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Executive Summary

This report presents the findings of a Strategic Foresight process examining future developments shaping a fair transition
towards climate neutrality in Europe. The aim of this foresight cycle was to inform the Strategic Research and Innovation
Agenda (SRIA) of the future European Partnership on Social Transformations and Resilience, which will guide research
and innovation activities from 2027 to 2033. As part of a broader foresight programme covering four impact areas of
the Partnership, this fourth and final cycle focused on the social, economic, governance, and territorial dimensions of
the climate transition, with particular attention to fairness, inclusion, and societal acceptance.

To anticipate key developments and assess their strategic relevance, the foresight cycle combined systematic desk re-
search, expert interviews, an online survey, and a trend workshop. The process began with the identification of 24 trends
related to climate impacts, mitigation and adaptation policies, social and territorial inequalities, fiscal frameworks, gov-
ernance arrangements, and cultural and emotional dimensions of the transition. These trends were derived from aca-
demic literature, institutional reports, and foresight studies and grouped inductively into four thematic domains reflecting
governance, social protection and vulnerabilities, economic transformation, and territorial and infrastructural dynamics.

The trend landscape was refined and contextualised through five semi-structured expert interviews with scholars and
practitioners from various disciplines and European regions. In parallel, an online survey was conducted between late
October and mid-December 2025. The survey gathered responses from 168 participants across 22 countries. Survey
participants assessed the perceived impact of the trends, provided qualitative feedback, and suggested additional devel-
opments.

Based on the survey results, the ten trends with the highest mean impact scores were selected for deeper analysis. These
trends highlight accelerating climate impacts that outpace adaptation capacity, unequal access to sustainable technolo-
gies and mobility, the growing integration of climate and social objectives in fiscal policy, the embedding of fairness
principles in legal and regulatory frameworks, and the increasing influence of cultural narratives and emotions on public
acceptance of transition policies. Together, they illustrate how distributional effects, governance capacity, and questions
of legitimacy are becoming central to the feasibility of Europe’s climate-neutral pathway.

The first-, second-, and third-order implications of the selected trends were explored during an online expert workshop
held in December 2025, which brought together 42 participants from 17 countries representing academia, public au-
thorities, funding organisations, civil society, social partners, and non-profit organisations. Using the Futures Wheel
method, participants mapped cascading effects across social groups, regions, institutions, and policy domains. The dis-
cussions highlighted strong interdependencies between climate policy, social protection, fiscal choices, labour markets,
territorial capacities, and democratic trust, underlining that fairness outcomes depend on coordinated and anticipatory
governance.

Building on the validated trends and their implications, a best-case scenario for 2040 was developed. The scenario does
not predict the future; rather, it outlines a desirable and achievable direction of travel in which climate neutrality is
pursued in ways that are socially fair, inclusive, and widely supported. The scenario is structured around four intercon-
nected pillars:

1. Fairness Embedded in Climate Governance and Fiscal Design, where climate and fiscal policies systemat-
ically integrate social objectives and distributional impacts are anticipated and addressed.

2. Shielding Households and Communities from Unequal Transition Burdens, where social protection,
compensation mechanisms, and targeted support reduce exposure to climate impacts and mitigate the uneven
costs of mitigation and adaptation policies.

3. Participatory and Place-Based Transition Pathways, where local capacities, participatory processes, and
territorial specificities shape the design and implementation of transition measures.
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4. Inclusive Economic and Skills Transformation for Climate Neutrality, where labour-market policies, re-
skilling systems, and economic restructuring enable broad participation in the green transition and limit new
forms of inequality.

Together, these pillars describe how governance arrangements, fiscal frameworks, access to technologies and services,
and economic transformation could evolve under favourable conditions to strengthen social cohesion and legitimacy
during the transition.

The scenario provides the foundation for the next stage of the foresight process. In early 2026, a backcasting exercise
will identify the enabling conditions, strategic actions, and research and innovation needs required to move towards this
desired future. The resulting outputs will feed directly into the SRIA, helping to shape research and innovation priorities
that support a fair, inclusive, and resilient transition towards climate neutrality across Europe.
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1. Background and Introduction

Europe is undergoing profound transformations. The green and digital transitions, demographic shifts, and unforeseen
disruptions such as pandemics or economic crises are reshaping societies and institutions. In this rapidly changing world,
it is crucial that European societies become more inclusive, cohesive, and resilient. In an era of accelerating change,
strengthening Europe's capacity for social resilience, cohesion, and innovation is not only a strategic necessity, but a
foundation for inclusive and sustainable futures.

In response to these challenges, the European Commission has proposed a co-funded European Partnership on Social
Transformations and Resilience (STR) under the Horizon Europe Framework Programme for Research and Innovation
(R&I). The Partnership aims to promote inclusive sustainable development and to strengthen cultural, social and economic
resilience through
e enabling challenge-led research that reflects social needs and systemic pressures
o facilitating co-creation and stakeholder engagement, thus ensuring uptake of the generated evidence and
strengthening legitimacy and trust

The overarching goals of the STR Partnership are to:

» Create a 7-year Research and Innovation (R&I) programme for the social sciences and humanities (SSH) to ex-
plore and make use of their potential to significantly support political and social initiatives to build resilience,
ensure fairness and inclusiveness, and foster social cohesion in the light of changes in climate and environment,
technology, demography, and unexpected shocks.

» Develop knowledge, tools and innovative solutions to address contemporary social challenges in a collaborative,
interdisciplinary and systematic way.

Contribute to new strategies and policy solutions at European, national, and regional level.’
Throughout 2024, a drafting group has developed the Commission’s initial proposal into a fully-fledged programme of
interest to the Partnership’s future partners. The Draft Guidance Proposal focuses on four key impact areas:

1. Supporting the modernisation of social protection systems and essential services

2. Shaping the future of work

3. Fostering education and skills development

4. Contributing to a fair transition towards climate neutrality

A central element of the future Partnership will be a Strategic Research and Innovation Agenda (SRIA) that will guide
the Partnership’s work from 2027 to 2033. The SRIA is expected to anticipate the main challenges to be addressed,
propose lines of enquiry, and outline actions that translate research into strategies for policy-making. It will serve as a
flexible framework for topics and activities of short-, medium-, and long-term relevance, while allowing for adaptation
and iteration in response to emerging needs.

To ensure the SRIA is future-oriented and policy-relevant, the drafting process is informed by Strategic Foresight. This
methodology enables the systematic exploration of future developments and supports evidence-based, proactive deci-
sion-making. Strategic Foresight is already used by the European Commission, national governments, universities, and
various other organisations to identify emerging trends, anticipate shocks, and prepare agile responses. It shifts the
perspective from reactive to proactive planning.

Methods and tools such as trend analysis, visioning, and backcasting are particularly valuable in navigating the
dynamic ecosystem in which networks such as HERA (Humanities in the European Research Area) or NORFACE (New
Opportunities for Research Funding Agency Cooperation in Europe) and initiatives such as the STR-Partnership operate.
These methods help identify and prioritise issues of relevance over different time horizons. Given the complexity of the
task, we adopt a co-creative process that integrates diverse perspectives from across Europe, encompassing various
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academic disciplines (including but not limited to the humanities and social sciences) and a broad range of stake-
holders (such as policymakers and decision-makers from civil society, social partners, public authorities, and the private
sector).

To ensure depth and relevance, we carried out a dedicated Strategic Foresight process for each of the Partnership’s four
impact areas. The results of these individual foresight exercises will then be synthesised into the final SRIA.

In support of this ambition, HERA has committed to contributing actively to the development of the SRIA and to ensuring
that the perspectives of the humanities and social sciences are embedded from the outset. To this end, HERA commis-
sioned DLR Projekttrager (DLR-PT) to liaise with the Partnership Drafting Group and the Partnership candidature coordi-
nator. Drawing on its expertise in Strategic Foresight and its long-standing experience in supporting humanities and
social sciences research, DLR-PT was commissioned to design and implement the foresight process and, based on the
results of the foresight process, to draft the SRIA.

This report presents the findings of the fourth and last foresight cycle on a Fair Transition towards Climate Neutral-
ity. Europe’s transition toward climate neutrality is unfolding in a context of profound social, economic, and territorial
asymmetries. Emerging developments in transition governance, household vulnerabilities, labour markets, and infra-
structural systems show that the distribution of costs and benefits is increasingly uneven, with implications for public
trust, political legitimacy, and social cohesion. Unequal exposure to climate impacts, divergent regional capacities, and
unequal access to technologies and skills amplify questions of fairness across communities, sectors, and generations.
Against this backdrop, it has become essential to understand how these trends interact and shape perceptions and
realities of justice in order to design transitions that are socially robust, politically sustainable, and territorially balanced.

The report is structured as follows. The next chapter provides an overview of the foresight process on a Fair Transition
towards Climate Neutrality, including the trend analysis, the online survey, the expert interviews, the trend workshop,
and how these activities informed the development of the scenario. Chapter 3 summarises insights from the expert
interviews, which helped refine and contextualise the trend landscape. Chapter 4 presents the trend collection, com-
bining findings from desk research with stakeholder input gathered through the survey and the interviews. Chapter 5
outlines the first- and second-order implications for each trend. Chapter 6 presents the best-case scenario for a fair
transition towards climate neutrality, based on the validated trends and the implications discussed in the workshop.
Finally, Chapter 7 describes the next steps and explains how the foresight results will be translated into strategic rec-
ommendations for the SRIA.

2. Strateqic Foresight: Our Process at a Glance

This chapter provides an overview of the foresight process used to examine the futures of a fair transition towards
climate neutrality, with a particular focus on stakeholder engagement and methodological openness. The approach
combined systematic desk research with participatory methods to identify, validate, and interpret developments expected
to shape the social, economic, and territorial dimensions of the transition over the next 10 to 15 years. Experts from
Europe and beyond contributed throughout the process, from trend identification and refinement to the analysis of
implications and the development of the scenario. Input was gathered from 168 survey respondents from 22
countries, 5 in-depth expert interviews, and a trend workshop with 42 participants from 17 countries. To-
gether, these contributions ensured a wide geographical and disciplinary spread, drawing on perspectives from aca-
demia, public authorities, social partners, civil society, non-profit bodies, and funding organisations. The subsections
below describe the individual steps of the process: trend collection, the online survey, expert interviews, the trend work-
shop and scenario development.



Your reliable partner for research, education and innovation. DLR-PT

Figure 1: Our Process at a Glance
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2.1 Trend Analysis

The first step in our foresight process focused on identifying key trends shaping a fair transition towards climate neutrality
in the next 10-15 years. The aim of this phase was to establish a robust, evidence-based foundation for the subsequent
steps. By mapping existing knowledge and anticipating potential drivers of change, we sought to build a shared under-
standing of how the social, economic, governance, and territorial dimensions of the transition may evolve over the
coming decade.

The trend collection was conducted through systematic desk research, drawing on recent foresight studies, academic
literature, and institutional analyses addressing the social, economic, governance, and territorial dimensions of a fair
transition towards climate neutrality. The reference base spans a wide range of policy domains, including climate gov-
ernance, carbon pricing, labour markets, regional cohesion, infrastructure development, climate risks, and household
vulnerabilities. It includes analyses from European and international institutions (European Commission, Eurofound and
the EEA, OECD, European Court of Auditors, World Bank), sector-specific studies on energy systems, grids, and industrial
transformation, as well as research on distributional impacts, public attitudes, and social fairness. This diversity of sources
ensured that the trend landscape captured multiple perspectives and emerging developments relevant to fairness in
Europe’s transition (see list of references).

From this wide base of literature, an initial longlist of 24 trends (see ANNEX) was compiled. Each trend captured an
emerging, accelerating, or evolving direction of change with relevance for the fairness, legitimacy, and societal robust-
ness of Europe’s transition towards climate neutrality. Rather than applying a predefined framework, the trends were
grouped inductively as patterns and linkages emerged across the literature. This process yielded four thematic domains
that reflect the interconnected nature of governance dynamics, social vulnerabilities, economic restructuring, and terri-
torial disparities in the transition:

— Governance, Public Participation & Trust: How institutions, participation practices, and public perceptions
shape the legitimacy and acceptance of transition policies.

— Social Protection, Households & Vulnerabilities: How distributional effects, affordability, and unequal ex-
posure to risks condition people’s ability to participate in the transition.

— Work, Industry & Economic Transformation: How technological change, reskilling demands, industrial re-
structuring, and labour-market inequalities affect fairness.

— Infrastructure, Territories & Systemic Interdependencies: How spatial divides, climate impacts, systemic
bottlenecks, and global linkages create unequal capacities and outcomes across Europe.

The goal at this stage was not to filter or prioritise, but to ensure breadth, relevance, and coverage of diverse perspectives
on a fair transition towards climate neutrality. The trend catalogue was designed to capture structural, economic, gov-
ernance-related, and territorial developments shaping the distributional and societal dynamics of the transition, including
climate risks, energy affordability, labour-market restructuring, infrastructure bottlenecks, regional disparities, and evolv-
ing public attitudes. This structured catalogue provided the basis for the next stage of the process: the online survey,
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which aimed to validate, refine, and complement the trend landscape with input from a broad range of external experts.
While the desk research established a grounded starting point, the trend list remained open to revision and expansion
as new insights emerged during subsequent phases of the foresight process.

2.2 Online Survey

To build on the initial trend collection and ensure its relevance from a broader stakeholder perspective, we conducted
an online survey targeting experts in fields such as environmental studies (including energy systems, sustainable
mobility) environmental economics, governance studies, public policy and administration, environmental policy (includ-
ing climate and energy policy), environmental law, political economy, social ecology, social policy, inequality studies
(including energy poverty), labour market studies, sociology of work and employment, labour law, organisational studies,
education and training, sustainable urban and regional planning, cultural anthropology, digital anthropology, economic
anthropology, social attitudes, environmental history, philosophy of law (including environmental justice), philosophy of
ethics, transformation studies (including digital and ecological transformation), creative technologies (including ecologi-
cal building, sustainable design), environmental health.

The survey served four key purposes: to validate the trends identified through desk research, to collect expert feedback
and suggestions, to establish a ranking based on perceived impact, and to gather initial reflections on potential implica-
tions of each trend.

The survey was conducted in English using the LimeSurvey platform. It included a mix of closed and open questions and
took between 10 and 20 minutes to complete, depending on how many trends participants chose to comment on. All
responses were anonymous and used strictly for research purposes.

The survey was disseminated through a combination of targeted outreach and open expert identification. Participants
were identified via project-related networks (e.g. CHANSE, HERA, NORFACE), the Partnership Drafting Group, and an
online search for individuals working on a fair transition towards climate neutrality. The survey was sent to approximately
600 hand-picked individuals and additionally circulated via targeted mailing lists (including newsletters) and expert com-
munities, in particular social sciences and humanities communities. We also reviewed and acted upon suggestions re-
garding additional individuals or organisations who should receive the survey, forwarding it accordingly where feasible.
While due to the mailing list and expert community circulation, no precise response rate could be calculated, the partic-
ipant pool reflects a broad range of disciplinary and institutional backgrounds.

The survey was open from late October to mid-December 2025 and gathered responses from 168 experts across 22
countries. The majority of participants were affiliated with academia (125 respondents), complemented by contributions
from public authorities (18), civil society organisations (9), and a smaller number of participants from the private sector
and other organisations. This composition reflects a strong research-based perspective, enriched by insights from policy
and practice. As several background questions were optional, not all respondents provided information for each cate-
gory, meaning that totals do not always sum to the full sample. Among respondents who provided gender information,
57% identified as female, 41% as male, and 1% as diverse. Participation was geographically broad, although responses
were more strongly represented from a small number of countries, notably Germany, Italy, and Lithuania. At the same
time, contributions from across Europe and several non-EU countries ensured that the survey captured diverse regional
perspectives, supporting the identification of regionally different challenges and priorities, particularly in relation to fair-
ness, governance capacity, and the social impacts of the transition (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Geographical distribution of 168 survey responses
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The analysis of survey results followed a four-step process. First, all 24 trends were ranked according to their mean
impact scores. The ten trends with the highest averages were selected for deeper analysis, representing those develop-
ments perceived as most influential for a fair transition towards climate neutrality, resulting in the following list:

Climate impacts are accelerating faster than Europe’s adaptation capacity.

Access 1o sustainable technologies and mobility expands unevenly across society.

Fiscal policy increasingly integrates climate and social objectives.

Fairness principles become embedded in legal and regulatory frameworks.

Cultural narratives and emotions increasingly influence acceptance of transition policies.
Solidarity within the EU weakens as transition costs diverge between regions.

Energy poverty becomes a core target in EU climate and energy policy.

Local implementation capacity gains importance in fair transition governance.

EU carbon pricing extends to buildings, transport, and imports.

10 New technologies and the green transition outpace Europe’s ability to reskill workers

O N oA WN =

Together, these trends reflect the most salient drivers shaping Europe’s Fair Transition landscape and provide a balanced
foundation for exploring implications and future pathways in the workshop.

Second, the free text comments associated with each selected trend were analysed. These were used to refine the
wording, clarify ambiguous formulations, and integrate missing nuances. While no substantive redefinitions
were needed, expert feedback from the free text comments improved the precision and representativeness of the trend
descriptions (see Chapter 4).

Third, we analysed the open-text responses regarding potential implications of each trend. These were summarised
and categorised into first- and second-order implications, forming a structured foundation for the subsequent scenario
development (see Chapter 5).

Finally, we analysed the survey responses addressing whether any trends were missing. While respondents generally
viewed the trend catalogue as comprehensive, several areas emerged that warranted stronger emphasis. Many com-
ments concerned governance dynamics, including growing socio-political conflict over who benefits and who bears the
costs of the transition, the rise of right-wing populism and anti-science movements, transparency deficits, multi-level
coordination challenges, and the expanding role of deliberative and participatory processes. Others highlighted distribu-
tional and intersectional inequalities, administrative and digital barriers to accessing transition support, the role of edu-
cation and media in shaping cultural narratives and trust, and the importance of well-being and psychosocial factors.
Additional suggestions pointed to economic and labour-market aspects such as the integration of industrial, fiscal, and
financial policy, care and gender equality, and the concentration of power among corporate and technological actors.
Finally, several responses stressed territorial and global dimensions, including infrastructure legacies, uneven regional
capacities, global justice concerns, and the need to better account for climate-related shocks and systemic risks.
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Overall, the feedback did not identify major thematic gaps but underscored the importance of making these cross-
cutting issues more visible across the four trend domains. These considerations were incorporated when refining the
trend descriptions in Chapter 4 and informed the scenario development in Chapter 6.

2.3 Expert Interviews

To complement the trend collection and survey, we conducted a series of expert interviews. The interviews served three
main purposes: (1) to discuss and validate key trends identified through our desk research and online survey; (2) to
complement the trend landscape with expert insights, including weak signals and overlooked developments; and (3) to
explore the implications of these trends for research, policy-making, and society at large.

Five semi-structured expert interviews were conducted with scholars and practitioners based in Netherlands,
Denmark, Poland, Slovenia, and Germany, covering a broad range of perspectives relevant to a fair transition to-
wards climate neutrality. In contrast to the survey, which predominantly reflected social science expertise, the interviews
were deliberately used to strengthen the integration of humanities-based perspectives. The interview partners repre-
sented disciplines such as environmental economics, human geography, ethics and philosophy, history, and cultural and
regional studies, alongside practitioners from civil society organisations engaged in sustainability and transition pro-
cesses. Their expertise spanned energy and climate transitions, territorial development, governance and legitimacy, eth-
ical dimensions of sustainability, and the social and cultural foundations of environmental policy. Interviewees reflected
on the distributional and territorial impacts of climate action, the role of local and regional actors in implementing
transition measures, and the challenges of maintaining social cohesion, trust, and legitimacy under conditions of rapid
transformation. Further insights were provided on questions of responsibility, solidarity, and justice across regions and
social groups, as well as on the capacity of institutions to manage transition-related conflicts and trade-offs. Together,
these contributions added qualitative depth and critical reflection to the trend analysis, helping to contextualise the
survey findings and situate them within broader societal, cultural, and governance transformations shaping Europe’s
pathway towards climate neutrality.

The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured guide designed to ensure comparability while allowing space
for open reflection. Each interview lasted around 60 minutes and was structured around four thematic blocks: (1)
general perspectives on the future of a fair transition towards climate neutrality, including long-term developments and
overlooked or emerging issues; (2) validation and refinement of selected trends identified in the earlier phases of the
project; (3) discussion of implications for research, policy, and societal priorities in the context of a fair transition; and (4)
next steps and potential areas for follow-up. Experts were asked to comment on three trends of their choice, enabling
a focused yet flexible exchange based on their areas of expertise (see also Chapter 3).

2.4 Trend Workshop

As the final step in the trend validation phase, an online workshop was held on 15 December 2025 to deepen the
analysis of key trends shaping the future of a fair transition towards climate neutrality. The workshop had three main
objectives: (1) to validate and enrich the implications of ten pre-selected trends identified through desk research, survey,
and expert interviews; (2) to bring together diverse perspectives from across sectors and disciplines; and (3) to generate
structured input for the subsequent scenario development process.

Participants

To ensure a diverse and balanced discussion while maintaining an interactive format in the breakout sessions, we aimed
to engage around 40 participants for the trend workshop. Participants were selected from the pool of experts identified
through (1) an online search for individuals working on a fair transition, climate governance, distributional effects, and
related socio-economic dynamics; (2) project-related networks; and (3) nominations from the Partnership Drafting
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Group. A core selection criterion was professional and technical expertise relevant to the thematic and impact areas of
the foresight cycle. Beyond academic researchers, the selection aimed to reflect a broad range of stakeholders, including
policymakers, social partners, civil society representatives, and public authorities, to ensure that multiple perspectives on
fairness in the transition were represented.

A total of 42 participants took part in the Fair Transitions workshop, comprising 23 women and 19 men. Par-
ticipants represented 17 countries: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France,
Germany, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. Institutional affili-
ations were highly diverse. The majority of participants were affiliated with universities and public research organisations,
including national academies of sciences and interdisciplinary research institutes. This was complemented by represent-
atives from public authorities at national and European level, research funding organisations, civil society and advocacy
organisations, social partners, and cultural and non-profit institutions.

Agenda

The online workshop was designed to support structured, collaborative reflection while creating space for in-depth
exchange and cross-sectoral insights. The session opened with a short context-setting presentation, introducing the
foresight process and presenting the final top-10 trend set. Participants were then divided into five breakout groups,
each working with two of the validated trends.

Table 1: Agenda Fair Transitions Trend Workshop

Time Agenda ltem Description
10:00 Welcoming remarks Introduction by the moderators

. Introduction to the project with a focus on the Strategic Foresight process &
10:05 Context setting prol 9 ghtp

aims of this specific workshop.
What if...? What if in 2040 the transition has given people more time,
10:10 Icebreaker cleaner air and stronger communities — how does your typical weekday feel
different from today?
Presentation of selected

10:20 trends Presentation of the 10 most impactful key trends relevant to the project

Introducing the Futures Wheel tool and the approach for the Breakout Ses-
sions
In-depths discussions on two selected trends for each Breakout Session and

10:30 The Futures Wheel

10:35 Breakout Sessions L
their implications
11:40 Break
11:50 Presentation of results Reporting back key findings and insights
12:55 Closing remarks Summary of key findings and future outlook

13:00 The End

To guide the discussions, each group used a Futures Wheel template (see ANNEX), i.e. a structured tool for mapping
first-, second-, and even third-order implications of a given trend. This method encouraged participants to look beyond
immediate effects and explore cascading consequences for individuals, organisations, and society. Each group was
chaired by an expert and supported by a facilitator, who documented the results.

The workshop format was deliberately designed to foster expert-driven knowledge production. Trends were not ex-
plained in detail during the breakout sessions; instead, participants had received preparatory material (incl. the top-ten
trends) by email in advance. This allowed the available time to be used primarily for discussion. Each group’s results were
presented by the expert chairs in a short plenary session following the breakout phase, providing a shared view of the
diverse implications discussed. Following the workshop, additional feedback was collected from participants to capture
further reflections and ensure that no key insights were missed.
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The insights generated during the workshop served a dual purpose. First, they helped to test the robustness of the trends
by surfacing overlooked dynamics and boundary conditions. Second, they provided a rich pool of implications that will
inform the scenario development process and help translate trends into strategic narratives.

2.5 Scenario Development

Following the trend validation and implications analysis, we developed a desirable scenario for the futures of a fair
transition. This scenario is grounded in insights gathered across all earlier phases of the process — the online survey,
expert interviews, and the trend workshop — and reflects the collective knowledge generated through those engage-
ments. Specifically, it builds on the implications identified for each of the ten key trends, including first- and second-
order effects discussed by the experts.

To prepare this input for scenario development, we first filtered out general reflections or comments that were not
directly linked to specific implications. We then grouped similar ideas into core thematic clusters and structured them
into a hierarchy of effects. The resulting set of first- and second-order implications provided the foundation for con-
structing a future-oriented, preferred scenario (see Chapter 5).

The scenario reflects a shared vision of what a desirable future could look like, assuming that key challenges are ad-
dressed and opportunities are actively pursued. It is not a prediction but a normative orientation that synthesises expert
perspectives, institutional knowledge, and stakeholder priorities into a coherent narrative. The goal was to translate
trend knowledge into a forward-looking scenario that can guide strategic thinking and inspire the next steps in the SRIA-
drafting process. This scenario now serves as the basis for the next phase of the foresight process, where action steps
and milestones will be developed to explore priorities of the forthcoming SRIA.

3. Interview Insights

The expert interviews provided in-depth perspectives on how a fair transition towards climate neutrality is unfolding
across Europe and where critical tensions and implementation challenges are emerging. While interviewees approached
the topic from different disciplinary, professional, and regional contexts, their reflections converged on a central insight:
achieving climate neutrality is no longer primarily a question of setting ambitious targets, but of translating these ambi-
tions into socially acceptable, territorially sensitive, and institutionally credible action. Fairness was consistently framed
not as a secondary consideration, but as a decisive condition for political legitimacy, public trust, and the long-term
viability of transition policies.

Across the interviews, experts emphasised that the transition is experienced very unevenly. Climate policies increasingly
intersect with everyday domains such as housing, energy use, mobility, employment, and local infrastructure, making
distributional effects more visible and politically salient. Interviewees highlighted that even well-designed EU or national
strategies risk remaining abstract if their local implementation fails to account for capacity constraints, social realities,
and competing pressures on local authorities. At the same time, the interviews revealed a shared concern that fairness
is often acknowledged in principle, but inconsistently embedded in decision-making, cost allocation, and accountability
structures.

3.1 Refining and Stress-Testing Key Trends

A recurring theme in the interviews was the acceleration of climate impacts relative to institutional preparedness. Experts
noted that adaptation challenges are no longer a future concern but an immediate reality, particularly in regions exposed
to heat, drought, flooding, or infrastructure decay. These impacts interact with socio-economic vulnerabilities, such as
low income, poor housing quality, health conditions, and limited mobility options, creating compound risks that existing
policy frameworks struggle to address. Several interviewees stressed that fairness debates increasingly centre on
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guestions of compensation, relocation, and loss and damage, raising politically sensitive issues about responsibility and
solidarity within and across regions.

Unequal access to the benefits of the transition was another major concern. Interviewees pointed to persistent gaps in
access to energy-efficient housing, clean mobility, and financial instruments that enable participation in the green tran-
sition. While technological solutions are advancing, their uptake remains socially and territorially uneven. Experts warned
that without targeted and easily accessible support, transition policies risk reinforcing existing inequalities, particularly
for rural populations, tenants, older people, and low-income households. Administrative complexity was repeatedly
mentioned as a barrier that disproportionately affects vulnerable groups, even when funding or support schemes for-
mally exist.

Fiscal and regulatory instruments were featured prominently in the interviews. Experts broadly agreed that climate neu-
trality cannot be achieved without carbon pricing, regulatory standards, and fiscal reform, but stressed that their social
effects depend critically on design and sequencing. Carbon pricing in buildings and transport was seen as a necessary
but politically fragile tool, with interviewees emphasising that inadequate compensation mechanisms could trigger re-
sistance and undermine trust. Several experts highlighted tensions between climate-social investment and competing
fiscal priorities, including security and defence spending, raising concerns about shrinking political space for redistribu-
tion and social buffering.

Legal and regulatory frameworks were described as increasingly embedding fairness principles, yet interviewees ques-
tioned their practical effectiveness. While EU-level instruments require Member States to consider vulnerable groups and
distributional impacts, experts noted significant variation in administrative capacity, political commitment, and enforce-
ment across countries. Some warned that fairness risks becoming a formal reporting requirement rather than a substan-
tive guide for policy choices, particularly where social impact assessments remain weak or disconnected from budgetary
decisions.

Cultural narratives and emotions emerged as a critical cross-cutting dimension. Interviewees consistently emphasised
that acceptance of transition policies is shaped less by technical details than by perceptions of responsibility, credibility,
and moral coherence. Feelings of fatigue, resentment, and hypocrisy were frequently mentioned, especially where citi-
zens perceive that costs are borne by households while large polluters or wealthy actors remain insufficiently accounta-
ble. At the same time, experts stressed the mobilising potential of positive narratives, shared responsibility, and visible
examples of successful local action. Cultural institutions, artists, and community initiatives were highlighted as important
but underutilised actors in shaping public understanding and emotional engagement with the transition.

Territorial solidarity within the EU was another area of concern. Interviewees pointed to widening disparities in regional
capacity to adapt, invest, and benefit from the transition. Regions with strong economic bases and administrative re-
sources are often able to move faster, while less affluent or structurally constrained regions face higher relative costs.
Several experts warned that if these dynamics persist, support for EU-level solidarity mechanisms may erode, undermin-
ing cohesion and political stability. Fairness, in this context, was framed not only as a social issue but as a territorial and
institutional one.

3.2 Emerging Issues, Blind Spots, and Forward-Looking Reflections

Beyond refining the existing trend framework, the interviews highlighted several issues that remain underexplored or
insufficiently integrated into current transition debates. One such issue concerns the limits of technological optimism.
While innovation is widely seen as essential, several interviewees cautioned against over-reliance on future technologies
or efficiency gains without addressing underlying patterns of consumption, production, and inequality. Some experts
questioned whether current transition strategies sufficiently confront the tension between climate goals and growth-
oriented economic models, warning that unresolved contradictions could fuel disillusionment and backlash.

Another emerging theme related to governance responsibility. Interviewees expressed concern that increasing emphasis
on local implementation capacity may inadvertently shift responsibility for fairness downward, allowing national govern-
ments to avoid difficult distributional decisions. Adaptive and participatory governance approaches were widely
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supported, but experts stressed that they can only complement, not replace, binding national frameworks, clear ac-
countability, and adequate resourcing. Without coordination across governance levels, local experimentation risks re-
maining fragmented and uneven.

Skills and labour-market transformation featured prominently in forward-looking reflections. Interviewees agreed that
reskilling and lifelong learning are essential for a fair transition, yet highlighted structural barriers, particularly for older
workers, workers in declining industries, and those in regions with limited training infrastructure. Education and training
systems were widely perceived as conservative and slow to adapt, raising concerns that labour-market transformation
may outpace social adjustment. Several experts stressed that reskilling must be treated as a shared responsibility of
employers, public authorities, and social partners, rather than an individual burden.

Finally, the interviews underscored the importance of trust, legitimacy, and democratic anchoring. A fair transition was
described not only as technical or economic projects, but as moral and political ones that depend on credible narratives
of justice, solidarity, and shared responsibility. Experts highlighted the risk that disinformation, polarisation, and geopo-
litical tensions could further erode trust, making it harder to sustain long-term commitment to climate neutrality. In this
context, transparent decision-making, visible fairness in outcomes, and sustained engagement with citizens were seen
as essential conditions for maintaining social cohesion during the transition.

Overall, the interview insights reinforce the view that a fair transition towards climate neutrality requires more than well-
designed policies or ambitious targets. They demand governance arrangements capable of anticipating social impacts,
coordinating across levels and sectors, and embedding fairness not only in formal frameworks but in everyday practice.

4. Trend Collection: A Fair Transition To-
wards Climate Neutrality

Europe’s transition towards climate neutrality is no longer defined only by technological choices or emission targets, but
by how social impacts are distributed and managed. Climate policies increasingly shape everyday life, from housing and
mobility to energy use and employment, while differences in income, territory, and institutional capacity condition who
can adapt and benefit. As a result, questions of fairness, affordability, and burden-sharing have become central to the
political and societal feasibility of the transition.

To explore how these dynamics are unfolding, this chapter identifies and examines key trends shaping a fair transition
towards climate neutrality. An initial trend set was developed through desk research and refined through expert inter-
views, which helped clarify interactions between developments and their implications. The trends were subsequently
assessed in an expert survey, where participants evaluated their significance and potential impact (see Chapter 2.2). The
following section presents the ten trends that experts identified as most influential for shaping a fair transition towards
climate neutrality.

4.1 Climate impacts are challenging Europe’s adaptation capacity

Climate risks in Europe are escalating more quickly than policy and investment responses. The European Environment
Agency warns that major risks such as heat, drought, floods, and coastal erosion have already reached critical levels,
while “Europe’s policies and adaptation actions are not keeping pace with the rapidly growing risks” (EEA 2024). Current
adaptation spending falls far short of estimated needs, particularly in southern and low-income regions, leaving poorer
households and local governments most exposed (EDPP2 2024). As a consequence, heatwaves hit low-income and older
residents hardest, as access to affordable cooling remains limited. Growing losses from floods and fires are also forcing
increasingly contested debates on where rebuilding is fair or feasible and who should bear relocation, compensation,
and loss-and-damage costs. Public-health impacts and climate-related shocks are therefore not only technical adaptation
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challenges but increasingly shape political expectations of protection and responsibility. Without faster and fairer invest-
ment in adaptation, climate impacts risk deepening inequalities, fuelling distributional conflict, and straining Europe’s
solidarity mechanisms and the legitimacy of public action (EEA 2024; EDPP2 2024).

4.2 Access to sustainable technologies and mobility expands unevenly across society

Opportunities to participate in the green transition through cleaner mobility, energy-efficient housing, and access to
green finance are expanding across Europe, yet adoption remains highly uneven. Electric-vehicle uptake and charging
infrastructure continue to concentrate in wealthier and urban areas, while rural residents and low-income commuters
face higher costs and fewer alternatives, limiting their ability to shift to clean mobility options. Renovation and energy-
efficiency schemes increasingly target vulnerable households, but many still struggle to access financing or navigate
complex administrative procedures, which reduces uptake of home upgrades and low-carbon technologies (European
Commission 2024a). Interviews underscored that administrative burden itself functions as a distributional filter, dispro-
portionately excluding those with limited time, digital access, or institutional support. Financing instruments for home
upgrades and energy-efficiency improvements continue to expand, yet vulnerable households still face barriers to ac-
cessing support and overcoming upfront costs. At the same time, climate impacts are driving up insurance costs in some
regions, and private coverage is becoming less affordable in high-risk or low-income regions, widening the protection
gap for households that already face greater exposure to floods, droughts, and storms (EEA 2024; OECD 2024). These
disparities reinforce existing socio-economic divides, as households with limited financial resources, insecure housing
conditions, or limited digital access have fewer opportunities to reduce emissions or benefit from the transition (European
Commission 2024b). Without targeted, accessible, and administratively simple support measures, unequal access to
sustainable technologies, housing improvements, and financial protection will deepen fairness concerns and undermine
public support for Europe’s climate-neutral pathway (EEA 2024; OECD 2024).

4.3 Fiscal policy increasingly integrates climate and social objectives

European fiscal policy is progressively aligning climate ambition with social fairness, but this integration remains politically
fragile and uneven. Modelling of the extension of EU emissions trading to buildings and road transport shows that
carbon pricing can create regressive effects unless revenues are recycled through targeted compensation measures,
highlighting the need to integrate distributional objectives directly into fiscal design (Antosiewicz et al. 2025; OECD
2024). The introduction of the Social Climate Fund reflects this shift, as EU guidance links ETS2 revenues to targeted
support for vulnerable households and micro-enterprises to mitigate higher energy and mobility costs during the transi-
tion (European Commission 2025). Analyses of just transition governance emphasise that climate policy cannot succeed
without social alignment, as compensation measures, fairness criteria, and redistributive instruments are essential to
maintain legitimacy and prevent resistance to decarbonisation (Sabato et al. 2023; Croci & Harmackova 2025). At the
same time, survey and interview feedback indicate that fiscal integration is neither linear nor guaranteed: In some Mem-
ber States tax incentives for green choices have been reduced, while rising defence spending and competing fiscal
priorities constrain the scope for sustained climate—social investment. Respondents also stressed that burden sharing,
particularly the balance between taxing labour and taxing wealth, remains central to perceptions of fairness and political
acceptance. Overall, fiscal frameworks are moving toward more integrated climate—social approaches, but their durabil-
ity depends not only on technical design, but on political commitment to maintaining redistribution under conditions of
competing budgetary pressures (ECA 2022; ECA 2025).

4.4 Fairness principles become embedded in legal and regulatory frameworks

Fairness considerations are becoming increasingly formalised within Europe’s transition governance. EU instruments such
as the Just Transition Fund, the Social Climate Fund, and the 2022 Council Recommendation require Member States to
link climate action with social and distributional objectives and to design measures for vulnerable groups as part of their
planning and reporting obligations (Sabato et al. 2023; European Commission 2025). Independent assessments show
that fairness criteria are now integrated into transition and cohesion funding, although administrative capacity and the
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ability to assess social impacts vary widely across Member States (ECA 2022; ECA 2025). Work on the just energy tran-
sition highlights growing reliance on indicators and monitoring tools to assess vulnerability and guide targeted support,
strengthening the procedural visibility of fairness in implementation frameworks (EERA 2023). Survey and interview
feedback, however, underline that formal embedding does not automatically translate into effective enforcement or
equitable burden-sharing. Divergent interpretations of fairness, weak accountability mechanisms, and limited attention
to cost allocation and social rights can reduce fairness to a reporting requirement rather than a substantive decision-
making principle. Overall, fairness is increasingly anchored in legal and regulatory architectures, but its practical impact
depends on political commitment, enforcement capacity, and the extent to which fairness criteria meaningfully shape
policy choices rather than remain procedural add-ons.

4.5 Cultural narratives and emotions increasingly influence acceptance of transition policies

Public support for Europe’s transition increasingly depends on how people interpret responsibility, fairness, and change
through cultural narratives and emotional responses. Analyses highlight that perceptions of who should bear the costs
of the transition shape acceptance more strongly than technical policy details, while shifting identities and group bound-
aries influence how responsibility is assigned within and across societies (Eichhorn & Grabbe 2025). Emotional reactions
such as hope, fear, fatigue, and resentment are amplified by digital media environments, where misinformation and
polarising narratives can delegitimise climate action or portray transition policies as unfair, imposed by elites, or morally
incoherent (European Commission 2022). Research on socio-economic impacts shows that fairness narratives play a
central role in sustaining public support, particularly when citizens expect governments and businesses to share respon-
sibility and visibly carry a fair share of the transition burden (Eurofound & EEA 2023). Interview insights underline that
emotional responses are shaped not only by communication styles, but by lived experiences of consistency or hypocrisy
between stated goals and policy outcomes. Emotional and cultural framings can mobilise solidarity and collective action,
but they can also fuel backlash where policies are experienced as inequitable, contradictory, or disconnected from local
realities. Work on democratic innovation suggests that inclusive communication, trust-building, and credible demonstra-
tions of fairness can help counter polarisation and strengthen support for transition measures (OECD 2024b). Cultural
institutions and creative actors are increasingly recognised as important mediators of climate narratives, contributing to
public engagement and emotional resonance. Overall, cultural narratives and collective emotions have become key de-
terminants of the legitimacy and acceptance of transition policies, though their influence varies across regions and social
groups.

4.6 Solidarity within the EU weakens as transition costs diverge between regions

The economic and social costs of Europe’s climate transition are increasingly uneven across Member States and regions,
placing growing strain on solidarity mechanisms that underpin EU cohesion. Regions with higher income levels, stronger
industrial bases, and better access to public and private investment are generally able to adapt more quickly to climate
policies and benefit from green and digital transformation. In contrast, less affluent regions face higher relative adjust-
ment costs due to fossil-fuel dependence, weaker infrastructure, and limited administrative and fiscal capacity. The
European Commission’s Ninth Report on Economic, Social and Territorial Cohesion highlights persistent territorial dis-
parities and slowing convergence, noting that regions differ significantly in their capacity to respond to structural chal-
lenges such as climate change (European Commission 2024b). Analyses of cohesion policy in the context of the green
and digital transitions further show that uneven regional readiness complicates the alignment of climate objectives with
cohesion goals, as identical policy instruments can produce highly unequal regional impacts (European Parliament Re-
search Service 2024). Distributional studies of EU climate policy indicate that measures such as the extension of emissions
trading to buildings and transport can impose proportionally higher burdens on lower-income regions, particularly where
households have limited access to affordable low-carbon alternatives (Antosiewicz et al. 2025; OECD 2024). These dy-
namics intensify perceptions that transition costs are unevenly shared and risk undermining trust in EU-level redistribu-
tion. As a result, resistance to financial transfers and shared instruments, including cohesion funding and the Social
Climate Fund, is becoming more visible. Audits of EU transition and cohesion spending underline that where regions
experience the transition primarily as a cost rather than an opportunity, political support for redistributive mechanisms
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weakens (ECA 2022; ECA 2025). Maintaining credible and equitable burden-sharing across regions is therefore emerg-
ing not only as an economic necessity, but as a decisive condition for political legitimacy, social cohesion, and the long-
term sustainability of EU fairness mechanisms.

4.7 Energy poverty becomes a core target in EU climate and energy policy

Energy poverty has moved from a marginal concern to a core indicator of fairness in EU climate and energy governance.
Since the adoption of the Energy Union Governance framework, Member States have been required to identify and
address energy poverty within their National Energy and Climate Plans, explicitly linking climate objectives with social
outcomes (European Commission 2024a). This shift reflects growing recognition that rising energy costs, inefficient
housing, and unequal access to energy services can undermine public support for decarbonisation if left unaddressed.
At EU level, the Energy Poverty Advisory Hub has strengthened this focus by providing harmonised indicators, national
and local dashboards, and analytical guidance that make energy poverty visible and comparable across Member States,
thereby reinforcing accountability and policy learning (EPAH Observatory 2023). Recent legislation further embeds en-
ergy poverty into binding frameworks: the revised Energy Efficiency Directive and Energy Performance of Buildings Di-
rective require Member States to prioritise energy-poor and vulnerable households in renovation and energy-saving
measures, moving beyond voluntary commitments toward targeted action (European Commission 2024b). Interview
insights underline, however, that energy poverty has become a politically sensitive issue, where reliance on short-term
relief measures without parallel investment in structural solutions risks entrenching vulnerabilities rather than reducing
them. Treating energy poverty as a measurable and legally anchored policy target can therefore strengthen the alignment
between climate ambition and social inclusion, but its effectiveness depends on sustained commitment to long-term
solutions that prevent inequalities from being reproduced and fuelled through the transition.

4.8 Local implementation capacity gains importance in fair transition governance.

As transition policies multiply and intersect across climate, energy, social, and economic domains, effective delivery
increasingly depends on the capacity of local and regional authorities to translate abstract strategies into visible and
tangible outcomes. Public trust in national governments has weakened, with growing frustration that transition policies
insufficiently reflect people’s financial situations and everyday constraints, contributing to contestation and the risk of
backlash against reforms (European Commission 2016; Eichhorn & Grabbe 2024; Wettengel 2025). At the same time,
trust is increasingly shifting toward local and community actors, as municipalities and regions implement housing reno-
vation programmes, manage mobility systems, and engage directly with citizens through place-based initiatives, local
energy communities, and solidarity networks (European Commission 2023; Eurofound & EEA 2023). Governments and
cities are therefore experimenting more actively with participatory and deliberative governance formats, which can en-
hance legitimacy and fairness when embedded in stable institutional settings rather than treated as one-off experiments
(OECD, 2024). Survey and interview feedback highlights, however, that local capacities and willingness to act vary widely,
with some administrations well equipped and others overstretched, underfunded, or lacking political backing. If these
disparities deepen, fairness risks becoming uneven across territories. Importantly, respondents cautioned against shifting
responsibility for fairness downward, emphasising that adaptive and participatory approaches can only complement, not
replace, binding national frameworks, stable resourcing, and clear accountability for distributional outcomes (Maguire
& Shaw 2021; Eurofound & EEA 2023). In this context, sustained investment in local know-how, professionalised citizen
engagement, peer learning mechanisms, and coordinated multi-level governance is emerging as a necessary but insuf-
ficient condition for achieving a fair transition in practice, dependent on continued commitment at national and EU level
(European Commission 2022; Eichhorn & Grabbe 2024).

4.9 EU carbon pricing extends to buildings, transport, and imports

The EU is expanding carbon pricing beyond power generation and industry to cover buildings, road transport, and
imports through the introduction of the new Emissions Trading System for buildings and transport (ETS2) and the Carbon
Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), extending the polluter-pays principle across a wider range of economic activities
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(European Commission, 2025; OECD, 2024). These instruments are intended to accelerate decarbonisation, improve
efficiency, and strengthen accountability across domestic sectors and global supply chains. At the same time, their dis-
tributional effects are uneven. Model-based analyses show that welfare impacts vary substantially across households and
regions, with outcomes ranging from significant losses to gains depending on energy needs, income levels, and the
strength of compensatory measures (Antosiewicz et al. 2025). Households with lower incomes or high energy depend-
ence, particularly in transport and housing, face higher relative burdens where alternatives such as affordable public
transport or energy-efficient buildings are limited (Eichhorn & Grabbe 2024). Interview insights underline that these
dynamics heighten the risk of social resistance if carbon pricing is perceived as unfair, poorly sequenced, or insufficiently
cushioned. To address this, revenues from ETS2 are channelled through the Social Climate Fund, which requires Member
States to develop national plans that combine income support, investment in renovation and mobility, and monitoring
of social impacts (European Commission 2025; Antosiewicz et al. 2025). The effectiveness and legitimacy of extended
carbon pricing therefore depend not only on price signals, but on clear, credible, and visible revenue recycling strategies
that distribute costs fairly, support behavioural change, and sustain public trust while driving multi-sector decarbonisa-
tion.

4.10. New technologies and the green transition outpace Europe’s ability to reskill workers

Rapid technological change and decarbonisation are transforming Europe’s labour markets faster than education and
training systems can adapt. Evidence shows that automation and the deployment of new technologies are reshaping
tasks within occupations rather than eliminating jobs outright, increasing demand for analytical, technical, and coordi-
nation skills while eroding routine and some mid-wage roles (Eurofound & EEA 2023; Cedefop & UNESCO-UNEVOC
2025). At the same time, shortages are emerging in sectors central to the transition, including construction, building
renovation, renewable energy installation, and maintenance, indicating a growing mismatch between labour demand
and available skills (Cedefop & UNESCO-UNEVOC 2025; Reuters 2024). Interview and survey feedback highlight that
this creates both risks and opportunities: while new tools and training pathways could support workers in acquiring
needed skills, older workers, those in declining industries, and people in vulnerable regions often face structural barriers
to reskilling. Education and training systems are widely perceived as conservative and slow to reform, limiting their
capacity to respond to rapidly evolving needs. Respondents also stressed that reskilling is not only a technical challenge
but a social and institutional one, requiring clear allocation of responsibility among employers, public authorities, and
social partners, as well as attention to workers' rights and access to lifelong learning. Without effective and inclusive
reskilling strategies, communities may experience job losses without credible pathways into emerging sectors, increasing
inequality and resistance to transition policies (European Commission 2023; EERA 2023). Whether the green transition
remains fair will therefore depend on the ability of education systems, social partners, and public authorities to expand
inclusive reskilling, strengthen social dialogue, and ensure that workers can realistically benefit from labour-market trans-
formation rather than disproportionately bear its costs.

5. First- and Second-Order Implications

The ten prioritised trends presented above do not occur in isolation. Each one sets in motion a chain of ripple effects
that shape the wider landscape. These dynamics were captured by identifying and discussing the implications through
the online survey, expert interviews, and the trend workshop. Related ideas were clustered thematically and structured
into first-, second- and in some cases even third-order effects. This mapping formed the analytical basis for the best-case
scenario presented in Chapter 6.
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1. Climate impacts are challenging Europe’s adaptation capacity

First-order implications

Public authorities increasingly fail to

prevent or limit climate-related
damages

Differences in protection from cli-
mate risks increase across regions
and social groups

Climate-related damages increas-

ingly trigger disputes over compen-

sation, rebuilding, and relocation

Confidence in public authorities’
ability to manage climate risks de-
clines

Access to climate protection in-
creasingly depends on private re-
sources

Resources are diverted from long-
term economic transition toward
climate damage control

Second-order implications

Spending on emergency response and re-
covery increases

Adaptation action focuses on short-term
crisis management rather than planned
prevention

Wealthier regions and groups are better
protected than poorer regions and vul-
nerable populations

Health and livelihood impacts remain
higher for low-income and older people.
Conflicts grow over who should pay for
damages and where rebuilding is consid-
ered fair or feasible

Expectations around compensation and
loss-and-damage support increase

Perceptions of unfair treatment and une-
qual protection increase

Gaps in protection widen between those
who can afford private sector solutions
reasdres-and those who cannot

Investment in industrial modernisation
and innovation is reduced

Third-order implications

Public budgets become locked
into crisis response, limiting
long-term resilience building

Long-term gaps in climate risk
exposure and living conditions
widen.

Protests, political tensions, and
demands for protection become
more frequent

Ongoing challenges to the legit-
imacy of climate-related public
governance

Climate security becomes in-
creasingly unequal

Economic resilience and strate-
gic autonomy weaken over
time.

2. Access to sustainable technologies and mobility expands unevenly across society

First-order implications

Large parts of the population
are unable to participate fully in
the green transition

Administrative and financial
complexity excludes vulnerable
groups from renovation and
support schemes

Unequal access to sustainable
mobility creates transport pov-
erty

Public support for the green
transition erodes among ex-
cluded groups

Political contestation around the
transition intensifies

Second-order implications

Adoption of clean mobility, energy-efficient
housing, and green technologies remains
concentrated among affluent, urban, and
highly literate households

Rural and low-income households face higher
costs and fewer viable alternatives, limiting
their ability to shift away from carbon-inten-
sive options

Renovation uptake remains low among
households lacking upfront capital or admin-
istrative capacity

Limited access to affordable and clean
transport restricts access to employment, ed-
ucation, healthcare, and services

Perceptions of unfairness and exclusion from
transition benefits increase

Protests, backlash, and “greenlash” dynamics
emerge where costs are visible but benefits
are inaccessible
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Third-order implications

Health risks linked to poor
housing quality and climate ex-
posure remain higher among
low-income households.
Persistent concentration of inef-
ficient housing and energy pov-
erty among vulnerable popula-
tions

Fragmentation of labour mar-
kets and declining economic re-
silience in peripheral region

Declining trust in climate policy
and governing institutions
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Urban-rural divides deepen as
cities adopt faster than rural ar-
eas

Civil society and collective ca-
pacity weaken in excluded com-
munities

3.

Excluded groups become more receptive to
anti-transition narratives and disinformation.

Mobility and technology gaps reinforce spa-
tial segregation and perceptions of neglect

Withdrawal from participation in public life
and declining engagement in collective prob-
lem-solving.

Fiscal policy increasingly integrates climate and social objectives

Delays in decarbonisation and
weakened social cohesion

Reduced preparedness and resil-
ience in the face of future cli-
mate and economic shocks

First-order implications

Fiscal climate measures increas-
ingly affect household incomes
and living costs

Distributional fairness becomes
a central condition for political
acceptance

Fiscal constraints shape how far
climate—social integration can

go

Uneven national fiscal capacity
leads to divergent outcomes
across the EU

4,

First-order implications

Second-order implications

Carbon pricing and green taxes have visible
effects on disposable income, especially for
lower-wage groups.

Tax increases and spending cuts linked to
transition policies generate resentment
among affected households.

Debates intensify over who should bear transi-

tion costs (labour vs. wealth, households vs.
firms).

Climate policies lose legitimacy when com-
pensation is seen as insufficient or uneven.
Budget limits force trade-offs between social

compensation, industrial competitiveness, and

defence or other priorities.

Some governments prioritise competitiveness
or fiscal discipline over social cushioning.
Wealthier Member States integrate climate
and social objectives more effectively than
others.

Fragmented national approaches weaken co-
hesion and strain shared EU instruments.

Second-order implications

Third-order implications

Persistent conflict over fairness
becomes a structural feature of
transition politics.

Fairness principles become embedded in legal and regulatory frameworks

Third-order implications

Fairness requirements become a
formal part of climate and tran-
sition law

Governments face stronger le-
gal accountability for fairness
outcomes

Fairness increasingly shapes pol-
icy design rather than post-hoc
correction

Uneven administrative capacity
limits effective implementation
of fairness rules

Member States are required to consider social
and distributional effects in climate policy de-
sign, planning, and reporting.

Measures targeting vulnerable groups become
a formal expectation in transition governance.
Unfair transition measures can be challenged
in court.

Legal fines and sanctions make unfairness
more costly for public authorities.

Citizens and civil society gain legal avenues to
contest unfair burdens.

Social and distributional impacts are assessed
earlier in the policy process.

Ex-ante impact assessments become more
common requirements for approval.

Some Member States lack the capacity to as-
sess, monitor, and enforce fairness require-
ments.
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Increased litigation around cli-
mate and transition policies.

Shifts in the balance between
executive decision-making and
judicial oversight.

Policy processes become longer
and more complex.

Uneven application of fairness
principles across the EU.



Your reliable partner for research, education and innovation.

Defining and measuring fair-
ness remains difficult and con-
tested

Monitoring tools and indicators
gain importance in transition
governance

Fairness criteria affect access to
funding and financial support

Embedding fairness can in-
crease legitimacy and ac-
ceptance of climate policy
Weak enforcement limits real
social impact

Distributional conflicts become
more visible and politicised

Policy processes become more
participatory but slower
Institutional practices and roles
change

Fairness principles interact with
broader political values

Weak capacity means fairness remains formal
rather than substantive in some contexts.
Fairness is hard to translate into clear legal
definitions and indicators.

Different interpretations of fairness coexist
across countries and policy areas.
Vulnerability indicators and monitoring tools
are used to guide targeted support.

Consumption-based and distributional metrics
increasingly enter policy frameworks.

Transition and cohesion funding is increas-
ingly linked to fairness conditions.

Social conditionalities in financial program-
ming expand.

Climate policies are perceived as more legiti-
mate when fairness is enforceable.

Fairness functions as an add-on where ac-
countability and cost allocation are unclear.
Conflicts arise over who qualifies for support
(e.g. citizens vs non-citizens, majority vs mi-
nority groups).

Right-wing and populist actors frame fairness
rules as imposed by distant bureaucrats.

More actors and social groups are involved in
consultations and negotiations.

Officials require new skills to assess social im-
pacts and fairness.

Fairness-based regulation strengthens Eu-
rope’s normative positioning globally.
Resistance emerges in less democratic or more
illiberal political contexts.

DLR-PT

Legal uncertainty for govern-
ments and regulators.
Inconsistent application and en-
forcement of fairness rules.

Broader understandings of re-
sponsibility and impact influ-
ence regulation.

Distribution of public funds be-
comes more contested.

Higher acceptance among eco-
nomically weaker groups.

Unequal transition impacts per-
sist despite formal rules.
Political polarisation and instru-
mentalisation of fairness in-
crease.

Democratic tensions and re-
sistance to EU-level governance
intensify.

Capacity gaps widen between
administrations.

EU-level coordination becomes
more difficult.

Cultural narratives and emotions increasingly influence acceptance of transition policies

First-order implications

Second-order implications

Third-order implications

Public acceptance of transition poli-
cies depends increasingly on emo-
tional resonance

Perceptions of fairness and responsi-

bility strongly shape legitimacy

Negative emotions reduce support

for transition policies

Cultural narratives intensify social
and political polarisation

Support is shaped more by feelings and
narratives than by technical policy de-
tails.

Acceptance declines when citizens feel
they bear most transition costs.

Acceptance increases when govern-
ments and businesses are seen as shar-
ing responsibility.

Feelings of loss, fear, fatigue, and re-
sentment weaken acceptance.

Strong emotions override abstract rea-
soning in public debates.

Narratives of sacrifice, injustice, or ex-
clusion fuel backlash.

Urban-rural and social divides are rein-
forced through emotional framing.
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Long-term durability of transition
policies depends on emotional le-
gitimacy.

Resistance and disengagement in-
crease where unfairness domi-
nates narratives.

Emotional fatigue contributes to
disengagement from climate is-

sues.

Evidence-based arguments lose

influence in contested contexts.

Cultural conflict around climate

policy becomes more persistent.
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6.

Elites and inequality become central
targets of resentment

Digital media amplifies emotional
and polarising narratives

Cultural narratives can mobilise col-
lective action

Emotional backlash affects policy
processes

Cultural differences shape transition
dynamics across Europe

Policies lose legitimacy when elites are
seen as exempt from costs.
Misinformation and disinformation un-
dermine trust and cohesion.

Solidarity and local activism increase
where hopeful narratives dominate.

Contested narratives delay or block
transition measures.

Acceptance and resistance vary
strongly across regions and social
groups.

Right-wing and populist mobilisa-
tion gains traction.
Consensus-building around transi-
tion policies becomes harder.
New forms of collective organisa-
tion and community action
emerge.

Transition timelines become less
predictable.

Uneven implementation and pro-
gress across Member States per-
Sist.

Solidarity within the EU weakens as transition costs diverge between regions

Third-order implications

7.

First-order implications

Transition costs differ strongly across
EU regions

Territorial disparities and uneven
readiness increase

Perceptions of unfair burden-sharing
intensify

Support for EU redistributive instru-
ments weakens

Political backlash grows in disadvan-
taged regions

Economic divergence between re-
gions accelerates

Intra-EU competition replaces solidar-
ity

EU strategic cohesion weakens

First-order implications

Second-order implications
Wealthier regions adapt faster and
benefit more from the transition.
Poorer and fossil-dependent regions
face higher adjustment costs and
slower adaptation.

Identical EU climate policies produce
very different regional impacts.
Lower-income regions bear propor-
tionally higher burdens from measures
such as ETS extension.

Regions increasingly view the transition

as a cost rather than an opportunity.
Trust in EU solidarity and fairness
mechanisms erodes.

Resistance to cohesion funding and
shared financial tools increases.
Populist and anti-EU narratives gain
traction by framing climate policy as
elite-driven.

Anti-democratic sentiments
strengthen.

Job losses and capital flight increase in
fossil-dependent regions.

Brain drain from peripheral to core re-
gions intensifies.

Regions and Member States compete
for limited transition resources.

Fragmentation concentrates economic
and social stress in border and periph-
eral regions.

Energy poverty becomes a core target in EU climate and energy policy

Second-order implications

Persistent slowing of economic
and social convergence.

Support for EU climate policy de-
clines in affected regions.

EU-level coordination becomes
harder to maintain.

Democratic stability and EU legiti-
macy are weakened.

Long-term weakening of regional
transition capacity.

Fragmentation of the single mar-
ket and industrial policy.

External actors can exploit inter-
nal divisions, weakening collec-
tive security and strategic auton-
omy.

Third-order implications

Energy policy decisions are increas-
ingly evaluated through their social
impact on households

More and more communities are
producing energy

Climate and energy measures are judged by
effects on affordability and living conditions,

not only by emissions outcomes.

More decentralised energy production
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Vulnerable households receive

greater priority in energy efficiency

and renovation efforts

Public support for decarbonisation
becomes more sensitive to energy

affordability

Short-term relief measures expand
faster than structural solutions in

some contexts

Uneven identification of energy-

poor households affects policy out-

comes
EU-level coordination becomes
more complex

Energy poverty becomes a focal

point in fairness and legitimacy de-

bates

Energy vulnerability increasingly in-
tersects with energy security con-

cerns

Expanded data use introduces new

governance risks

Energy-poor households are more likely to be
targeted in renovation and energy-saving
measures.

Rising energy costs without adequate protec-
tion weaken acceptance of climate policies.
Income support and bonuses dominate over

deep renovation of inefficient housing.

Households remain exposed to energy price
volatility.

Different national definitions lead to uneven
targeting and protection.

Fragmented national approaches complicate
alignment of energy and climate policies.

Perceived failure to protect vulnerable house-
holds fuels distrust and political contestation.

Continued exposure of vulnerable house-
holds sustains fossil fuel dependence.

Household-level data collection raises privacy
and misuse concerns.

Improved well-being and
health outcomes where
measures are effective.

Political resistance to climate
policy increases.

Energy poverty persists de-
spite repeated public spend-
ing.

Gaps in fairness and protec-
tion widen across Member
States.

Trust in EU institutions and
solidarity mechanisms
erodes.

Strategic energy resilience is
weakened.

Vulnerability data may be ex-
ploited for polarisation or
disinformation.

8. Local implementation capacity gains importance in fair transition governance

First-order implication

Second-order implications

Third-order implications

Transition outcomes depend in-
creasingly on local administra-
tive capacity

Differences in local capacity be-
come a fairness issue

Responsibility for fair outcomes
shifts toward the local level

Uneven local capacity amplifies
existing regional inequalities

Local implementation occurs in
contested political environments

Policy coherence weakens
across territories

Coordination failures affect
strategic goals

Peer learning shapes how ca-
pacity spreads

Local authorities play a decisive role in turning
policies into visible outcomes.

Regions with strong administrations implement
transition measures faster and more effectively.
Under-resourced regions lag behind in delivery.
National governments can deflect responsibility
for uneven results.

Local authorities face growing workload and
political pressure.

Socio-economic disparities shape how well re-
gions can implement transition policies.
Bureaucratic delays or weak delivery under-
mine trust in transition policies.

Anti-transition movements become more active
where delivery fails.

Local delivery diverges from national and EU
frameworks.

Fragmented implementation reduces overall

policy effectiveness.

Misalignment between local actions and na-
tional strategies undermines competitiveness
and energy security.

Some regions learn and adapt faster through
networks.
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Territorial inequalities in transi-
tion outcomes widen.

Accountability for fairness be-
comes blurred.

Risk of capacity overload in-
creases.

A two-tier transition between
regions becomes entrenched.
Support for reforms declines
at local level.

Risk of protests and political
backlash increases.

Achieving national and EU
transition targets becomes
harder.

Strategic coherence at EU level
weakens.

Transition speed diverges fur-
ther across territories.
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Disinformation can circulate through local
learning and engagement processes.

Fairness is interpreted differ-
ently across places

9.

Local understandings of fairness differ from na-
tional or EU interpretations.

EU carbon pricing extends to buildings, transport and imports

Local decision-making be-
comes more vulnerable to ma-
nipulation.

Conflicts over fairness criteria
intensify.

First-order implications

Carbon pricing directly affects house-
holds through energy and transport
costs

Household welfare impacts vary widely
across regions and social groups

Public acceptance of climate policy be-
comes more sensitive to distributional
outcomes

Risk of social resistance increases where
pricing is seen as unfair

Carbon pricing becomes a focal point of
political contestation

Firms face stronger pressure to reduce
emissions

Fuel switching and efficiency incentives
strengthen

Revenue recycling becomes central to
policy credibility
EU governance becomes more complex

Carbon pricing extends beyond the EU
through CBAM

Second-order implications
Lower-income and high-energy-need
households face higher relative bur-
dens.

Regions with limited alternatives (public
transport, efficient housing) are more
exposed.

Some households experience losses
while others benefit, depending on cir-
cumstances.

Carbon pricing is judged by social ef-
fects, not only emissions reductions.

Opposition to carbon pricing grows
among affected groups.

Populist and right-wing actors mobilise
cost-of-living fears.

Accountability across buildings,
transport, and supply chains increases.
Some businesses challenge carbon pric-
ing by highlighting economic risks.

Demand for energy efficiency and low-
carbon solutions grows.

Use of ETS2 revenues strongly shapes
public trust.

Member States must align compensa-
tion, investment, and monitoring.
Imported goods face carbon-related
costs.

Third-order implications

Cost-of-living pressures in-
crease for vulnerable groups.

Perceptions of unfairness in-
tensify.

Legitimacy of climate policy
depends on visible fairness.

Support for transition policies
declines.

Electoral backlash against cli-
mate policy becomes more
likely.

Investment in low-carbon
technologies accelerates.
Political pressure on policy-
makers increases.

Emissions reductions extend
beyond industry and power
sectors.

Uneven national implementa-
tion affects perceived fair-
ness.

Differences in implementation
quality widen across the EU.
Trade tensions and geopoliti-
cal frictions increase.

10. New technologies and the green transition outpace Europe’s ability to reskill workers

Third-order implications

First-order implications

Skills demand changes faster than
workforce skills

Labour-market advantages concen-
trate among highly skilled workers

Workers in declining industries face
limited transition pathways

Regional disparities in skills and capac-
ity intensify

Second-order implications

Shortages emerge in sectors central to
the green transition.

Skills mismatches delay implementation
of climate and energy measures.
Workers with higher education adapt
faster and earn more.

Lower-skilled workers face declining job
prospects.

Job losses occur without credible alter-
natives.

Vulnerable regions struggle to supply
skills needed for the transition.
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Deployment of green technolo-
gies slows.

Climate targets become harder
to reach.

Income inequalities widen.

Social exclusion risks increase.

Resistance to transition policies
increases.

Structural regional gaps widen
within Europe.
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Skills shortages raise costs and con-
strain firms

Economic growth slows due to labour
constraints

Fiscal pressure on welfare systems in-
creases

Public support for the transition weak-
ens in affected communities
Demographic trends reinforce re-
skilling gaps

Brain drain toward better-performing re-

gions increases.

Labour costs increase in key transition
sectors.

Firms relocate activities to regions with
better-skilled labour.

Limited skills supply restricts investment
and productivity gains.

Job losses and exclusion raise demand
for social protection.

Perceptions of unfairness grow where
reskilling fails.

Ageing workforces face greater barriers
to skill adaptation.

European competitiveness
weakens.

Competing economies
strengthen relative to the EU.

Public revenues weaken.

Financing fair transition
measures becomes harder.
Populist mobilisation gains
traction.

Long-term labour shortages
deepen.

6. Best-case Scenario for a Fair Transition to-
wards Climate Neutrality

The implications identified in the previous step were synthesised into a best-case scenario for a fair transition towards
climate neutrality by 2040. By clustering interrelated effects into four thematic pillars, the scenario outlines how Europe’s
climate transition could unfold under favourable but plausible conditions, assuming that key social, economic, and gov-
ernance challenges are addressed. The scenario does not predict future developments; rather, it describes a desirable
and achievable direction of travel grounded in the validated trends and their first- and second-order implications. It
provides a shared reference point for the subsequent backcasting exercise (see Chapter 7), which will focus on identifying
the actions, stakeholders, and enabling conditions required to move towards this future.

6.1 Fairness Embedded in Climate Governance and Fiscal Design

By 2040, fairness is embedded as a binding principle of Europe’s climate transition, shaping climate governance and
fiscal policy from the outset rather than being addressed through ad-hoc compensation. Climate objectives are system-
atically designed together with social and distributional considerations, ensuring that transition costs and benefits are
shared transparently across social groups, regions, and generations. This integration reflects sustained political choices,
institutional learning, and deliberate coordination across governance levels rather than a linear or uncontested process.

Fiscal frameworks play a central role in sustaining this approach. Carbon pricing, regulatory measures, and public invest-
ment are aligned with social objectives through predictable revenue-recycling mechanisms and targeted support for
vulnerable households, workers, and regions. Redistribution is treated as a structural component of climate policy design
rather than an afterthought, which strengthens public trust and stabilises political support for long-term decarbonisation
even as transition measures become more far-reaching.

Legal and regulatory frameworks reinforce this shift by embedding fairness requirements into climate and energy legis-
lation. Ex-ante social impact assessments, clearer accountability mechanisms, and enforceable protections for vulnerable
groups ensure that fairness is not merely a formal principle, but a practical standard guiding policy choices. Citizens and
social partners have institutionalised channels to contest unfair burdens and distributional imbalances, reducing polari-
sation and strengthening the perceived legitimacy of transition governance.

Public communication and cultural narratives evolve alongside these institutional changes. Governments increasingly
acknowledge trade-offs and distributional effects openly, reinforcing perceptions of shared responsibility and credibility.
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Where fairness is visibly implemented and transparently governed, acceptance of climate policy increases, countering
fatigue and resistance while sustaining cohesion across diverse social and regional contexts.

Together, these governance arrangements ensure that fairness functions as a stabilising force of the climate transition.
By embedding social equity into fiscal design, regulation, accountability structures, and public narratives, Europe main-
tains legitimacy, trust, and cohesion while advancing decisively towards climate neutrality.

6.2 Shielding Households and Communities from Unequal Transition Burdens

By 2040, Europe has succeeded in preventing the climate transition from translating into disproportionate burdens for
households and communities. Energy poverty has been substantially reduced through a combination of targeted income
support, large-scale renovation of inefficient housing, and improved access to affordable, clean energy. These outcomes
reflect sustained public investment, simplified administrative procedures, and coordinated delivery across governance
levels. As a result, climate policies are experienced not primarily as rising costs, but as tangible improvements in living
conditions, health, and security.

Adaptation to accelerating climate impacts is organised around fairness and prevention rather than crisis response. Public
investment prioritises vulnerable regions and population groups exposed to heat, flooding, and infrastructure risks, re-
ducing long-term damage and unequal exposure. Transparent criteria guide compensation, relocation, and rebuilding
mechanisms, limiting conflict over responsibility and strengthening confidence in public authorities’ capacity to manage
climate risks in an equitable manner. Preventive adaptation reduces the need for emergency interventions and mitigates
the risk that climate shocks amplify existing social and territorial inequalities.

Access to sustainable technologies and mobility has become more equitable as financial instruments, targeted subsidies,
and place-based support lower barriers for low-income and rural households. Administrative processes for renovation,
mobility support, and energy-efficiency measures are streamlined, enabling broader uptake of low-carbon solutions.
Carbon pricing in buildings and transport is embedded in a wider policy mix in which revenues are visibly and predictably
recycled into household support and local infrastructure, maintaining public acceptance even as price signals intensify.

Local and regional authorities play a critical role in translating these measures into lived outcomes. Adequate resourcing,
professional capacity, and coordination with national frameworks enable municipalities to tailor support to local condi-
tions while ensuring consistency with broader fairness objectives. As a result, communities increasingly associate climate
action with improved affordability, resilience, and quality of life. In this best-case scenario, the transition is not perceived
as an external imposition, but as a shared project that delivers concrete and visible benefits where people live.

6.3 Participatory and Place-Based Transition Pathways

By 2040, Europe’s climate transition is shaped through participatory and place-based governance that strengthens legit-
imacy, trust, and policy effectiveness. Citizens, workers, and local stakeholders are meaningfully involved in shaping
transition pathways through structured participation, social dialogue, and deliberative processes that are embedded in
stable institutional frameworks rather than deployed as ad-hoc consultations. Participation enhances policy quality by
integrating local knowledge and lived experience into decision-making, ensuring that transition measures respond to
concrete territorial realities alongside European and national objectives.

Cultural narratives play a central role in sustaining engagement and acceptance. Climate policies are communicated in
ways that resonate with local identities, histories, and everyday experiences, making the transition more tangible and
socially embedded. Cultural institutions, creative actors, and local media contribute to translating abstract climate goals
into relatable stories of change, helping to counter polarisation, fatigue, and misinformation. By acknowledging trade-
offs openly and foregrounding shared responsibility, public communication supports emotional engagement without
obscuring distributional realities.

Local and regional authorities act as key intermediaries between EU-level objectives and community-level implementa-
tion. They adapt transition measures to territorial conditions while operating within clear national and European fairness
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frameworks that define responsibilities, standards, and accountability. This balance between local flexibility and binding
multi-level coordination prevents participation from becoming symbolic or unevenly distributed and limits the risk that
responsibility for fairness is shifted exclusively to the local level.

In this scenario, participatory governance complements rather than replaces binding policy and redistribution. Demo-
cratic engagement, when combined with enforceable fairness frameworks and transparent decision-making, strength-
ens social cohesion and political legitimacy. By embedding participation and culturally grounded narratives into transition
governance, Europe sustains public support for climate neutrality while ensuring that inclusion and fairness remain inte-
gral to how transition pathways are designed and implemented.

6.4 Inclusive Economic and Skills Transformation for Climate Neutrality

By 2040, Europe has managed the economic and labour-market transformation associated with climate neutrality in a
way that limits social disruption and enables broad participation. Skills development and reskilling are treated as shared
responsibilities of public authorities, employers, and social partners, ensuring that workers are not left to absorb transi-
tion risks individually. This approach reflects sustained investment, strengthened social dialogue, and deliberate coordi-
nation across policy domains rather than a purely market-driven adjustment process.

Education and training systems have undergone accelerated reform to respond to changing skill demands in key transi-
tion sectors such as construction, energy, mobility, and infrastructure. Targeted support mechanisms enable older work-
ers, workers in declining industries, and those in vulnerable regions to access reskilling and lifelong learning opportuni-
ties, reducing resistance to climate policies and alleviating labour shortages that could otherwise slow implementation.
Training pathways are designed to be accessible, flexible, and compatible with employment and care responsibilities.

Technological and digital innovation is increasingly deployed in ways that support job quality, workplace safety, and
effective learning rather than intensifying inequality. Public investment and regulatory frameworks guide the use of
automation and digital tools toward productivity gains that align with decent working conditions and social inclusion.
Innovation is accompanied by safequards for workers’ rights and by measures that ensure broad access to new oppor-
tunities.

Regional disparities remain a structural challenge, but coordinated investment and cooperation across European, na-
tional, and local levels prevent widening gaps from undermining fairness and cohesion. In this best-case scenario, eco-
nomic transformation reinforces social stability and labour-market inclusion while advancing climate objectives, ensuring
that the transition is experienced as an opportunity for shared progress rather than a source of exclusion.

7. Next steps: Backcasting

Following the completion of all four foresight cycles, we will initiate the next major phase of the process: Translating the
developed trend insights and scenarios into steps for developing knowledge, innovative solutions and strategic policy
options at European, national, and regional level. This will take place in a backcasting workshop, taking place on 28-29
January 2026, which will bring together experts from across disciplines and sectors.

The workshop will start from the four desirable best-case scenarios developed for each impact area. Using the widely
established approach of backcasting, participants will work backwards from these desirable futures to today, systemat-
ically identifying the necessary steps, enabling conditions, and interventions needed to move towards the envisioned
futures. The guiding question will be: What kind of future is imaginable and desirable in each impact area and how can
we work strategically towards achieving it?

Backcasting is an approach that starts by defining a desirable and plausible future scenario. It should be ambitious
enough to inspire innovation, but realistic enough that concrete pathways can be identified to reach it. Choosing a
preferred scenario helps focus attention on what stakeholders want to achieve, rather than merely reacting to what
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seems most probable. Starting with a bold scenario encourages more creative thinking, while keeping the steps needed
to achieve it grounded and actionable. Backcasting is not about ignoring potential problems; rather, it focuses on over-
coming obstacles in a proactive, solution-oriented way, even in the face of uncertainty.

This method allows us to focus not only on what is likely, but on what is possible and desirable, helping to formulate
proactive, solution-oriented pathways even in the face of uncertainty. Starting from a bold but plausible scenario en-
courages all stakeholders to think creatively, while maintaining a realistic view on the steps and conditions needed to
achieve these outcomes. Rather than ignoring challenges, the backcasting approach explicitly addresses obstacles, fos-
tering a strategic and action-oriented mindset.

The action steps developed through this process will provide a strong evidence base for the formulation of the SRIA for
the European Partnership on Social Transformations and Resilience. Through its innovative Strategic Foresight approach,
the SRIA will provide a framework for issues and activities not only for the short and medium term, but also for the long
term, allowing for changing needs and iterations.
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ANNEX

Long list of 24 Trends

Governance, Public Participation and Trust

This category covers trends that determine how fair transition decisions are made, implemented, and contested. It fo-
cuses on transparency, inclusion, public trust, and the legitimacy of climate governance.

1.

Public trust in transition governance shifts from national to local actors: Public confidence in national
institutions to manage the green and social transition is weakening amid rising polarisation and online misin-
formation. At the same time, citizens increasingly engage through local initiatives, community projects, and
participatory processes where outcomes feel more tangible. This shift is redistributing legitimacy within the
transition, making local and civic actors as well as participatory practice central to sustaining public trust.

Local implementation capacity gains importance in fair transition governance: As transition policies
multiply and intersect across sectors, effective delivery increasingly depends on the capabilities of local and
regional authorities. These actors must coordinate complex measures, interpret evidence, and engage citizens
in decision-making. Capacity-building, peer learning, and adaptive governance approaches are therefore be-
coming central to ensuring that fairness objectives are achieved on the ground.

Social dialogue and collective negotiation regain importance in transition policymaking: Governments,
employers, and unions increasingly negotiate how to share the costs and benefits of structural change. Along-
side these formal arenas, community projects and citizen networks (from local energy cooperatives to repair
movements) are gaining visibility, broadening who shapes fairness in Europe’s evolving green transition.

Fairness principles become embedded in legal and regulatory frameworks: Fairness is moving from a
policy add-on to an integrated and enforceable norm. EU and national instruments now embed social and
distributional objectives in their design, while new legal rulings and binding standards make governments ac-
countable for unequal transition impacts.

Cultural narratives and emotions increasingly influence acceptance of transition policies: Ideas of who
“owes"” what in the green transition are shifting. Emotional responses such as hope, fatigue, and resentment
influence acceptance of change, while fairness debates move from individual sacrifice toward shared responsi-
bility among citizens, governments, and businesses. This evolving cultural narrative now strongly affects public
support for the transition.

Debates on transition pace reshape ideas of fairness: Across Europe, disagreements over the speed of
climate and social transformation are becoming more visible in public discourse. Tensions between rapid decar-
bonisation and social continuity increasingly shape policy choices and narratives of what constitutes a “fair”
transition.

Social Protection, Households and Vulnerabilities

This category covers trends that shape how the transition affects people’s daily lives, living costs, and exposure to new
risks. It connects social protection, redistribution, and affordability as the foundations of perceived fairness.

1.

Fiscal policy increasingly integrates climate and social objectives: European governments are aligning
tax, spending, and welfare systems with climate and fairness goals. Fiscal frameworks now link transition in-
vestment and social protection, while limited budgetary space constrains how far this alignment can progress.

EU carbon pricing extends to buildings, transport, and imports: The EU is extending carbon pricing to
buildings, transport, and imports, making firms more accountable but households unevenly affected. Lower-
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income and high-energy-need groups bear higher costs, while fairness depends on how well revenues are
distributed through social compensation schemes.

Energy poverty becomes a core target in EU climate and energy policy: Once a niche concern, energy
poverty is now a core EU policy target. Member States must identify and address it in their energy and climate
plans, with new laws requiring concrete measures to support vulnerable households and ensure a fair transition
toward climate neutrality.

Climate-risk insurance becomes less affordable for vulnerable communities: Floods, droughts, and
storms are driving up insurance costs, leaving low-income and high-risk regions increasingly uninsured. As the
protection gap widens, governments explore public—private and EU-wide solutions to keep climate-risk cover-
age fair and accessible.

Access to sustainable technologies and mobility expands unevenly across society: Opportunities to
participate in the green transition are growing through cleaner transport, home renovation, and green finance
schemes. However, adoption remains concentrated among higher-income and urban households, while low-
income and rural groups face higher upfront costs and administrative barriers. As access gaps persist, fairness
in the transition increasingly depends on targeted support for disadvantaged groups.

Food-system transitions reshape production and pricing structures: Sustainability standards, new dietary
patterns, and carbon pricing are transforming how food is produced, distributed, and priced. Farmers face rising
costs linked to compliance and adaptation, while consumers experience growing price sensitivity. These shifts
are reconfiguring economic relationships along the food chain and raising new questions about fairness and
support within the transition.

Work, Industry & Economic Transformation

This category covers trends that reshape how Europe produces, employs, and competes in a decarbonising economy. It
highlights how fairness is negotiated through jobs, skills, gender equality, and regional industrial change.

1.

New technologies and the green transition outpace Europe’s ability to reskill workers: Technological
change and decarbonisation are reshaping jobs faster than education and training systems can adapt. Demand
for new technical and analytical skills is rising, yet persistent skill gaps and uneven access to learning risk leaving
many workers behind in the green-digital transition.

Transitions increasingly affect gender inequalities in the labour market: Women remain more exposed
to energy poverty, job insecurity, and barriers to reskilling in the green economy. EU and national policies
increasingly promote gender equality and intersectional approaches to ensure that the transition’s benefits and
opportunities are shared more equally.

Industrial decarbonisation concentrates benefits in advanced regions and sectors: Hydrogen and low-
carbon technologies are expanding rapidly, but capital-rich regions and established industries capture most
benefits. Less advantaged areas face challenges accessing funding, jobs, and innovation.

EU funding mechanisms increasingly embed social and regional fairness criteria: The EU now links
green investment and state aid to job protection, reskilling, and social dialogue. This shift seeks to balance
benefits across regions and sectors, though wealthier areas still capture more opportunities and vulnerable
regions risk being left behind.

EU climate policy extends into carbon-removal and supply-chain markets: New EU rules on carbon re-
movals and critical-mineral sourcing create markets that shift who pays and who benefits from environmental
action. While they improve transparency and labour standards, they also raise costs for developing-country
suppliers, testing global fairness in Europe’s green transition.
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6.

The green-digital nexus emerges as a defining driver of transformation: Digitalisation is enabling
cleaner production and smarter resource use, while increasing energy demand and inequality risks. The inter-
action between the two transitions is reshaping competitiveness and social outcomes.

Infrastructure, Territories & Systemic Interdependencies

This category covers trends that reveal how structural conditions (energy systems, spatial divides, and global linkages)
affect fairness across regions, generations, and sectors. It links systemic capacity with solidarity and long-term resilience.

1.

Climate impacts are accelerating faster than Europe’s adaptation capacity: Heat, droughts, and floods
are intensifying faster than Europe can adapt. Limited funding and uneven protection leave poorer regions and
vulnerable groups most exposed, raising urgent questions about fairness, compensation, and solidarity in cli-
mate adaptation.

Grid bottlenecks create new fairness gaps in Europe’s energy transition: Renewables, electric vehicles,
and data centres are expanding faster than power networks can handle. Regions with weak grids face higher
prices and slower access to clean energy, making faster investment and inclusive planning essential for an
equitable transition.

Governance shifts from sectoral policies to integrated transition management: Policymaking is moving
beyond separate climate, social, and economic silos toward systemic approaches that connect environmental,
social, and territorial goals. Cross-sectoral coordination and design-based methods are increasingly used to plan
and deliver fair, long-term transitions.

Intergenerational and demographic change reshape expectations of fairness: Fairness debates increas-
ingly link duties to future generations with tensions among age groups today. Ageing societies redirect fiscal
resources toward pensions and care, while younger Europeans demand investment in climate and skills, rede-
fining how fairness is understood and financed across generations.

New global markets for carbon and critical materials redistribute economic and environmental risks:
Expanding carbon-removal and mineral-sourcing systems are creating new winners and losers in the green
economy. These markets shift costs, profits, and environmental risks between regions, testing how fairly global
supply chains and climate solutions distribute their burdens and benefits.

Solidarity within the EU weakens as transition costs diverge between regions: Wealthier regions adapt
more easily to climate policies, while poorer ones face steeper costs. Resistance to burden-sharing and EU
funding grows, testing the Union’s ability to maintain fairness, cohesion, and political stability during the tran-
sition.
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Futures Wheel Template
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Expert Interview Guideline — A Fair Transition towards Climate Neutrality

1. Introduction

— Duration & Structure: Interview will last 30-60 minutes, covering:
o General perspective on Fair Transitions towards Climate Neutrality
o Trend validation and refinement
o Implications for future research
o Closing & next steps

2. General Perspective on the Future of a Fair Transition towards Climate Neutrality

— What do you perceive the most significant shifts shaping the future of a Fair Transition towards Climate
Neutrality in Europe?

— Imagine it's ten years from now: What scenarios do you see unfolding regarding a Fair Transition to-
wards Climate Neutrality?

— Are there any important trends we may have overlooked?

— Have you observed any counter-trends or unexpected/surprising developments?

— What's not yet on most people’s radar but should be? Could you highlight any emerging or weak sig-
nals that may not yet be widely discussed?

3. Trend Validation and Refinement
Trend #1 & #2 & #3 (chosen by you as expert): Respective questions for each of the selected trends:

— To what extent do you agree with the trend?
— Is this trend accurate and relevant from your perspective?
— Is it overestimated, underestimated, or missing nuances?

4. Implications for Future Research

— How should research in Social Sciences and Humanities address these trends?
—  What research priorities do you see to respond to these trends? Where do you see the most critical
knowledge gaps?

5. Closing & Follow-up

— Is there anything else you would like to add that we haven't covered?

— Is there anything you should've asked that you didn't?

— Can you name additional experts, who we could contact to interview or engage in the Foresight pro-
cess?

—  Follow-up: Would you be open to reviewing preliminary findings or participating in future discussions?

—  Next steps
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