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1. IPCC: climate 
change

3. IRP: unsustainable 
resource use

2. IPBES: biodiversity loss
and ecosystem services

Global context: unprecedented challenges, improved knowledge
4. WHO: environment 
and health

2



28-09-2022

2

SOER2020

Globalisation
of unsustainable
systems of growth in
production and 
consumption
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Expectations/ 
policy promises

OR

From observing trends and 
correlation
to 
understanding complexity 
in an action- oriented 
perspective?
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European Green Deal: a paradigm shift in politics/policy?

• First climate-neutral continent
• Biodiversity Strategy 2030
• New Circular Economy Action Plan
• Zero pollution strategy
• Farm to fork strategy
• Just transition
• Sustainable European Investment Plan
• Future ready economy – new industrial strategy“Europe must lead the 

transition to a healthy 
planet and a new digital 
world.”

“Our most pressing 
challenge is keeping our 
planet healthy. This is the 
greatest responsibility and 
opportunity of our 
times.”

‘Existential 
threats’
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Policy making in a VUCA world
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SER2020Let’s add to the challenge: wicked problems
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SER2020Topping it off: Super-wicked problems?

Super-wicked problems have the following 
additional characteristics:
1. Time is running out.
2. Policies discount the future irrationally.
3. Those seeking to solve the problem are also 

causing it.
4. No central authority.
(Kelly Levin, Benjamin Cashore, Graeme Auld and Steven Bernstein, 2012, Policy Sciences)
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No quick fixes for sustainability transitions: 
Reconfiguring energy, food, mobility and industrial systems
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Transitions logic

Developments put pressure on existing regime

Regime initially 
stable

Adjustments 
occur

New 
configuration 
breaks through

Innovation, learning, 
experiments

Consumer 
preferences Science

Culture

InvestmentsPolicy

Skills
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Recognizing the scope of systemic challenges & transitions

• Transformations should be of a ‘deep’ character

• No ‘silver bullets’ to solve complex challenges.

• We are deeply locked-in and entrenched in social practices 
and paradigms

• These can become barriers to fundamental change
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Systemic change: knowledge of the full ‘x-curve’

Source: Loorbach et al .

Optimisation

Destabilisation

Breakdown

Phase outExperimentation

Acceleration

Institutionalisation

Stabilisation

ConflictsSpeeding 
up

Scaling up

Examples
• Fossil fuels
• Environmentally harmful

subsidies
• Unsustainable taxes
• Unsustainable spatial planning
• Unsustainable inequality and 

living conditions

• What do we know about this?
• Data, statistics, indicators, 

understanding, expertise?
• How is this integrated in policy-

making?
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SER2020Trade-offs between sustainability outcomes 

Source: EEA and SEI (2019)

• Current indicators?
• Knowledge?
• Integration in 

policies?
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A new pradigm to scale up and speed up change

x 2.5

Speeding up and scaling up 
systemic change
Impossible with ‘optimisation 
and efficiency’ type policies

Requires systemic change
Systemic knowledge
Foresight, pathway indicators
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Locked in? Or a new paradigm
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Societal change: vulnerability, resilience and just transition 

Social dimension:
- Underdefined
- Poor knowledge base
- Linked to fundamental debate on 

distributional issues
- Linking Europe to the rest of the world
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A new silver bullet?
The digital panacea?
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Smarter: Foresight and 
early-warning systems

Destination earth - digital twins
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Systemic change: information and insights, knowledge for action

Fundamental changes in knowledge and governance: 

• Systems literacy: embracing uncertainty, 
complexity, foresight, and anticipatory thinking 

• Systemic policies: looking across domains and 
scales 

• Participatory: ambition, creativity of citizens, 
businesses, and communities

• Polycentric: enabling local action

• Networked knowledge system/architecture
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SER2020Communicating complexity, risk and uncertainty
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Transforming the Green Deal into (social) action

• First climate-neutral continent
• Biodiversity Strategy 2030
• New Circular Economy Action Plan
• Zero pollution strategy
• Farm to fork strategy
• Just transition
• Sustainable European Investment Plan
• Future ready economy – new industrial strategy

Sustainability as a process of societal transitions
• How to improve conditions for well-being?
• Fundamental reflections and policy responses necessary to strengthen social 

capital, social cohesion, …
• … within the limits of our disturbed relationship with natural capital
• Future visioning based on ethical considerations about the future

• Recognizing that current metrics that dominate the debate about economic
performance are part of the problem

• Serious innovation needed in how we understand societal change
• Finally doing something about this, after decades of theorizing…
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Thank you
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