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Demands for a better understanding of the human dimensions of global environmental
change have led to an increase in social science and humanities research in Europe. New
strategies and reforms are improving opportunities. Furthermore, research is becoming
more relevant for policy and wider societal needs. However, the recognition of the role of
social sciences and the humanities in leading and framing global environmental change
research agendas has still not been fully realised.

Introduction

Since the World Social Science Report 2010 ( ISSC and UNESCO 2010) social science and
humanities research in Europe has grown in scope and interdisciplinarity. However, these
trends do not adequately reflect the difficulties that researchers have had in leading and
framing research agendas on global environmental change issues. Furthermore, these
trends have not been uniform across Europe, reflecting different degrees of development
and capacity at individual, national and institutional levels.

This article describes some of these trends within Europe, primarily the European
Union (EU). While we are aware that global environmental change encompasses numerous
processes of change (to land, oceans and the atmosphere, and to society), we focus on
climate change to illustrate three particular issues that link to these trends in context.
They are:

® the European context of social science and humanities research on climate change

® research policies and priorities: key climate change issues in the social sciences and
humanities

® obstacles to social science and humanities research on climate change issues.

The article concludes with suggestions for further work to address the gaps identified.
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The European context

Europe’s role in facilitating research

Climate change is increasingly important in European policy-making circles and for
the wider European public. Broader environmental issues and sustainable development
concerns laid the foundation for this focus and served as important incentives for further
European integration. “Sustainable growth respecting the environment” was a major
objective of the 1992 Maastricht Treaty! (Article 2). The treaty also introduced the “polluter
pays” principle, the “precautionary principle” and “environmental policy integration” as
minimum environmental standards (Article 130 r-t). The 1997 Amsterdam Treaty? added
sustainable development (Article 1.2) as a key objective.

Global environmental change appeared on the international agenda during the 1972
UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, Sweden, after which the United
Nations set up the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED). Following
extensive public consultation, the Brundtland Commission provided the highly influential
definition of sustainable development in its report, Our Common Future (WCED, 1987). It
centred upon combining economic development with environmental and social protection.
These developments resulted in the institutionalisation of environmental issues within
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and political parties in Western Europe.

However, this change was not uniform across Europe. In Central and Eastern Europe,
environmental studies and research remained technocratic disciplines under communist
rule. Because “nature” and “the environment” were detached from social contexts, social-
scientific research on global environmental change was an alien concept, although
opposition and dissident movements viewed environmental issues from a social and
political perspective. They began to voice concerns regarding global environmental change
issues in the 1980s, inspired by emerging green movements in Western Europe.

The Chernobyl disaster in 1986 was fundamental in raising awareness of environmental
issues in Central and Eastern Europe. It was also an important basis on which post-
communist environmental NGOs and, in part, the growing social science and humanities
research community on the environment were built. Yet for many nations in Central and
Eastern Europe, environmental issues were off the political agenda for many years.

While transnational problems such as water and air pollution were key issues of
concern in Europe, the UN Conference on Environment and Development (Rio Earth Summit)
in 1992 marked a second peak of European and international concern. The conference led
to the creation of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention
on Biological Diversity, and the Convention to Combat Desertification. During the 1990s and
early 2000s, political leaders and wider society - including NGOs, the media, and social and
natural scientists - recognised climate change as a major challenge of the 21st century. The
increasing evidence presented by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and
the effect on the public, for example, of Al Gore’s documentary An Inconvenient Truth enabled
this development. In 2007, the IPCC and Al Gore were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for their
role in increasing awareness of climate change as a policy priority.

Following the negotiation of the Kyoto Protocol in 1998, the European Union assumed
a leadership role in international climate negotiations. At the 2011 UNFCCC conference
in Durban, South Africa, the European Union agreed to a second commitment period for
the Kyoto Protocol. To continue negotiations towards a post-Kyoto treaty, to take effect by
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2020, the European Union also agreed to provide finance for mitigation and adaptation in
developing countries (Rajamani, 2012).

Under pressure to implement the Kyoto Protocol’s international emissions reduction,
the European Union set up the “20-20-20 by 2020” strategy (Jordan et al., 2010) to:

® reduce EU greenhouse gas emissions by 20% from 1990 levels
® increase by 20% the share of EU energy consumption from renewable resources
® improve energy efficiency by 20%.

These targets also contribute to prioritising sustainable growth as a key objective of
the Europe 2020 strategy, the European Union’s vision for a social market economy in the
21st century.

Environmental NGOs have a strong presence in the European Union and receive
financial support for their activities. They carry out campaigns to raise awareness
among the public, and lobby European and national policymakers to consider and
strengthen environmental objectives in their legislative proposals. Environmental and
climate change concerns are increasingly recognised by businesses in their corporate
social responsibility activities and via the increasing uptake of corporate environmental
strategies.

The importance of climate and global environmental change issues in politics,
society and business is also reflected in research agendas. Concerns about environmental
degradation have motivated and influenced natural and social scientists’ research.
Research funding agencies have also adapted their funding frameworks to reflect
increasing socio-political concerns. Furthermore, the high profile of the IPCC’s assessment
reports is an important way in which environmental science can contribute to the
decision-making process. Having joined the European Union between 2004 and 2007, and
thus having access to EU research funding, has motivated some countries in Central and
Eastern Europe to carry out more global environmental change research.

Public research-funding institutions have set up further funding opportunities
for research on global environmental change issues, including climate change. These
include the Sixth and Seventh Framework Programmes (FPs) for research of the European
Commission, the European Research Council, the European Science Foundation (soon to be
Science Europe), and national funding bodies. EU member states’ government departments
and the Directorates-General of the European Commission are supporting more policy-
relevant research. Many social scientists continue to co-ordinate their efforts through
research programmes such as the Earth System Governance project.3

How has social science and humanities research influenced decision-making
in Europe?

The European Commission proposes environmental legislation and contributes to
decision-making in the Council of the European Union and in the European Parliament.
Research findings are especially relevant in the early stages of drafting policy proposals.
The Directorates-General for Climate Action (DG CLIMA) and Environment (DG ENV)
commission studies when specific input is needed, connect with researchers in
meetings and conferences, collect scientific evidence, and reflect on its usefulness for
specific policy proposals. Research findings are integrated as a formal input to Green
Papers, White Papers, Impact Assessments and Communications of the European
Commission to the Council of the European Union and European Parliament. The EU
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Chief Scientific Advisor also provides input before policy proposals are put forward by
the European Commission.

Members of the European Parliament report that they make extensive, but selective, use
of scientific input given their time and resource constraints. However, the timely contribution
of scientific knowledge as evidence to support climate and global environmental change
policy processes has not always been as effective as it might be in influencing policy (e.g. see
Lovbrand, 2011).

Decision makers also use research findings from government institutions such as
research institutes and expert commissions. Examples include the Joint Research Centre of
the European Commission, the Fraunhofer Institute in Germany and the Royal Commission
on Environmental Pollution in the United Kingdom, which contributed to the development
of the United Kingdom’s climate targets (Owens, 2010).

While researchers are frequently included in environmental and climate decision-
making via formal and informal channels, their engagement with the media is less
active. Academic literature is still the dominant form of dissemination for research
findings, although it can be inaccessible to the mass media. Social media, blogs, and the
fact that research funding criteria now include the need to consider wider impacts, are
providing increasing incentives for researchers to disseminate their findings more widely
and to engage more actively with society. More research institutes and universities are
employing media experts who focus on communicating research findings and their
policy implications.

Type of research and research practices

Globally, research on climate and global environmental change has grown rapidly
over the past two decades, for instance when referring to the number of publications as a
measure of research output (see Figure 18.1).

Since 2005 a marked increase in the number of publications on climate and global
environmental change is observable across the globe, yet the rate of increase in Europe has
been slightly more gradual (see Figure 18.1).% A gradual increase is also observable in the
proportion of publications originating from Europe, with contributions to global numbers
increasing from 27% in 1990 to 44% in 2011 (Figure 18.1).

While the contribution of European publications to the global total is considerable, the
proportion of publications within the two broad European regions is markedly different
(see Figure 18.2). Despite an increase in publications originating from Southern, Central and
Eastern Europe, particularly since 2006, the total is small in absolute numbers compared
with publications originating from Western Europe.

Despite the multilingual and multicultural context that defines Europe, the
publication and dissemination of scientific knowledge is primarily conducted in English.
This is a long-standing trend, particularly since the Second World War (Truchot, 2002),
reinforced by developments in science communication and digital technologies, and
the career incentives to publish in top-tier journals. These journals serve as “reference”
in any given field, are predominantly in English, and receive priority indexing in the
databases that are largely relied upon for evaluating scientific output and impact
(Truchot, 2002).
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Figure 18.1. Proportion of European social science publications worldwide
on global environmental change, 1990 to 2011
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Note: See article by Ludo Waltman, Annex B1, for information on methodology used and definitions.
Source: Web of Science. Annex B, Table B-4.

Figure 18.2. Number of social science publications on global environmental
change, regional proportions within Europe, 1990 to 2011
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Note: See article by Ludo Waltman, Annex B1, for information on methodology used and definitions.
Source: Web of Science. Annex B, Table B-4.

Funding for climate and global environmental change research in Europe

European funding has a diverse and layered structure. It increasingly involves mixed
funding models, which include public and private streams at national and regional levels
(van Langenhove, 2010). Overall, European efforts to provide funding for social science
and humanities appear promising. These efforts, however, are still small compared with
funding in other fields. For example, the EU FP7’s theme of Socio-economic Sciences and
Humanities was one of the world’s largest research funding schemes in this field, yet it
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was proportionally smaller than the ten theme-oriented programmes identified by the
League of European Research Universities (LERU, 2012). EU-based funding schemes are
the most popular sources of funding in terms of the number of applications submitted,
followed by national research funding agencies. However, most researchers receive funds
at the national level, resulting in a diverse mix of public, private and institutional funding
throughout Europe (Marimon et al., 2011).

In future, Horizon 2020 is expected to play a major role in facilitating a more streamlined
funding process in Europe. Climate action is one of the priorities identified in the European
Commission’s 2011 proposal. At least 60% of the total Horizon 2020 budget is earmarked
for research on sustainable development, which will address climate and environmental
objectives (European Commission, 2011). Around 35 per cent of the Horizon 2020 budget
is expected to be spent on climate and related issues (European Commission, 2011). The
European Parliament and European Council have been negotiating the content and budget
for Horizon 2020 since early 2013; laws regulating it are expected to be adopted by the end
of 2013. (See more on Horizon 2020 below.)

Research policy and priorities

Social science and humanities research in the area of climate and global environmental
change concentrates on the human dimensions at all levels. It addresses the social,
behavioural, cultural, economic and political factors of how climate and broader global
environmental change impact societies, and vice versa, as well as the complex links
between them.

The International Human Dimensions Programme conducted a survey of researchers
involved in the social dimensions of global environmental change research, and identified
four research areas of primary importance:

® equity and equality, including wealth and resource distribution

® policy, political systems, governance and political economy

® economic systems, economic costs and incentives

® globalisation and social and cultural transitions (Duraiappah and Rogers, 2011).

Although the survey included the views of scholars from all over the world, almost a
third (32.5%) of respondents were based in Western and Central Europe. It does therefore
partly reflect views found in Europe and the relative importance and prevalence of global
environmental change research in Europe.

Most research on the human dimensions of global environmental change focuses
on describing the impacts and people’s vulnerability and adaptation to climate change
(Rosenzweig and Wilbanks, 2010). These are also reflected in the types of research projects
that European-based researchers have completed or are still working on. Other demands
for research include requests for scientific advice, evidence-based energy and climate
policy, and climate change mitigation technologies (Mejlgaard et al., 2012). However, there
are also increasing calls to broaden the scope of this research, by focusing on the links
between mitigation and adaptation (EEA, 2012), and by tackling fundamental societal
transformation to achieve sustainable development as envisaged by the ten-year initiative
Future Earth.”

Horizon 2020 is also shaping the agenda of future research in Europe. Horizon 2020 is a
financial instrument intended to implement the “Innovation Union” strategy and to provide
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support to EU efforts to secure global competitiveness within Europe.? The European
Commission’s legislative proposal to regulate Horizon 2020 involves six social challenges:
health, food security, energy, transport, climate action and societies. All six are highly
relevant for human dimensions of global environmental change research (ALLEA, 2011;
LERU, 2012). It is expected that these research priorities will give a more prominent role to
the social sciences and humanities in the agenda-setting process for all six challenges, not
just those deemed to be most significant for the field (LERU, 2012).

Obstacles to social science and humanities research on climate
and global environmental change issues

In addition to funding, the main obstacles to social science and humanities research
on climate and global environmental change mainly involve status and recognition. They
are often seen mainly as a support for research agendas and problems framed in the
natural sciences. Interdisciplinary collaboration between these fields is still hierarchical,
with natural scientists calling on social scientists to help communicate findings and bridge
the divide between science and policy (Hackmann and St. Clair, 2012; Holm et al., 2012). The
onus is mostly on social scientists to justify their research and priorities. Low sensitivity
towards societal values, culture and cognitive factors has slowed down efforts to drive
policy and societal change, often resulting in confusion and distrust regarding the accuracy
and legitimacy of climate science (Mejlgaard et al., 2012).

Social sciences unavoidably reflect the social, political, cultural and historical contexts
in which they are carried out. In Europe, they inevitably mirror the substantial geospatial
and geopolitical differences between Western and Eastern Europe, which have resulted
in differences in the field (ESF, 2010, 2012). Historical developments before and after the
1990s have posed unique challenges for global environmental change research in Central
and Eastern Europe, particularly regarding ideological pressure and censorship under
communist rule (ESF, 2010, 2012). Since the 1990s, and since some of these countries became
part of the European Union in the 2000s, climate and global environmental change research
on human dimensions have received some recognition and have developed. However,
local interest in the social dimensions of global environmental change research remains
relatively limited. Research institutions in Central and Eastern Europe are not considered as
important as their counterparts in Western Europe. Despite these differences, EU funding
instruments are allowing greater flexibility and mobility, thus helping to build capacity
(Marimon et al., 2011) as well as disseminating the value of social science and humanities
research for global environmental change research in the region (Laursen, 2012).

In conclusion

Demands for greater understanding and knowledge of the human dimensions of global
environmental change have resulted in opportunities for social science and humanities
research in Europe to develop and increase. While this is a promising trend, challenges
remain that also offer important opportunities for future improvement and development.

The main challenges identified here are a lack of recognition for social science and
humanities research in framing problems in global environmental change, and differences
in research practices within Europe. These appear to disadvantage social sciences and
humanities research, especially in Central and Eastern Europe. While adequate funding
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options to sustain current efforts and support new initiatives to remedy these shortcomings
are imperative, other options also need to be considered.

To strengthen the role of social science and humanities research in setting priorities
and agendas, research communities need to identify strategic opportunities where they
can present compelling evidence that serves the knowledge requirements relevant within
a given stage in the policy process. Closer examination, assessment and evaluation of the
quality and impact of the knowledge produced is also needed. The standards, criteria and
processes used to assess and evaluate knowledge also need attention, since new knowledge
is increasingly interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary, and often combines the natural and
social sciences. This would help ascertain the relevance of current evaluation practices in
assessing the value of interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary knowledge for policy.

Finally, studies that clarify the importance of multilingual, interdisciplinary co-
production of knowledge may help social scientists consider the implications - positive and
negative — for the wider multicultural European context in which the human dimensions of
climate and global environmental change unfold.
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Notes

1. http://eur-lex.europa.eu/en/treaties/dat/11992M/htm/11992M.html.
2. http://eur-lex.europa.eu/en/treaties/dat/11997D/htm/11997D.html.
3. www.earthsystemgovernance.org/.
4.

Here, the number of publications (fractional) refers to publications that belong to multiple
countries, where a “count” is assigned fractionally to each of the countries (or fields). For instance,
a publication co-authored by a Dutch and a German author would count as 0.5 publication for the
Netherlands and 0.5 publication for Germany. (See Annex B for further information.)

5. www.icsu.org/future-earth.

6. http://ec.europa.eu/research/horizon2020/.
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