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Introduction



Context:	Low-carbon	transition

Targets for reducing GHG emissions by 80-95% by 2050
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Figure	1.	Belgium	GHG	emissions	in	MtCO2e	per	year,	historic	and	range	of	EU	objectives	(Climact,	2013)	



The	social	‘work’	of	scenarios,	a	research	gap

• Abundance of low-carbon scenarios for different
parts of the world, institutional levels and sectors

• Foresight appears as a suitable orientation and
decision support tool to devise long-term mitigation
policies <> scenarios don’t readily translate into
public policies

• Few research on the social work of scenarios in
comparison with the importance given to
methodological developments
➥ Growing imbalance between the increasing technical

sophistication of foresight approaches and the simplicity
of our understanding of the social origins, uses and
implications of scenarios in policy-making and in the
surrounding society 2



Empirical	contribution	to	the	state-of-the-art	on	
the	social	work	of	scenarios

How	do	energy	foresight	studies	shape	policy-making?	
Why?	What	are	the	conditions	for	energy	foresight	

studies	to	configure	policy-making?	
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Materials	and	methods



Multiple	case	study

Analyse and compare the role in policy-making of 4
energy foresight studies carried out for Wallonia (Be)
commissioned by politico-administrative authorities
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Data	collection

• Examination of policy plans, reports and documents
• Extensive semi-structured interviews with the actors

involved in the long-term policy process of GHG-
emissions’ mitigation in Wallonia (cf.: “producers”
and intended “users” of low-carbon scenarios)
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Figure	2.		Network	of	actors	involved	in	the	long-term	policy	process	of	mitigation	in	Wallonia 6



62	Persons	interviewed
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• Intended “users” of low-carbon scenarios
• Political authorities (4)
• Political advisors (14)
• Administrative authorities (6)
• Employers’ federations (8)
• Workers’ unions (3)
• Environmental and development NGOs (7)
• Advisory councils (1)
• Energy market operators (7)

• “Producers” of low-carbon scenarios
• Public research institutes (5)
• Consultancy agencies (5)
• Universities (2)



Interview	guide
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• If and how they became aware of the studies
• Reaction when the studies were published
• Surprise? Learn? Remember? Shift in opinion

regarding feasibility / acceptability of low-carbon
transition?

• Dissemination of the studies
• Utilisation of the studies for their own work or for

communication (internal / external)
• Utilisation of the studies to elaborate reports,

documents or plans
• Utilisation of the studies for decision-making
• Consultation process



Emergence

Uses

Influences

Roles

• Origin	of	the	study
• Official	function

• Internal	application
• External	application
• Decision	support

• Individual	level
• Interpersonal	level
• Collective	level

• Instrumental	role
• Conceptual	role
• Political	role
• Process	role
• Distortive	role

Analytical	framework

9Figure	3.		Analytical	framework	(adapted	from	Gudmundsson,	2009)
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Preliminary	results



General	observations

• The role in policy-making varies greatly from one
study to another

• Few examples of purely instrumental use of studies
as orientation and decision support tools to devise
mitigation policies

• Studies are rather used to justify decisions already
taken or to improve someone’s relative position in
the policy systems compared to opponents

• Studies also contribute to expand the knowledge
base and introduce new ideas or concept in policy

• The governance setting explains more of the studies
(non-)use and (non-)influence than the particular
characteristics of each study 10



Characteristics	for	studies	to	be	used	as	
orientation	and	decision	support	tool	
• Accessibility

• Short and popularized message
• Message widely disseminate by press, NGOs and scientists

• Credibility
• Based on the robustness of the study (method, model,

hypothesis) for the few actors who have the time to fully
read it and the skills to assess its credibility

• Based on the reputation of the institute / consultant that
undertake the study and of the study itself for the others

• Operationalisation
• Accurate information on the policies to implement today

and at various stages of the transition pathway
• Quantitative studies perceived as more credible and more

operationalisable than purely qualitative studies 11



Characteristics	for	studies	to	introduce	new	
knowledge,	ideas	or	concept	in	policy	(1)
• Communicate (a lot) and give follow-up to the

study
• E.g.: The study ”Low-carbon Belgium” implied many

stakeholders meetings, is often presented by the FPS and
was complemented by other studies, all of this
contributing to the creation of a common reference
framework for the different actors at the federal level

• Think outside the box, challenge current mindset
• E.g.: The study ”100% renewable” suggests having a shift

towards seasonal production in some industries, which
triggered a reflection and made some actors realize that a
society with 100% RE requires radical changes
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Characteristics	for	studies	to	introduce	new	
knowledge,	ideas	or	concept	in	policy	(2)
• Go beyond disciplinary boundaries

• E.g.: The study ”Energy transition” explores the
interactions between technical and socio-political variables
on the basis of a cross-disciplinary approach, which made
some actors realize that the low-carbon transition is not
only a technical issue and that it can have important
impacts on the social cohesion
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Governance	variables	that	can	affect	the	use	
and	influence	of	studies	in	policy-making	(1)
• Timing in the policy cycle

• A study published early in the policy cycle, when the policy
is taking shape is more likely to be used as orientation and
decision support tool

• Change in the political majority
• A new political majority has a tendency to sweep away

what has been done during the previous legislature,
including the studies.

• Government's will to mitigate climate change
• If the government has no real will to mitigate climate

change, this is not a study that will get it to act
• ! Lack of will can result from a deliberate choice or from a

misunderstanding of low-carbon transition issues – “I work
on energy / transport policy, not mitigation policy” 14



Governance	variables	that	can	affect	the	use	
and	influence	of	studies	in	policy-making	(2)
• Political game

• E.g.: The study ”Low-carbon Wallonia” was commissioned
in 2010 by a Green Minister and at that time all the
initiative of the Green Party were torpedoed by the other
majority parties. The study was no exception to that rule.

• Interests at stake
• A study is mainly used by the actors when it supports their

position
• Some actors develop counter-expertise when a study

threatens their interests, making the study hardly usable
for the other actors

• Presence of study ‘champions’
• E.g.: Some members of the FPS act as ambassadors of the

study ”Low-carbon Belgium” within the network of actors 15



Conclusion	and	perspectives



Conclusion	and	perspectives

• Few examples of purely instrumental role of studies
in comparison with political and conceptual roles

• Importance of the governance setting in comparison
with the characteristics of the studies to explain their
(non-)use / influence

• Poor knowledge of foresight practices and semantic
confusion with “forecast” among respondents
• Tendency to search for certainty about the future, which is

not the purpose of foresight
• Might be explained by the low level of institutionalization

of foresight in policy-making in Wallonia (Petit-Jean, 2016)
• What about carrying out the same kind of study for a

region with a higher level of institutionalization of
foresight ? (e.g..: Finland, Sweden, UK, the Netherland) 16
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