementing a 2012 LERU Advice Paper on the 
role of SSH in Horizon 2020 (LERU, 2012).  
 
The main authors of the paper are Prof. Peter Driessen, Dr Jelle Behagel, Dr Dries Hegger,  Heleen Mees 
MSc, Prof. Marleen van Rijswick (Utrecht University) and Prof. Kurt Deketelaere (KU Leuven), with 
significant contributions from the LERU Community of Social Sciences and Humanities and with the support 
of Dr Katrien Maes, LERU Chief Policy Officer. We explicitly wish to thank all individuals at the LERU 
member universities who provided valuable input for the paper and comments during the drafting process. 

 

Introduction 

1. For more than 20 years now, policies and actions have been developed to combat the phenomenon of 
climate change: mitigation measures were proposed and adopted to reduce the emissions of 
greenhouse gases; adaptation measures were proposed and adopted to deal with the consequences of 
climate change. However, it is clear that the battle on climate change is far from won. Additional 
policies and measures will be needed, which will have to be based on new scientific insights, including 
those from the social sciences and humanities (SSH). 

 
2. Responding to climate change is not only a matter of infrastructural adjustments, like building dikes, 

or technical innovations such as implementing renewable energies. Instead, it is a complex process of 
societal transformations that should be studied as such. The contribution of the social sciences and 
humanities is crucial to understanding these processes of change. Most changes in society develop in 
small steps within existing structures. Climate change requires a replacement of existing structures 
and orders by something new: a transformation. For instance, there is a need to transform energy 
systems away from the dependence on fossil fuels and a need to protect citizens, business, 
infrastructure and nature from climate change risks. The concept of ‘societal transformation’ refers to 
important alterations of society’s systemic characteristics and encompasses social, cultural, 
technological, political, economic and legal change. 

                                                 

1 This Note is partly based on: Driessen, P.P.J. et al., 2013. 
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3. Economists and lawyers have played a 
significant role in climate research until 
now: economists have emphasised the 
necessity of acting now and developed a 
market-based approach vis-a-vis climate 
change, inter alia by developing policy 
instruments such as carbon markets, 
emission rights and tax incentives; lawyers 
have been instrumental in developing legal 
frameworks like the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, 
the Kyoto Protocol and the EU Emission 
Trading Scheme. It is clear that these 
economic and legal approaches need 
revision, considering their relatively limited 
success so far. Is a dominant market-based 
approach still opportune in times of 
economic crisis, where emission rights have 
become pure (and more or less worthless) 
financial instruments that have lost any link 
with environmental protection? Is a global 
legal instrument like the Kyoto Protocol still 
a feasible option or can regional agreements 
be an alternative? Next to these issues and 
questions, more attention should be paid to 
the efforts on climate adaptation and 
associated processes of societal 
transformation. 

 
4. A future climate change policy will also have 

to take much more account of other SSH 
disciplines, together with the legal and 
economic questions and frameworks. These 
disciplines include - inter alia - sociology, 
anthropology, public administration, human 
geography, planning, philosophy, psychology, 
history and cultural studies. Clearly, a 
change in societal structures and human 
behaviour will be crucial in overcoming the 
challenges posed by climate change. 
Moreover, intensive cooperation between 
different scientific disciplines in this field is 
a key challenge. Connecting different 
disciplinary approaches in social and natural 
sciences will lead to research efforts of 
higher scientific value. A lot of research on 
the relevance of specific responses to 
climate change already takes place in 
interdisciplinary research arenas, such as 

science, technology and society (STS), 
ecological economics, environmental 
studies, environmental sociology, and 
environmental law. Besides, new research 
communities have developed during the last 
decade, such as Earth System Governance, 
Future Earth, the Malta Legal Forum on 
Adaptation to Climate Change, and the 
Belmont Forum.  

  
5. SSH research should not only be of scientific 

value, but also action-oriented and 
contribute to the development and 
implementation of successful mitigation and 
adaptation policies on the international, 
national, regional and local levels. A better 
interaction between science and society 
could increase the relevance of climate 
research and will contribute to a better 
application of knowledge and policy 
recommendations. To this end, deliberations 
with knowledge users should be intensified.  

 
6. LERU would like to stress that the purpose of 

this Note is not only to include essential SSH 
research into the Horizon 2020 programme 
on fighting and adapting to climate change, 
but also to advocate the inclusion of SSH 
researchers in all relevant committees so as 
to ensure that several perspectives are 
adopted on all the subtopics.  

 
Causes and impacts of climate change 

7. The natural sciences have a dominant 
position in the analysis of the processes and 
causes of global climate change. They 
actively work on the understanding of past 
and future climate change based on 
observations and models. Without going into 
detail, it is clear that anthropogenic 
causation plays a substantial role in the 
recent changes in average global 
temperature. SSH can contribute to new 
insights and understandings of the societal 
aspects of this global phenomenon. Relations 
between globalizing economies, resource 
extraction regimes, population dynamics and 
carbon dioxide emissions are very relevant in 
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this respect. The same goes for the 
philosophical and legal question of how to 
(re)distribute climate change-related risks 
among the several societal actors. Also the 
social factors that drive excessive production 
and consumption patterns leading to high-
throughput and high-waste economies have 
to be investigated thoroughly.  

 
8. So far, progress in reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions at a global scale is limited. This 
has fostered concern about climate change 
impacts and has contributed to a growing 
attention to vulnerability of regions and 
sectors, adaptation measures and alternative 
socio-economic pathways and trajectories. 
Global climate change has and can have 
tremendous impacts on societies. The 
growing body of knowledge on climate 
change and its causes is not matched by an 
equivalent understanding of the societal 
impacts it poses nor of the ways society can 
deal with or react to these impacts. 
Disasters, including floods, heat waves, and 
droughts, are likely to happen more often in 
the near future. Climate change can have 
important impacts on food production, on 
fresh water supply, on resources availability, 
on human health and on the functioning of 
infrastructures and networks. Highly 
urbanised regions are most vulnerable to 
climate change, but preparedness and 
adaptive capacity differ between regions and 
sectors and between the developed and 
developing countries. Economic losses from 
climate related disasters will probably 
increase, but at the same time we face a 
huge temporal and spatial variability. 
Economic losses associated with weather and 
climate events are higher in developed 
countries, whereas deaths from natural 
disasters occur more often in developing 
countries (IPCC, 2012). There is an urgent 
need to intensify SSH research on the 
societal impacts of climate change and the 
consequences for regions, sectors, 
individuals and vulnerable groups in our 
society as well as on the ways to react to 
these impacts. Climate change is also 
expected to exacerbate existing social 

inequalities, posing a challenge to social 
cohesion in Europe.  

 
Transformation to a green economy 

9. A green economy that decouples growth 
from the use of natural resources is essential 
to facing the climate challenge, yet the 
socio-economic implications it will hold for 
future societies are less clear. Similar to 
climate models based in the natural 
sciences, there is a need to develop credible 
scenarios for societal changes in response to 
or because of climate change. This includes 
the integration of climate impact scenarios 
and socio-economic scenarios (Van Druenen 
et al., 2012). Specifically, the dynamics of 
dominant modes of production and 
consumption, lifestyles, livelihood 
strategies, global trade, migration, and 
cultural orientations need to be explored in 
relation to climate impacts on different 
scales (from the global to the local) and for 
different development pathways.  
 

10. The mechanisms by which a transformation 
to a green economy may occur are currently 
underexplored. Although socio-technical 
innovations will prove vital to this 
transformation, these will not suffice alone. 
Rather, the transformation will be 
embedded in broader processes of societal 
change and more insight is needed into how 
these come about. As any societal 
transformation will require action by 
governments, markets, and civil societies, 
there is a need for contributions from 
different disciplines within the SSH research 
community. For example, contributions from 
public administration can reveal how 
governments can stimulate transformation 
processes and where they may slow down 
these processes. Innovation studies can 
highlight barriers and drivers in the adoption 
process of new technologies and innovations 
as they point to the importance of 
interactions between dynamics at niche, 
regime and landscape level. Sociological and 
psychological contributions can provide 
insight into how consumers change their 
practices and point to the importance of 
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sustainable lifestyles, amongst others. There 
is a need for dialogue between these and 
other contributions from the SSH field to 
gain a more balanced understanding of 
factors that may drive or slow down a 
transformation to the green economy. 

 
11. Societal transformations are not driven by 

climate change alone. There are other - 
perhaps even more pressing - issues that 
drive societal change. Important 
environmental issues include biodiversity 
loss, freshwater scarcity, chemical pollution, 
land use change, ocean acidification, and 
stratospheric ozone depletion, amongst 
others (UNEP, 2012). Economic issues are 
also especially relevant, as economic 
problems may hamper investment in new 
technologies that are necessary for the 
transformation to a new economy, and may, 
due to issues such as unemployment, lead to 
social unrest and unexpected migrations 
patterns. Moreover, economic growth that is 
not decoupled from intensive resource use 
may free up resources towards innovation 
but can also drive up greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions beyond sustainability levels. In 
addition, wider trends of societal change, 
such as globalisation, urbanisation, 
demographic shifts, changes in world market 
structures, and changes in energy demand 
and supply affect societies’ capacity to 
respond. SSH research can shed light on the 
interconnectedness of the social causes of 
these problems, explain the complex 
trajectories and policies that have led to 
unsustainable lifestyles, draw lessons from 
earlier processes of societal change, and find 
solutions (Hackmann and St. Clair, 2012). 
 

12. Because climate change will not always be 
the main driver for societal change, the 
transformation to a green economy should 
address broader societal problems. It is often 
seen that climate policies need to compete 
with other societal issues that are deemed 
more urgent in the short term and hence 
lose out. A way forward is the strategy of 
mainstreaming climate mitigation and 
adaptation policies in all socio-economic 

sectors of society, such as water, energy, 
agriculture, etc. To do so however, research 
is needed into how climate objectives can be 
aligned with other socio-economic 
objectives. As technological innovations 
cannot be considered sufficient to achieve 
‘win-win’ scenarios for each case, this may 
involve the reconsidering and balancing of 
specific socio-economic objectives, for 
example as a trade-off between renewable 
energy and user freedom in smart energy 
grids.  

 
Ethical and social justice issues 

13. For many, climate change must be 
understood essentially as a civilisation-
challenging ethical and moral problem2: it is 
an ethical problem because some people and 
nations more than others are responsible for 
causing this problem, the consequences to 
those who will be most harmed from climate 
change are potentially catastrophic, and 
those most vulnerable to climate change 
often cannot protect themselves from harsh 
climate impacts; their best hope is that 
those causing the problem will respond to 
their ethical duties to reduce their 
greenhouse gas emissions to their fair share 
of safe global emissions or that they will 
help the most vulnerable to adapt to climate 
change. Climate change is also an ethical 
problem as it has profound practical 
consequences for policy formation. Yet the 
ethical implications of policy responses 
traditionally have been problematic in policy 
debates: despite 20 years of international 
negotiations to come up with a global 
solution to climate change under the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, most nations have failed to adopt 
domestic policy responses consistent with 
their ethical and moral obligations. Further 
research and translation into policy decisions 
of these issues will be needed to come to a 
balanced climate change policy.  

 

                                                 

2 See for more info: 
http://blogs.law.widener.edu/climate/  

http://blogs.law.widener.edu/climate/
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14. So far, discussions related to issues of social 
justice in climate change have most often 
revolved around the sharing and distribution 
of burdens and benefits among nations or 
regions based on different interpretations of 
the idea of common but differentiated 
responsibilities (typically represented by 
discussions concerning the Global North and 
South). Research on vulnerability and 
climate justice should, however, not be 
limited to the global and regional level. 
Specifically, research should also pay 
attention to issues of climate justice at the 
local level, addressing the question who wins 
and who loses within a certain society in the 
process of transforming to a climate neutral 
and climate resilient society? For instance, 
heat waves are known to result in excess 
morbidity and mortality within socially 
distressed and deprived urban groups. 
Human geographers, anthropologists and 
legal and governance scholars amongst 
others can contribute to understanding the 
causes and the resolutions to distributive 
inequalities.   

 
15. In addition to distributive justice, issues of 

procedural justice are also in need of 
research, particularly at the local level 
where the interests, resources and 
knowledge of various stakeholders can be 
utilised to inform policy making and 
implementation. We need to acquire a 
better understanding of how participation of 
different societal stakeholder groups in 
decision-making processes for societal 
transformations takes place, if at all. Which 
forms of participation, ranging from formal 
consultation to interactive planning and 
citizen juries for instance, are applied in 
practice and how are these participation 
processes moderated and facilitated? 
Furthermore, research should address the 
effectiveness and legitimacy of these 
decision-making processes, aiming to 
understand how the voice of those most 
affected is taken into account. SSH 
disciplines including, but not limited to, law, 
public administration and organisational 
sciences and psychology can provide valuable 

insights into the human interactions in 
processes of participation, deliberation and 
negotiation. 

 
Cultural dimensions of climate change 

16. Culture is an important factor to 
understanding how societies deal with and 
respond to climate change, yet has until 
recently been underexposed as such (Adger 
et al., 2012). How climate risks and impacts 
are perceived by different segments of 
society and across regions and cultures over 
the world can differ significantly and this 
determines to a large extent if and in what 
manner action is taken. Specifically, 
different communities value different things 
and moreover embed these values in 
different discourses (O’Brien et al., 2007). 
These discourses differ in terms of (a) the 
normative expectations embodied in their 
implicit images of the future (alarmist, 
optimistic, business as usual); (b) the 
direction and degree to which they 
transform society (frugality, shifts to a 
greener economy, de-growth, de-
modernisation, decoupling); (c) the degree 
to which action perspectives are created or 
blocked for different groups in society; and 
(d) the degree to which climate change is 
seen either as an isolated issue or as being 
connected to other value systems and 
associated discourses (e.g. religious or moral 
obligations, energy discourses, etc.). Any 
attempt at effective and legitimate climate 
action needs to take these values into 
account.  

 
17. Different cultural values do not only shape 

the societal valuation of climate change; 
discourses on climate change also have the 
power to reshape cultural identities, the way 
we think about society, and how we envision 
the role of humanity on arth. In order to 
understand cultural and social sense-making 
in relation to climate change, we therefore 
need to draw on a broad range of SSH 
research – including sociology, anthropology, 
history, literature, and cultural studies – in 
order to grasp the impact that climate 
change has on the articulation of social 
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identities, regional cultures, and universal 
values. This is important from the 
perspective of respecting and maintaining 
cultural diversity in a globalising world. 
Moreover, studying cultural meanings of 
climate change can bring a deeper 
understanding of the perceived (il)legitimacy 
of climate science and policy in different 
cultural contexts and bring forward 
alternative articulations of and 
differentiated responses to climate change 
for specific cultural contexts. 

 
18. Cultural and historical scholarship further 

underscores the impact of cultural practice 
on the ways humans have responded to the 
effects of human behaviour on the 
environment. As one instance among many, 
while the crucial role of British Romantic 
poets like Wordsworth in the formation of 
public concern for the conservation of the 
countryside has been well documented, 
there are countless other cases of emergent 
and established cultural environmentalism 
that deserve close scrutiny. Apart from their 
use in modelling the psychodynamics of 
societies facing environmental challenges, 
cases such as these can also prove to be 
powerful tools to communicate the urgency 
of climate concerns to the wider public. An 
example would be the development of 
interactive digital platforms allowing 
European citizens to access the history of 
cultural environmentalism on a digital map 
and to visit simulations of future change to 
the same environment. Such a platform 
would at once do sterling service as a 
repository of data enabling new and 
innovative SSH research.  

 
19. Concepts such as resilience, vulnerability, 

adaptive capacity, (ir)reversibility, lock-in, 
adaptation and mitigation are gaining an 
increasingly central role in debates of 
climate change, yet their meaning often 
remains open and contingent upon socio-
cultural contexts. For example, in scientific 
circles the concept of ‘vulnerability’ denotes 
the sum of the impacts of climate change 
minus adaptation measures whereas in policy 

circles it is more often used to describe the 
potential for adaptive capacity of a given 
societal unit. Another example is the 
concept of ‘resilience’ which is gaining 
currency, but remains problematic in its 
translation from ecology to society (Davoudi, 
2012). Several other concepts, such as 
‘tipping points’, ‘limits to growth’ and 
‘green economy’ are part of the climate 
debate and remain open to contestations. 
Different interpretations of these concepts 
in different social, cultural and disciplinary 
contexts lead to different assessments of the 
scope and urgency of the challenges that 
climate change poses and hence will directly 
affect how policies are formulated and what 
actions are taken. In order to disentangle 
the ambiguity of these concepts, there is a 
need for SSH studies to situate these in the 
social and cultural contexts in which they 
are used. Doing so will bring conceptual 
clarity and allow stronger linkages between 
the natural impacts of climate change and 
the socio-economic issues that these will 
bring about or exacerbate. 
 

Governance of climate mitigation and 
adaptation  

20. To establish low carbon, sustainable and 
resilient societies, it is necessary that 
various societal actors, including business, 
public authorities, civil society organisations 
and citizens transform their practices. Such 
transformations will always require at least 
some kind of governing. The nature of 
governance is, however, fiercely debated 
both in academic literature and in practice 
(Mees et al., 2012; Bulkeley and Newell, 
2010; Lange et al., 2013). Who governs? Who 
is being governed? Why? And to what effect? 
We therefore hold that academic studies are 
needed analysing how governance for 
meeting the climate challenge actually takes 
place and which modes of governance can be 
distinguished in practice. Public 
administration scholars are excellently 
equipped to study modes of governance, but 
also other SSH disciplines can contribute to 
the analyses. For instance, sociologists and 
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historians could help to study and 
conceptualise shifts in modes of governance. 

21. The notion of governance is also a normative 
issue as we seek to answer the question: 
what is good governance? Insight is needed 
into the question how we can evaluate the 
legitimacy, efficiency and effectiveness of 
different modes of governance. With regard 
to the criteria of efficiency and 
effectiveness, it is necessary to challenge 
and nuance the assumption inherent in much 
mainstream governance literature that more 
collaborative and deliberative modes of 
governance would be most instrumental to 
tackling the climate challenge. It is often 
stated that these so-called ‘new’ modes of 
governance are better equipped for dealing 
with complex, multi-scale, multi-sector and 
long-term problems. In practice, however, 
these modes of governance often occur next 
to more ‘classical’ state-centred modes of 
environmental governance. Moreover, the 
presumed success of ‘new’ governance has 
hardly been tested by empirical research. 
Nation states and international political 
institutions still turn out to have 
considerable governance capacity. When it 
comes to legitimacy, insight is needed in 
how different governance processes enable 
or constrain inclusive participation, 
deliberation, transparency and 
accountability. The role and responsibilities 
of public authorities, networks, market and 
civil societies in these processes should be 
studied, as well as the role of specific types 
of policy instruments and measures. The 
evaluation of different modes of governance 
will benefit tremendously from the 
complementary analyses and perspectives 
that can be provided by various SSH 
disciplines, including – but not limited to – 
public administration scholars, lawyers and 
economists. 

 
22. Studies of climate governance have hitherto 

had a strong focus on processes of 
international regime development and the 
relationship between nation states and 
international institutions (Biermann, 2007). 

It turns out that other actors and scales are 
extremely important as well. Important roles 
are played by cities, regional and 
transnational networks as well as by public 
and private parties (Termeer et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, interactions between networks 
and scales do take place. This asks for the 
inclusion of additional disciplinary 
perspectives next to those from public 
administration and political sciences, for 
instance, human geography and planning. 

 
23. Especially climate change adaptation, 

through its very nature, can be seen as a 
multi-level and multi-sector policy issue. A 
proper understanding of the governance of 
climate change adaptation requires the 
consideration of various relevant sectors as 
well as an inclusion of the socio-ecological 
system, and the regional and local level. 
Mainstreaming climate change adaptation 
into EU policies and programmes is a 
spearhead of the EC’s recently launched 
adaptation strategy (EC, 2013). However, 
the notion of mainstreaming should be 
critically scrutinised and the merits of 
mainstreaming vis-a-vis the establishment of 
specific adaptation policies needs to be 
assessed continuously. 

 
24. The climate challenge truly is a long-term 

policy problem. Actions that are taken (or 
not taken) now may have an impact in a 
distant future due to path dependency and 
lock-in. The costs and benefits of actions are 
often uncertain and actions aimed at a long-
term future are dependent on political and 
public support, policy windows and available 
budgets in the present. Hence, policies for 
facing the climate issue require a continuous 
linking of long-term perspectives and short-
term actions. Again, various disciplines 
might contribute to the analysis of this issue, 
amongst others economists and historians 
studying past transformations. 

 

Finance and economic tools 

25. In international climate regime negotiations, 
developed countries have committed 
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themselves to the provision of resources 
enabling developing countries to address the 
climate challenge. However, the extent to 
which these resources are actually becoming 
available is lagging behind by what is 
pledged. This raises the question of which 
mechanisms can achieve a fairer sharing of 
the financial burden of climate change 
mitigation (Dellink et al., 2009), a question 
not only for economists, but also for lawyers, 
philosophers and sociologists, amongst 
others. 
 

26. The private sector has been recognised as a 
crucial actor for establishing both climate 
change adaptation and mitigation. The 
potential of the private sector is very high, 
but this potential is not yet realised. Insight 
is needed into the question through which 
mechanisms the role of the private sector 
can be strengthened. At the same time, 
within the private sector many negative 
contributions to the climate challenge can 
be found. Companies often play a role in 
unsustainable economic trends. Such trends 
should not only be analysed critically, but 
we are also in need of a framework 
explaining how more or less sustainable 
modes of financing come about, stabilise and 
potentially can be modulated or stopped. 

 
27. We are witnessing a quest for policies that 

promise to deliver co-benefits between 
climate policy and other goals. Win-win and 
cost-effective solutions are sought for. It is 
however not always clear to what extent 
such solutions can actually be achieved and 
whether or not there are unforeseen side 
effects to policies or trade-offs between 
different policy options. The expertise of 
economists should therefore be 
complemented with that of various other 
SSH disciplines to shed light on these issues. 

 
28. Low carbon energy technologies are a crucial 

element in facing the climate challenge. 
However, there are many questions as to 
which actors should finance or otherwise 
endorse research, development, 
demonstration, and market uptake of these 

technologies and in which stages of 
development. A fundamental question is 
which aspects of innovation and diffusion 
processes can best be financed through 
public funding, which ones through market 
mechanisms and which ones through 
cooperative processes. 

 
29. Climate change adaptation is expected to be 

very costly. The EC’s adaptation strategy has 
therefore identified as a crucial action the 
promotion of insurance and other financial 
products for resilient investment and 
business decisions. The question of who pays 
and who should pay for climate change 
adaptation comes to the fore. Also the 
appropriate economic principle behind 
financing climate change adaptation in 
different sectors, contexts and at different 
levels is yet to be determined. Should this, 
for instance, be based on solidarity, on risks 
taken by citizens, or on costs and benefits? 
These questions raise the follow up questions 
of what would be the most desirable role for 
specific instruments (e.g. insurance), how 
the cost-effectiveness of measures can be 
determined and which measures to select. 

 
Science-society interactions 

30. Climate science influences the climate policy 
debate and vice versa, but their relationship 
is often problematic and highly politicised as 
became blatantly clear after the launch of 
the fourth IPCC report. We need a better 
understanding of the role and influence of 
science in decisions underlying climate 
policies. This involves an understanding of 
the key issues related to science-society 
interactions (SSIs) and how these can be 
bridged, such as different cultures and time 
frames of scientists and policy makers, and 
the selective presentation and use of 
knowledge (Hegger et al., 2012). Ultimately 
we need to know what constitutes credible 
and salient knowledge and legitimate 
knowledge production processes for 
informing climate mitigation and adaptation 
policies (Cash et al., 2003). Scholars from 
the sociology of knowledge as well as from 
the field of science and technology policy 
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studies have a role in contributing to these 
issues.  

 
31. Research is needed on the use and 

effectiveness of distinctive SSI modes, such 
as the different methods for the co-
production of knowledge by scientists, policy 
makers and other stakeholders. 
Furthermore, we need to understand to what 
extent new SSI modes such as boundary 
organisations and knowledge brokers are 
used and with what outcomes (Pielke, 2007).  

 
32. Societal transformations towards a climate-

neutral and resilient society require a 
diversified and integrated research agenda 
that includes roles for natural and social 
sciences and humanities (Patwardan et al., 
2009). We argue that social scientists play a 
prominent role in setting and integrating the 
research agenda for climate policy and 
societal transformations. In essence, climate 
change is an issue of power, politics, 
interests and instruments, and social 
scientists can contribute to framing it as 
such. Social scientists are thus crucial in 
initiating and stimulating debates about 
societal transformations.   

 
LERU suggests the following SSH-related 
research lines on climate change in Horizon 
2020: 
 
Pillar 1: Causes and impacts of climate change 

33. Research is needed to enhance the 
understanding of the relation between 
globalising and emerging economies and 
carbon dioxide emissions, and the societal 
factors that drive production and 
consumption patterns. 

 
34. There is a need for scientific approaches 

that integrate physical climate science with 
knowledge about the variety of impacts of 
climate change processes on human and 
natural systems, especially vulnerabilities 
and threats to human health and wellbeing 
from changing climate patterns. 

 

35. Research is needed on the extent to which 
social inequalities are structured and 
exacerbated by climate change-induced 
disasters in both industrial and industrialising 
countries. 

 
36. There is a need for a better understanding of 

the implications of climate change on 
national and transnational mobilisations and 
conflicts associated with resource scarcity 
and resource allocation.  

 
Pillar 2: Transformation to a green economy 

37. Credible socio-economic scenarios need to 
be developed that show different pathways 
towards a green economy. In addition, these 
scenarios need to be integrated with natural 
science based climate impact scenarios. 

 
38. The dynamic linkages between different 

modes of production and consumption, 
lifestyles, livelihood strategies, global trade, 
migration, with climate impacts scenarios 
require study. 

 
39. The importance and need for societal 

transformations beyond socio-technical 
innovations need to be recognised and made 
subject of research. We need a dialogue 
between multiple SSH contributions to gain a 
balanced understanding of the factors that 
may drive or slow down a transformation to 
a green economy. 

 
40. The configuration of new actor networks in 

the transformation to a green economy 
should be explored. Particularly focus should 
be placed on processes of societal 
acceptance and justification of 
transformation processes. 

 
41. Current environmental, social, and economic 

drivers of change that do not directly result 
from climate change should receive more 
attention in research on societal 
transformations. Moreover, research should 
lead to lessons being drawn from historical 
examples of societal transformations.  
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42. Mainstreaming strategies look promising, but 
their potential so far remains unexplored. To 
promote mainstreaming, research is needed 
into how climate objectives can be aligned 
with other socio-economic objectives or how 
an optimal trade-off between climate and 
other societal objectives can be achieved. 

 
Pillar 3: Ethical and social justice issues 

43. Horizon 2020 should support research on how 
to balance the rights and responsibilities of 
the developed and developing world and how 
to manage our responsibility to future 
generations who must live with a climate we 
are shaping today. 

 
44. Research is also needed on how to ensure 

that ethical dilemmas related to climate 
change are introduced and sustained within 
the public debate, in order to widely involve 
citizens in the decision-making processes and 
in view of democratic legitimacy. 

 
45. Research is needed to better understand the 

social dimensions of differential 
vulnerabilities to climate impacts of 
different sectors and geographies in society, 
and how these can be alleviated. 

46. A better understanding is needed of the 
distributive and procedural inequalities 
related to climate policies at different 
geographical and temporal scales and 
related to different stakeholders and actors 
to develop mechanisms to deal with these 
inequalities in a legitimate and effective 
way.  

 
Pillar 4: Cultural dimensions of climate change 

47. The way in which different cultural 
discourses interpret the risks and impacts of 
climate change deserves enquiry as any 
effective and legitimate climate action will 
need to take these into account. 

 
48. We need better insight into how local 

identities, regional cultures, and universal 
values are transformed by discourses on 
climate change. This can bring forward 
different articulations of climate risks and 

impacts in different cultures, promote a 
more culturally diverse uptake of climate 
change issues, and broaden societal 
acceptance of climate science. 

 
49. Historical and cultural linkages between how 

humans have interacted with the 
environment in the past and how they 
currently respond to climate change need to 
be highlighted through research and 
dissemination activities. Doing so does not 
only preserve cultural heritage, but can also 
stimulate new innovations. 

 
50. There is a need for SSH research to situate 

climate change related concepts - such as 
resilience and vulnerability – into socio-
cultural contexts in order to bring 
conceptual clarity and to allow stronger 
linkages between the natural impacts of 
climate change and the socio-economic 
issues that these will bring about or 
exacerbate. 

 
Pillar 5: Governance of climate mitigation and 
adaptation 

51. Research is needed to improve the empirical 
knowledge base of how governance for 
meeting the climate challenge actually take 
place in order to be able to improve the 
current modes of governance. A systematic 
overview has to be made, indicating which 
modes of governance (e.g. hierarchical 
governance, co-governance, self-
governance, network governance) can be 
found in which contexts and what policy 
instruments and measures are used.  

52. There is a need to develop approaches for 
evaluating the legitimacy, efficiency and 
effectiveness of various modes of climate 
governance. Next, inventories should be 
made of factors explaining a (lack of) 
legitimacy, efficiency and effectiveness. 

 
53. Research should map out which types of 

actors, including nation states, international 
institutions, cities and regional and 
transnational networks as well as private 
parties assume a role in climate governance. 
Also, what interactions take place between 
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these actors and with what outcome for the 
climate challenge?  

 
54. Research should especially be devoted to the 

question how we can determine the 
governance capacity of public authorities, 
private parties, civil society organisations 
and citizens. The empirical question to be 
addressed is what the actual governance 
capacity of these actors is in relation to 
different aspects of the climate challenge. 

 
55. The issue of climate change adaptation 

should be approached as a long-term policy 
issue. The question can be raised as to what 
types of efforts at which levels (e.g. socio-
ecological system, regional level, local level) 
are made to link long-term perspectives of 
societies facing climate change with short 
term actions and to what effect. 

 
56. More emphasis is needed on the monitoring 

and evaluation of climate change policies. 
Monitoring and evaluation activities are still 
underdeveloped in Europe. There is an 
urgent need for developing indicators to help 
evaluate adaptation measures and 
vulnerabilities. 

 
57. More research is needed on how adaptation 

can be integrated in– or mainstreamed with– 
policy sectors such as energy, agriculture, 
transport, maritime and coastal planning, 
and disaster risk management. 

 
 
Pillar 6: Financial and economic tools 

58. Both for climate change mitigation and 
adaptation, it should be assessed who takes 
what share in the costs and benefits. It is 
also important to identify what role is played 
by private parties in financing more, or on 
the contrary, less sustainable practices, why, 
and how such patterns could be influenced 
and by whom. 

 
59. To aid the quest for co-benefits between 

adaptation and mitigation goals on the one 
hand and other policy goals on the other 
hand, concrete examples of such co-benefits 
need to be identified. Furthermore, it should 
be analysed how the occurrence (or lack 
thereof) of such examples can be explained 
and whether any of the identified cases have 
unforeseen side effects. 

 
60. Efficient, legitimate and effective modes of 

financing for promoting the innovation and 
diffusion of low-carbon energy technologies 
and sustainable use of resources need to be 
identified. 

 
61. Research should lay bare the normative 

principles (e.g. solidarity, costs/benefits) 
underlying the financing of climate change 
adaptation policies. It is necessary to find 
out how these policies ‘score’ in terms of 
legitimacy, efficiency and effectiveness and 
to determine whether such scores could be 
explained out of these normative principles. 

 
Pillar 7: Science-society interactions 

62. Research is needed to understand the role of 
science in policy-making, and how the 
different modes of science-society 
interactions can contribute to generating 
credible and salient knowledge as well as 
legitimate knowledge production processes 
for informing climate mitigation and 
adaptation policies. 

 
63. We need a better understanding of the role 

of social scientists and how they can 
contribute to setting the research agenda for 
climate change and informing the debate 
about societal transformations, both as 
observers and as participants.  
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