
Future-proof  
policymaking
The use of co-creation for solving  
complex policy problems 

ZOE Institute for Future-fit Economies



Imprint

Authors
Christiny Miller, Laura Danilaviciute, and Elizabeth Dirth

Acknowledgements 
We are grateful to Cristina Claeys Perez for her contributions to the 
policy lab process which led to the development of this paper. 
We give a special thanks also to all those who contributed to the 
knowledge in this paper through participation in the policy lab series.

Please cite as
Miller, C., Danilaviciute, L., and Dirth, E. (2024). Future-proof  
policymaking. ZOE Institute for Future-fit Economies: Cologne. 

Transparency and acknowledgements
The financial support of the Laudes Foundation is greatly appreciated 
to make this work possible.   

Layout and design concept
Drees + Riggers

Cover photo
Ryoji Iwata, retrieved from unsplash.com

Copyright
© ZOE Institute for Future-fit Economies, 2024

The views expressed in this document are those of the authors and 
do not represent the official position of ZOE Institute for Future-fit 
Economies. This publication and its contents may be reproduced as 
long as the reference source is cited.  

http://www.drees-riggers.de
https://zoe-institut.de/


Table of Contents

Introduction   04

Context   05

The European Green Deal   05

Interactions between policies   05

Principles for effective governance   06

The value of co-creative participatory methods   08

Policy labs: future-fit policymaking for 
the green and just transition   09
Purpose and process   09

Participants   10

Challenges   10

Solutions   12
EU-level process innovations   12

       Overarching strategic framework to guide all EU funding   13 
       A policy cycle 2.0   15 
       An Executive Vice-President for Future Generations   16 
       Summary   18

Member state-level process innovations   20

       Whole-of-government approach   20 
       Structured commitment to participation   21 
       Planning for the long term   21 
       Summary   22

Conclusion   22

Annex   23

References   24



4

ZOE Institute for Future-fit EconomiesFuture-proof policymaking:  
The use of co-creation for solving complex policy problems

Introduction
In the context of polycrisis and wicked problems, 
governments increasingly deal with multidimen-
sional challenges involving high levels of complexi-
ty. One of the many issues policymakers face in this 
context is to deliver policies which reinforce each 
other without contradictions and that do as little 
harm as possible. Tensions and trade-offs in the poli-
cy process are inevitable to some degree and require 
governments to be able to identify them early in the 
policy process and manage them effectively. 

For instance, the EU and Member States are facing 
trade-offs in combatting climate change, as set out 
in the European Green Deal and European Climate 
Law, while ensuring that the transition towards a 
net-zero economy is based on fairness. Manifesta-
tions of the trade-offs can be seen in the decline of 
industries reliant on fossil fuels, as negative impacts 
on employment and rising energy prices can dispro-
portionately affect low-income households. In addi-
tion, the complex nature of the green and just transi-
tion brings connected governance challenges to the 
centre stage, such as the challenges of aligning short- 
and long-term goals and ensuring policy coherence. 
If not well managed, these challenges can jeopard-
ise the success of the transition. Future-proofing the 
policy process can help withstand those challenges 
and maintain the ability to deal with trade-offs. 

To determine the main challenges that EU and 
national-level policymakers and experts face in 
working towards this transition, and to develop poli-
cy process solutions that can help address them, we 
convened a series of co-creative policy labs. These 
labs brought together EU and National-level policy-
makers and experts to approach both the challeng-
es and solutions from multiple perspectives of Euro-
pean policymaking. 

This report documents and illustrates the activities 
that took place during the policy lab process, taking 
stock of the results to support further development 
of the effective governance for the green and just 
transition and other challenges. This report provides 
an overview of the main challenges, solutions, and 
process innovations for the policy design process.
 
The first section provides the policy context of the 
green and just transition and why governance plays 
a crucial role in its achievement. The second section 
presents the benefits of co-creative approaches and 
the third part describes the policy labs for the future-
fit policymaking process starting with the purpose, 
participants and an outline of the structure. In sec-
tions four and five we share the challenges and pro-
posed solutions as well as process innovations that 
were co-created by the policy lab participants. 
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Context
The implementation of the European Green Deal pro-
vided an important backdrop of our series of policy 
labs. However, the context extends further than spe-
cific policies to the policy process itself. The ‘how’, 
or the governance and implementation of these pol-
icies, matters as much as the ‘what’, or the policy 
instruments themselves. The ‘how’ relates not only 
to the different dimensions of interactions between 
policies but also to the principles of effective govern-
ance. Both aspects are discussed below as this sec-
tion focuses on the context of the policy process and 
its importance to achieving policy goals such as the 
green and just transition. 

The European Green Deal 

This process finds its context within the green and 
just transition. The EU’s primary policy package to 
address this, and one of the six Commission priori-
ties for 2019–2024, is the European Green Deal. This 
plan outlines the goal to be the first climate-neu-
tral continent, focused on ensuring 1) no net green-
house gas emissions by 2050, 2) the decoupling of 
economic growth from resource use and 3) no per-
son or place left behind. Through these three key 
points, the European Green Deal brings together the 
three key domains of policy: environmental, eco-
nomic, and social, thus demonstrating how interre-
lated these three domains are. This makes the plan 
a good working example to examine how policies 
focused on the different dimensions interact with 
one another, creating synergies, which are positive-
ly and mutually reinforcing, or trade-offs, where they 
are at odds with each other. 

For the success of the European Green Deal, and for 
the success of the green and just transition more 
generally, it is important to identify how policies will 
interact with each other and how synergies can be 
enabled, and trade-offs can be avoided as much as 
possible. 

Interactions between policies

Governments at the EU and national levels are 
increasingly faced with complex, ‘wicked’ challenges 
characterised by diversity, complexity and uncertain-
ty. Governance and policy coherence principles are 
at the core of dealing with these challenges. There 
are different types of interactions between policies 
and policy areas. These interactions can come in the 
form of trade-offs, which are interactions between 
policies or policy objectives in which the improve-
ment of one leads to the deterioration of another. 
They cannot be overcome; one must be prioritised 
over another. This can potentially lead to harm.

To achieve the green and just transition, harmful 
trade-offs need to be mitigated and tensions need to 
be addressed to the greatest extent possible through 
well-designed policy mixes. EU institutions as well 
as national government administrations need to be 
equipped with tools to enable effective policymak-
ing processes that support dealing with tensions and 
trade-offs at an early stage. 

Trade-offs can occur across four dimensions: sec-
toral, between different economic sectors and jobs; 
territorial, between territories, regions, and coun-
tries; distributional, between different people and 
social groups; and temporal, between the needs and 
interests of the present and the future. 
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Sectoral 

To reach the net-zero goals outlined in the European  
Green Deal and Climate Law, some sectors will 
face bigger changes than others. Some sectors are 
more carbon-intensive than others, and thus will 
need to make more drastic changes to reduce emis-
sions, and some sectors will be phased out entirely.  
This, in turn, can result in job losses, businesses 
closing, and a mismatch between available skills and 
available jobs.

Policymakers are challenged to ensure this pro-
cess is fair and that these trade-offs are mitigated 
as much as possible, for example by supporting the 
retraining of workers for jobs in new sectors. 

Territorial

As with sectors, the impacts the green transition will 
have on territories will vary depending on the terri-
tory.i Where certain territories rely heavily on a cer-
tain sector, the changes affecting this sector may be 
felt especially acutely in that territory. For example, 
this is observed in areas where coal mining is the 
dominant economic activity. This can result in high 
levels of unemployment in certain areas, requiring 
policymakers to support the transition by providing 
new means of employment to keep the area from 
depopulating in search of opportunities elsewhere 
and avoid forced labour mobility. 

Distributional

The green transition will not affect all social groups 
equally. As sectors are phased out and territories 
find themselves with high unemployment, the peo-
ple who work in these jobs – often working-class 
people – will be most impacted. It is crucial for pol-
icymakers to ensure that these people have other 
means of securing their livelihood, through acquir-
ing new skills for new jobs and being supported by 
a welfare state that can cushion impacts through 

i  In the EU, Member States can write territorial just transition plans to identify the territories that need the most support. 
This identification is carried out through a dialogue with the Commission, and these territories are then eligible for funding 
through the Just Transition Fund. 

the transition period. It is important that not only 
the costs, but also the benefits, of the transition are 
shared fairly in society. 

Temporal

It can be difficult for governments to manage long-
term trends. Policymaking in many cases is more 
reactionary instead of being visionary and future  
oriented1. Whether because of political concerns, 
elections, or the pressing nature of day-to-day deci-
sion making, short-termism is in many cases the rule 
rather than the exception in policy environments.

To tackle such short-termism policymakers at the EU 
and national level should be supported by institu-
tional structures and processes. Strategic foresight 
can play a role in helping to embed the long-term 
thinking in policies.

 Principles for effective  
governance

In our report Enabling the green and just transition 
we outlined the principles for effective governance in 
the context of the green and just transition. Follow-
ing these principles, in particular the enablers (see 
Figure 1), can help policymakers to better uncover 
and mitigate the potential trade-offs arising from 
policy options. 

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/finance-and-green-deal/just-transition-mechanism_en
https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/governing-green-just-transition/
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These enablers are: 

1. Evidence informed: policymakers use evidence 
to design policies

2. Competence, capacity and capability: policy-
makers have the skills, knowledge and time they 
need to make effective policies

3. Commitment and leadership: policymakers 
are committed to creating policies with the best 
outcomes and leading the way

4. Experimentation and adaptability:  
policymakers are ready to adapt to changing 
realities and try new ideas and processes

5. Participation: citizens and/or residents  
are able to participate in decision making and 
agenda setting

6. Coherence, Coordination and collaboration: 
policymakers apply a whole-of-government 
approach to break silos and promote synergies

1Figure Principles of effective governance  
for the green and just transition
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Policy labs are design-thinking workshops which uti-
lise co-creation methods and bring together diverse 
stakeholders for open debate and discussion. These 
methods can help address complex policy prob-
lems, particularly through enhanced problem solv-
ing, pooling a variety of expertise, and cross-disci-
plinary exploration. 

Enhanced Problem Solving
Co-creation fosters innovative approaches by tap-
ping into collective intelligence and the diverse 
experiences of policymakers. It also helps to iden-
tify nuanced challenges and develop tailored strate-
gies to overcome them.

Pooling of expertise
Policy labs provide an opportunity to bring differ-
ent policymakers together and form new coalitions 
and alliances that can nurture the whole-of-govern-
ment approach and improve cross-policy coordina-
tion. The co-creative approach is based on the idea 
that policies are more likely to succeed if they incor-
porate the insights and reflect the needs and aspi-
rations of the people they affect. Such pooling of 
expertise and experiences of policymakers adds to 
the evidence base for the policy process analysis.

Cross-disciplinary exploration
Policy labs create a space for cross-disciplinary 
exploration and innovation in policymaking. Such a 
space provides the opportunity to apply collabora-
tive, systemic and forward-looking approaches with 
experts from many disciplines and policy fields, each 
with their own unique set of knowledge, terminolo-
gy and assumptions. It also provides a mechanism 
for informal and contextual knowledge exchange to 
occur.

When analysing the green and just transition issues, 
the co-creation approach works particularly well 
as the area is marked with policy challenges – be 
it trade-offs between the long-term and short-term 
goals, or a mismatch between social and environ-
mental aims. 

The value of co-creative paticipatory methods
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B  etween September 2023 and January 2024, ZOE 
Institute for Future-fit Economies hosted a series of 
co-creative policy labs on future-fit policymaking for 
the green and just transition. The following section 
showcases the process of the policy labs with details 
on how they looked in practice. 

Purpose and process

The policy labs aimed at bringing together partici-
pants from different levels of policymaking – EU and 
national-level policymakers and experts – to discuss, 
in a first step, the main challenges and obstacles 
within the policymaking process that lead to ten-
sions and trade-offs. In a second step, participants 
brainstormed ideas on how those challenges could 

be overcome with new ways of working. In a final 
step, the EU and national-level groups were sepa-
rated to discuss with their peers how those solutions 
could be tailored to their own policymaking context, 
with the final result being something more tangible 
that they can use in their own work. 

During the process of the policy lab series, a num-
ber of design thinking methods were used to facil-
itate the discussions and allow for diving deeper 
into the challenges and solutions. The methodolo-
gy was designed and used in a way that it provid-
ed and facilitated a trusted thinking space for expert 
policymakers to co-create concrete strategies to fur-
ther advance effective governance for green and just 
transition.  

Policy Labs: Future-fit policymaking 
for the green and just transition

Lab 1

Discuss  
challenges

EU and national  
policymakers

Lab 2

Identify first 
Solutions

EU and national  
policymakers

Lab 3A

Deep dive into  
how solutions  

are implemented  
at EU level

EU level  
policymakers

Lab 3B

Deep dive into  
how solutions are 
implemented at  

national level

national  
policymakers2Figure The policy Lab process
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Participants

Overall, the policy lab process brought together 14 
Directorate-Generals from the European Commis-
sion and members of eight EU Member State admin-
istrations as well as EU advisory bodies such as the 
Committee of the Regions.  

The diverse representation of perspectives from 
a range of policy fields, different hierarchy levels 
as well as different levels of government enriched 
the discussions and allowed to highlight important 
insights. It also created an opportunity to exchange 
knowledge that is actionable for decision-making.

Challenges
The series of policy labs started by defining the chal-
lenges within policymaking that lead to trade-offs 
within the context of the green and just transition. 
The process of identifying challenges started with 
giving cases to use for contextualising moments 
when challenges arrive. Breaking into groups, we 
asked the question “why do we face trade-offs 
when… 1) designing and using funds, 2) aligning 
with goals, 3) designing and implementing regula-
tions, and 4) designing directives and national pol-
icies.” We chose these four cases to cover different 
instruments or contexts where policymakers can 
face trade-offs and phrased these questions to be 
relevant to both the EU and national-level policy-
makers and experts. 

Working in groups, participants contributed inputs of 
challenges they have faced which can lead to trade-
offs. Then all participants had a chance to move 
around the room, see what the others had written, 
and vote to prioritise which challenges to take to the 
next step. This resulted in the following priority chal-
lenges:

1. Regulations: immediate enforcement is  
difficult when Member States have different 
starting points

2. Directives and national policies:  
multi-level governance and Member State 
implementation can create more complexity 
and more or less ownership

3. Directives and national policies:  
uncertainty makes it difficult to plan

4. Funds: lack of coherence and  
complementarity between funding instruments

5. Funds: timeline of funds doesn’t always 
match the needs of funding

6. Goals: contradictions between goals

From there, participants uncovered the underlying 
issues that lead to these challenges using the ice-
berg model (Figure 2). The iceberg model is a tool 
that can help to understand the origins of a problem 
by looking below the surface level to find root caus-
es that lead to an issue2. This tool is also used in the 
JRC’s training on evidence-informed policymaking3. 

The underlying issues, or “root causes” were thus 
solidified into three key challenges to focus on for 
the next stage of developing solutions:

1. Short-term thinking makes it difficult to see the 
long-term impacts of a policy.

2. It is difficult to see the full spectrum of potential 
negative impacts of a policy (e.g., blind spots).

3. How to strengthen the use of evidence in setting 
goals (and targets).

These three challenges were the key focus mov-
ing forward in the Policy Lab process and working 
towards solutions for the key problem of “finding 
and mitigating potentially harmful trade-offs for the 
success of the green and just transition”. 

https://academy.europa.eu/courses/working-with-evidence
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Challenge 1: Short-term thinking makes it difficult 
to see the long-term impacts of a policy
In policy design, one of the most significant chal-
lenges is the prevalence of short-term thinking, 
where immediate results or addressing pressing 
concerns are prioritised without fully considering the 
long-term impacts of decisions. Such policies appear 
effective in the short run but fail to address under-
lying systemic issues or create unintended conse-
quences in the future.

One aspect of this challenge lies in the political and 
electoral cycles that often drive decision-making. 
Another factor contributing to short-term thinking 
is the complexity of predicting long-term outcomes.

Challenge 2: It is difficult to see the full  
spectrum of potential negative impacts  
of a policy (e.g., blind spots)
A significant challenge in policy design lies in lim-
itations for fully understanding and foreseeing all 
potential consequences of a proposed policy.

Such blind spots can arise due to various factors 
including complexity, uncertainty about the future, 
limited perspectives, time constraints and limita-
tions for comprehensive analysis and consideration 
of possible options. 

Challenge 3: How to strengthen the use 
of evidence in setting goals (and targets)
The effective incorporation of evidence when estab-
lishing goals and targets can be challenging when 
designing policies. Critical evaluation of evidence 
happens when also considering broader societal val-
ues, political considerations, and stakeholder per-
spectives. The evidence use process in a complex 
policy design environment is not linear and there are 
many factors that may influence goal-setting deci-
sions.

Solutions
In policy lab 2, we moved forward with identifying 
first ideas of solutions to the challenges identified 
above. To do this, participants drafted their own ide-
as and refined the ideas of the others. Then, all solu-
tions were assessed based on how much impact 
they could have on addressing the overall challenge 
of addressing trade-offs and how feasible this idea 
is to implement. Those that were deemed the most 
impactful and most feasible were the “first solutions” 
that were then taken forward to the third policy labs 
to refine further. These solutions aligned naturally to 
the enablers of effective governance outlined above.
See annex for an overview of the first solutions and 
how they aligned to the enablers. 

Policy lab 3 was divided into two events: Lab 3A 
for the EU and Lab 3B for national governments. It 
was important to discuss challenges and the first, 
or more general, ideas of solutions with these two 
groups together to bring the diversity of perspec-
tives that comes with the different levels of policy-
making. However, to make concrete suggestions for 
the implementation of these solutions, it was nec-
essary to divide the groups to be context specific. In 
Labs 3A and 3B, we took the “first solutions” and 
worked towards making them into concrete “process 
innovations”. The process of the third labs and the 
resulting process innovations are described in the 
next sections. 

EU-level process innovations

In Lab 3A, participants from the EU level gathered to 
develop their process innovations. To already ground 
the ideas in a concrete topic, we aligned each of the 
solutions to a case – these are outlined in the annex. 
Using the solutions together with the cases, partici-
pants first assessed their own experiences with the 
case, then in groups discussed these experiences. 
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In a next step, groups considered the experiences 
they had discussed previously and looked at how 
to improve the solution to make it into something 
concrete, feasible, and actionable. To do this, they 
looked at the elements that need to change, the peo-
ple or institutions who can create that change, and 
other stakeholders who should be involved. Then 
they wrapped up by adding concrete next steps to 
take. 

These were then further refined by ZOE Institute, 
building also on a series of one-to-one meetings 
with some of the policy lab participants. These are 
described in further detail below. 

The  
European  

Green Deal

Fund 1 Fund 2 Fund 3

A Europe fit 
for the  

digital age

An  
economy 

that works 
for people

A stronger 
 Europe in 
the world

Promoting 
our  

European 
way of life

A new push 
for  

European  
democracy

4Figure An example of how the strategic framework could look in aligning  
funds to Commission priorities, based on the Strategic Priorities of  
the 2019–2024 Commission as an example

Strategic Priorities

Overarching strategic framework to guide all EU funding

DNSHconditionstargets DNHC

Strategic Framework
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To address the several challenges relating to funds, 
we propose the development of a Strategic Frame-
work for Funds which connects to the Strategic Prior-
ities of the EU. This would be developed at the start 
of the institutional cycle just after the strategic prior-
ities are set. The Strategic Framework would ensure 
that funds are guided to deliver on achieving the 
Commission’s priorities. 

The Strategic Framework could connect targets 
set for the Strategic Priorities to the funds availa-
ble, thus helping to ensure that allocated funding is 
working towards EU goals. To do this, it could incor-
porate some of the Commission’s existing struc-
tures and tools related to funds. First, it could indi-
cate cross-cutting priorities with minimum contribu-
tions, such as the climate and digital tagging require-
ments of the Recovery and Resilience Facilityii. It 
could also set conditions for funding by integrating 
principles such as Do No Significant Harm (DNSH), 
which serves as a sort of checklist for avoiding harm 
to the environment based on the EU Taxonomy; Do 
No Harm to Cohesion, which was introduced by the 
Commission in the 8th Cohesion Report and sup-
ported by European Parliament but is not laid down 
in legislation or used for assessment of funding4; or 
the idea of a social DNSHiii. These principles would 
help ensure that EU funding does not have harmful 
impacts. 

ii  Under the RRF, Member States’ National Recovery and Resilience Plans must dedicate at least 37% of expenditure  
to climate objectives and 20% to digital objectives. 

iii  Such a principle does not yet exist at the EU level, but the concept is being discussed by diverse actors. In March 2024,  
the Belgian presidency of the Council of the European Union hosted an event on the topic called “Unlocking social  
conditionality: Extending a social "Do No Significant Harm" principle in investments (co-) funded by the EU”.

iv  The Policy Cycle 2.0 publication describes these process innovations in further detail.

Three of the process innovations proposed at the EU 
level fit into the policy cycle. As such, we have out-
lined a “Policy Cycle 2.0”iv which shows how these 
innovations fit with each other and within the exist-
ing policymaking processes of the European Com-
mission. It contains three elements which are either 
additions to the policy process or adjustments to 
improve outcomes. These proposals are: 

1. convening EU Policy Labs to improve horizontal 
collaboration at the start of the policy cycle; 

2. organising Standing Citizen Panels to embed 
participation throughout the policy cycle; and 

3. further embedding the long term in impact 
assessments to balance short- and long-term 
priorities and impacts. 

Together, these process innovations can help find 
and mitigate trade-offs across policy areas, differ-
ent groups in society, and between time horizons. 

https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/policy-cycle-2-0-for-the-european-commission/


15

ZOE Institute for Future-fit EconomiesFuture-proof policymaking:  
The use of co-creation for solving complex policy problems

5Figure The policy cycle 2.0
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This process innovation suggests taking a tool that 
already exists within the European Commission—the 
Joint Research Centre’s EU Policy Lab – and gives it a 
new context for application. Here we suggest that at 
the start of the policy cycle for initiatives flagged as 

“politically sensitive and/or important”, the EU Policy 
Lab brings together a wide group of participants from 
a broad selection of policy-focused Directorate-Gen-
erals. In this forum, they could bring a cross-cutting, 
cross-departmental perspective to a policy chal-
lenge before drafting begins. 

This approach could help identify potential trade-
offs—particularly sectoral trade-offs – and gaps or 
overlaps early on, and determine who (which DGs) 
need to be involved in next steps such as the inter-
service steering group. 

The policy  
continues  
with the next  
steps of the  
policy cycle

business as usual
proposed amendments

 

7Figure The process of participation 
in the policy cycle 2.0
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Meaningful public participation is a core tenet of 
democracy. This process innovation outlines the cre-
ation of Standing Citizen Panels (SCPs) which would 
be available to give input at the planning phase of a 
file flagged as “politically sensitive and/or important”, 
then would continue to be an available resource for 
policymakers throughout the policy cycle. 

These SCPs would be representative of European 
society, following the same structure as the existing 
European Citizen Panels. They would serve a term of 
one year, with a cap on how much time they would 
be expected to contribute, and a financial compen-
sation to ensure that this role is accessible not only 
to those with financial means and ample spare time. 

By representing a broad range of society, SCPs can 
help uncover the potential regional or distribution-
al trade-offs to mitigate them as much as possible 
within the policy design. Meaningful participation 
(meaning that the inputs of the SCP are taken into 
account within the policy design and implementa-
tion) can also give the public a sense of agency; that 
policy is not just something imposed on them, but 
something that can improve their lives and liveli-
hoods. 
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The final process innovation of the policy cycle 2.0 for 
the European Commission is not something entirely 
new, but an adjustment; to better embed the long 
term in impact assessments. For this we propose 
two dimensions: first, better defining and extending 
the timeline to assess for impact and second, main-
streaming the use of strategic foresight to a mini-
mum standard. 

The timeline assessed in impact assessments var-
ies. It is reasonable that all policies should not be 
assessed according to the same time scale; some 
policies fall naturally within a shorter or longer time 
frame. However, while environmental policies tend 
to look longer into the future, socio-economic poli-
cies are assessed on a much shorter scale, with the 

“long term” often considered only three to five years 
into the future. While acknowledging the need for 
some flexibility and variation, we suggest an update 
to the Better Regulation Guidelines to include sug-
gestions on time frames including a minimum time-
frame for the long term. 

Strategic foresight is a tool that has been used 
increasingly within the EU since the start of the last 
Commission. Its use is suggested but not mandato-
ry within the Better Regulation Toolbox (tool #20), 
though if it is not used the lead DG must present 
arguments why not. Here we suggest introducing a 
minimum standard of application of strategic fore-
sight in impact assessments, using the existing tools 
at the Commission’s disposal such as the JRC’s Meg-
atrends Hub. The Policy Cycle 2.0 publication out-
lines a suggestion for what this assessment could 
look like using megatrends. 

By better incorporating the long term in impact 
assessments, the Commission can better mitigate 
temporal trade-offs. 

An Executive Vice-President  
for Future Generations

To ensure the commitment and leadership that can 
guide the rest of the processes and changes towards 
‘future-proof policymaking’, an Executive Vice-Pres-
ident for Future Generations could be appointed. 
This person would work in a cross-cutting way to 
ensure that the long-term is considered across dif-
ferent dimensions of policymaking. They could do 
this through governance by deepening the use fore-
sight; monitoring and evaluation including by review-
ing the metrics and models used; horizontal scrutiny 
of policies for their future-fitness; budgetary alloca-
tion; and collaboration with citizens5. 

Summary

These process innovations at the EU level can help 
improve the outcomes of policy instruments includ-
ing funds. The overarching Strategic Framework for 
funds can ensure that funds go where they need to 
go and do what they need to do. This can ensure that 
there are no gaps leaving needs unmet, or that there 
are no overlaps leading to inefficient spending. Hav-
ing a more strategic and streamlined approach can 
also reduce the bureaucratic difficulties of Member 
States in determining which fund would best serve 
their purposes. 

The additions and adjustments to the policy cycle 
can help policymakers better uncover and mitigate 
trade-offs across four dimensions: sectoral by using 
new ways of horizontal collaboration early in the pol-
icy planning stage; regional and distributional by 
using Standing Citizen Panels to incorporate public 
views and needs into the policy’s design and imple-
mentation; and temporal, by better embedding the 
long term into impact assessments. Having a low-
er risk of unexpected harmful trade-offs can help 
reduce backlash to policies for the green and just 
transition to support its success. 

https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight/tool/megatrends-hub_en
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight/tool/megatrends-hub_en
https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/policy-cycle-2-0-for-the-european-commission/
https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/vice-president-future-generations-portfolio/
https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/vice-president-future-generations-portfolio/
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Member State-level process  
innovations

Using the solutions from the second lab as a starting 
point, participants discussed their own experiences 
with the same cases as the European-level groups 
used but working with only three of the solutions; 
those that relate to horizontal coordination, partici-
pation, and impact assessments. 

In a next step, new breakout groups were created 
which brought people together with their colleagues 
from the same Member State and with other partic-
ipants from similar ministries. These groups con-
sidered the reflections on the experiences from the 
first groups and discussed how to improve the solu-
tion to make it into something concrete, feasible, and 
actionable. 

To do this, they looked at the elements that need to 
change, the people or institutions who can create 
that change, and other stakeholders who should be 
involved. Then they wrapped up by adding concrete 
next steps to take. 

For EU Member States, there is no-one-size-fits-all 
approach to recommend. Each country has its own 
administrative structures to work within and its own 
starting points and areas for improvement. Building 
on the discussions from the Policy Labs, and from 
the experiences the participants shared from their 
work in their own national contexts, the process 
innovations here present ideas for ways to improve 
horizontal coordination, participation, and using evi-
dence for the long term. To remain useful for poten-
tial application in different national contexts, these 
process innovations are more general than the 
detailed processes outlined for the EU. 

Whole-of-government approach

A whole-of-government approach means bring-
ing together different ministries or departments 
when addressing challenges the government fac-
es. Together, they can design strategies and this 
way find overlaps and gaps for the challenges they 
face and the evidence they need to address them. 
This whole-of-government strategy can occur at the 
start of a new political term or at the policy planning, 
implementation, and evaluation stages.
 
Where gaps are identified, they can be closed with 
additional policies or with a broadening of the scope 
of those planned. Where overlaps are identified, 
working groups and cross-cutting task forces could 
be formed between ministries or departments to 
share tools, evidence, and participatory processes.

Example: the whole-of-government approach 
in Portugal6,7

In 2021, the Portuguese government established 
the Competence Centre for Planning, Policy and 
Foresight in Public Administration, or PlanAPP. 
It aims to support policy design and planning by 
defining priorities and objectives in a way that 
can ensure coherence between different policy 
areas and to monitor and evaluate their imple-
mentation. 

RePLAN – Public Administration Planning and 
Foresight Services Network – is an interminis-
terial network which is coordinated by PlanAPP 
to promote collaborative work and strategies 
across different policy areas and to share knowl-
edge, resources, and good practices. Multisec-
toral teams within RePLAN work on cross-cut-
ting topics and projects across different areas of 
government. 
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Structured commitment to participation

There are many ways to organise and carry out public 
participation in policymaking. As with other dimen-
sions of governance, there is no one-size-fits-all 
approach that can be applied everywhere. What is 
key is commitment to meaningful participation from 
the start of the policy process and included also lat-
er in the policy cycle, from design to implementa-
tion, then monitoring and evaluation. For participa-
tion to be meaningful it needs a clear structure for 
how it will feed into the policy process, and for trust 
and accountability policymakers would also need 
to manage expectations for how public input will 
be used. It is also important to communicate back 
to participants afterwards what was taken up, what 
was not, and why. 

Meaningful participation would also need to be rep-
resentative of society; this means including rep-
resentation from all social segments (race, socioec-
onomic status, age, etc.), with a focus on underrep-
resented groups and those who would be the most 
affected by the proposed policy, as well as a gender 
balance. Expert moderators can collect needs, fears, 
and visions in a way that helps these participants see 
beyond their own personal interests to get to the big-
ger picture using methods such as personas. 

External monitoring by experts would assess the 
risks of participatory processes, such as tokenism 
or co-option. These experts can also inform partici-
pants about what was ultimately taken up for inclu-
sion in the policy design, what was not, and why. 

Planning for the long term

To ensure that long term goals are achieved, they 
need associated targets and indicators to measure 
progress. It is also important to set interim targets 
with their own timelines to ensure progress is being 
made along the way and at a reasonable pace. 

Tools like strategic foresight and evidence libraries 
can help policymakers plan for the long term with 
the evidence they need, provided they need to know 
what evidence exists and how to use it. Policymak-
ers would benefit from receiving country-specific  
training on how to use the tools that are available 
to them and how to apply these tools to the policy 
area(s) that they work on. Additionally, in relation to 
the whole-of-government approach, when learning 
what tools and evidence are available to them, poli-
cymakers would also benefit from learning about the 
other policies in the national framework and what 
connections these do or could have to their own area 
of work. 

Example: Finnish National Dialogues8,9 

In Finland, national dialogues were set up in mid-
April 2020 as a response to the Covid-19 pan-
demic. These national dialogues are a series 
designed to build understanding and share expe-
riences of participants on topics important to 
them to strengthen inclusion and mutual trust. 
These dialogues do not aim at decision-mak-
ing but rather at gaining a broad understand-
ing of people’s experiences with as many people 
and communities invited as possible to organ-
ise them. The dialogues bring together diverse 
groups of people, especially making an effort to 
include vulnerable members of society. The sum-
maries of the dialogues are then published as a 
comprehensive overview that is used by govern-
ment and civil society to inform their work. 

In the spring of 2020, 162 national dialogues 
took place with over 1,100 participants. 
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Summary

There are many ways to design policy, and what 
works best will always need to be context specific. 
However, Member States can learn from their peers 
(from other Member States or national governments 
outside the EU) to get new ideas of good practices 
that have worked elsewhere. The process innova-
tions here build on learnings from Member States 
that participated in the labs and the examples men-
tioned in the text. The ideas shared in this report can 
serve as a source of inspiration for national govern-
ments working on improving horizontal collaboration, 
carrying out meaningful public participation, and 
integrating the long term in their policy design. Most 
importantly, these outcomes should be developed in 
a manner that works best in their own context. 

Conclusion
Policymaking within complexity is, expectedly, com-
plex. Current societal challenges are increasing-
ly interrelated, and while the headline issue of one 
challenge may sit in one policy area (e.g., environ-
mental) and another in another (e.g., social), the 
challenges and their policy solutions are likely to 
impact each other in some way. It’s important to 
identify these interactions early on to be able to mit-
igate any potential harm that could arise from this 
interaction, or trade-offs. Innovative process design 
can help. 

Through this series of policy labs, EU and Nation-
al-level policymakers and experts discussed the 
challenges they face that can lead to trade-offs and 
then developed process innovations to tackle these 
challenges. While the solutions are specific to the 
context of their policy level (EU or national), both lev-
els focus on three key dimensions: horizontal coordi-
nation to build bridges between silos of different pol-
icy areas, meaningful public participation, and plan-
ning and using evidence for the long term.

Example: Lithuania 205010   

In 2023 Lithuania published ‘Lithuania 2050’ 
strategy that outlined the vision of the future that 
Lithuanians want to build for themselves. To pre-
pare for the future, this document begins by out-
lining the key trends Lithuania faces today. With 
these challenges in mind, it then establishes five 
strategic ambitions and steps towards the future. 
The strategy was developed using foresight and 
co-creation methods and was open and inclusive, 
bringing insights from a broad range of stake-
holders with a diversity of geographic, institu-
tional, and socio-economic backgrounds. 
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Annex

Enabler
Competence, capacity 
and capability

Experimentation & 
adaptability

Coordination,  
collaboration,cooperation Participation Evidence-informed Commitment & leadership

First solution New funds could be designed 
in a way that uses more 
consistent and coherent 
frameworks for applying 
for funds to allow for more 
rigorous application of policy 
coherence and tools like the 
DNSH.

Existing funds could be 
reformed or redesigned to be 
flexible enough to respond to 
Member States’ needs and 
timelines.

A diverse group of DGs/
ministries could be involved 
in designing the policy and 
impact assessment especially 
early in the process.

The European Commission/
national administrations 
could engage more with 
people of all backgrounds 
and their representatives 
in structured, regular and 
participatory dialogues to 
allow for diverse voices to  
be heard.

Policymakers could balance 
the short- and long-term 
impacts in an integrated 
way in any policy proposal. 
For this, a mix of evidence 
methods in setting targets 
and measuring impacts, and 
“long-term” needs to  be 
defined in concrete terms.

Publicly visible commitment, 
accountability and leadership 
to deliver policies to create a 
just, green transition need to 
better be communicated to 
the public, in particular the 
long-term impacts of policy.

Case Design of new funds  
(e.g., Social Climate Fund)

Design/reform of existing 
funds (e.g., Cohesion funds)

Horizontal coordination  
(e.g., interservice 
consultation)

Ways of participation  
(e.g. European Citizens’ 
Panels)

Impact assessment  
(e.g., future impacts)

European Commissioners’ 
portfolios of responsibility

EU level

Process 
innovation

A Strategic Framework to guide all EU funding which connects to the Strategic Priorities of the 
EU to ensure resourcing steers a just, green transition as well as being guided by the DNSH. 

Adjust the purpose and 
process of the ECP to enable 
more meaningful input from 
citizen participation into the 
policy cycle through Standing 
Citizen Panels.

Integrate the long-term more 
consistently in the impact 
assessment process using 
strategic foresight and other 
tools.

Appoint an Executive 
Vice President for Future 
Generations 

Member State level

Process 
innovation

A whole-of-government 
approach while designing 
strategies to find overlaps 
and gaps for the policy  
challenges and evidence 
needs.  

Working groups and cross  
cutting policy task forces 
could be formed between 
ministries where overlaps 
occur to share tools, 
evidence, and participatory 
processes. 

Integrated participatory 
framework for structured 
dialogues from the start and 
representation from all social 
segments.

Long-term goals need  
associated targets and 
indicators and interim targets 
to ensure progress is made 
over time.  

Policymakers should receive 
trainings on how to use 
policy tools, how to apply 
them to their policy area, and 
connections to other policies 
in the national framework.  
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