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Disclaimer 

This report for the ToBe project and SPES project has been prepared by the University of 

Florence, Social Platform, and Tampere University as a joint deliverable for both projects.  

As for the SPES project, this deliverable is part of Xpsl!Qbdlbhf!22!ǆJnqbdu!boe stakeholder 

npcjmj{bujpot!gps!uif!usbotjujpoǇ!ƿ Ubtl!22/4!ǆNpcjmjtbujpo!pg!tublfipmefst!boe!qpmjdz!

nblfstǇ/!Uijt!ubtl!gpdvtfe!po!included the organization of the SPES final conference to 

present the projects findings and engage with the relevant policy makers and stakeholders.  

As for the ToBe project, this summary is part of task 5.5 on ǆHigh-level conferences, 

trainings and eventsǇ!and the content is related to Communication Activity Report  

(Deliverable D5.3). 

This deliverable contains original unpublished work except where clearly indicated 

otherwise. Acknowledgement of previously published material and of the work of others has 

been made through appropriate citation, quotation or both. The information and views set 

out in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official opinion 

of the Commission. Neither  uif!Dpnnjttjpo!ops!boz!qfstpo!bdujoh!po!uif!Dpnnjttjpoǃt!

behalf may be held responsible for the use which may be made of the information contained 

therein. 

The project ToBe is funded by the European Union in the framework of the Horizon Europe 

Research and Innovation Programme and UK Research and Innovation under grant 

agreement Nº 101094211. 

Uif!qspkfdu!TQFT!jt!gvoefe!cz!uif!Fvspqfbo!Vojpoǃt!Ipsj{po!Fvspqf!Qsphsbnnf!voefs!

Grant Agreement No. 101094551.
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This document synthesises the core highlights from the final conference of the SPES and ToBe 

projects, which call for a fundamental paradigm shift in Europe's economic framework. The central 

thesis is that the current model, fixated on GDP growth, is faili ng to deliver genuine prosperity and 

is actively creating societal and ecological crises. The conference established a clear consensus on 

the need to move "beyond GDP" and reorient economic and political goals toward Sustainable and 

Inclusive Well- being (SIW).  

 

Key takeaways include: 

 

¶ The Failure of the Current Paradigm: Speakers unanimously identified the Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) as a flawed and misleading metric that incentivises destructive activities, 

masks growing inequality and ecological damage, and fails to measure what truly matters to 

citizens. The existing  neoliberal capitalist system is described as inherently designed to 

enrich a few at the expense of the many and the planet.  

¶ A New Vision centred on Sustainable and Inclusive Wellbeing: The SPES and ToBe projects 

propose a new economic vision centred on well - being, sustainability, and inclusivity. This 

vision is grounded in frameworks that prioritise meeting universal human needs (health, 

autonomy, relatedness, agency), respecting plane tary boundaries, and promoting 

sufficiency over overconsumption. It calls for an economy that serves people and the planet, 

rather than the other way around.  

¶ A Political Window of Opportunity: There is a critical, time - sensitive opportunity for Europe 

to lead a global transformation. The UN Secretary - General's High- Level Group on "going 

beyond GDP" presents a pivotal moment. Speakers urged the European Union to leverage 

the scientific evidence  from projects like SPES and ToBe to champion this change on the 

global stage and implement it within its own policy mechanisms.  

¶ Concrete Pathways to Change: The path forward involves a multi - pronged strategy: 

fundamentally changing economic metrics (e.g., creating a quarterly SIW indicator  report ), 

embedding these new metrics into policymaking (e.g., the European Semester), 

implementing systemic fiscal reforms to redistribute wealth, and altering the legal and 

incentive structures for corporations to prioritise stakeholder value over shareholder p rofit.  
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Concept note of the conference 
 

Background 

Europe faces a crucial crossroads in balancing economic competitiveness with environmental 

sustainability and social wellbeing. At a time when competitiveness and security dominate the 

political agenda, there is a growing risk that environmental sustainabi lity and social wellbeing are 

no longer given the priority they urgently require. However, they are essential in addressing 

challenges such as climate change, ensuring long- term economic stability and security, protecting 

decent working and living conditio ns, and creating resilient, thriving societies.  

The importance of pursuing sustainable and inclusive wellbeing is underscored by Articles 2 and 

о ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŜŀǘȅ ƻƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴǎƘǊƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩǎ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǇŜŀŎŜΣ ƛǘǎ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ 

and the wellbeing of its peoples and commitment to human dignity,  freedom, democracy, equality, 

the rule of law and sustainable development. Sustainable and Inclusive Wellbeing recognises that 

true prosperity must include social inclusion  and environmental sustainability, encompassing 

quality of life today, the preserva tion of natural and social systems for future generations, and the 

fair distribution of wellbeing and opportunities for all.  

In this context, the convergence of two innovative projects funded by Horizon Europe, ToBe 

όά¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ²ŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ 9ŎƻƴƻƳȅέύ ŀƴŘ SPES όά{ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ tŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜǎΣ 9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΣ 

ŀƴŘ {ŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎέύ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

inclusive wellbeing policies and actions in  Europe. This high- level closing conference, hosted in 

Brussels on 14- 15 January 2026, brought together leading voices from research, policymaking and 

practice to present project findings and discuss concrete solutions for a transformative agenda 

centred on  ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ 9¦Ωǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ 

2024- 2029 and beyond.  

Rationale 

Over the past three years, the projects have generated novel frameworks, tools, and evidence, 

bridging the gap between productivity, environmental sustainability, and social fairness.  

The ToBe project emphasises the transition toward a sustainable wellbeing - centred economy: it 

explores both green growth and post - growth initiatives, focuses on sufficiency and seeks to 

improve the transformative capacity of indicators and macro - economic m odels.  

The SPES project proposes a new integrated framework, empirical evidence and models to  

simultaneously foster the five pillars of Sustainable Human Development: productivity, equity, 

environmental sustainability, participation and empowerment, and human security.  

This final conference synthesised and showcased selected research outputs of these two research 

projects, fostering dialogue between policymakers, academia and stakeholders. It aligns with the 

9¦Ωǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ DǊŜŜƴ 5ŜŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ tƛllar of Social Rights, the UN 

https://toberesearch.eu/
https://www.sustainabilityperformances.eu/
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Sustainable Development Goals and the strategic ambition to develop inclusive wellbeing 

indicators that extend beyond GDP. The day and a half event offered an opportunity to share 

insights on placing sustainable and inclusive wellbeing at the heart of EU p olicy.  

Participants gained access to recent research findings and practical policy implementation tools 

for integrating sustainability, inclusion and prosperity. The conference ended with  concrete policy 

recommendations, aiming to ensure that research findings translate into changes in policy and 

practice.  

 

Objectives and expected outcomes 

1.  To present key research findings and innovative  frameworks developed in the ToBe and 

SPES projects; 

2.  To demonstrate the importance of sustainable and  inclusive wellbeing, policies and actions 

ƛƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9¦Ωǎ 2024- 2029 strategic priorities;  

3.  To facilitate high - level discussions and outline  concrete policy recommendations on 

integrating wellbeing  and sustainability frameworks, models and metrics into  policymaking 

at EU and global level; 

4.  To promote knowledge exchange and foster collaborations  and strengthen networks 

among policymakers, researchers, and civil society across Europe.  

 

Audience 

More than 200 people attended the policy conference, including r epresentatives of EU 

institutions  and supranational bodies (UN, OECD), academics, civil society organisations,  activists , 

trade unions, and media.  
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Conference agenda 

POLICY CONFERENCE 

PLACING SUSTAINABLE AND INCLUSIVE WELLBEING AT THE HEART OF THE ECONOMY: 

FROM RESEARCH TO TRANSFORMATIVE POLICY 

14 January 2026 ς Residence Palace  

8.45 WELCOME COFFEE AND REGISTRATION 

9.15 OPENING GREETINGS MEP co- hosts: Sirpa Pietikäinen (EEP) and Benedetta Scuderi (Greens) 

Maria Cristina Russo (DG RTD, European Commission) 

Liisa Häikiö (Tampere University) 

Andrea Ferrannini (University of Florence)  

9.45 SESSION 1: TOWARDS 
A NEW ECONOMIC 
PARADIGM FOR 
SUSTAINABLE AND 
INCLUSIVE 
WELLBEING  

Keynote speaker: Enrico Giovannini (Member of the UN High- Level 
Expert Group on Beyond- GDP) 

Joint Intervention from ToBe and SPES projects: Tuuli Hirvilammi 
(Tampere University) and Mario Biggeri (University of Florence) 

Panel discussion 

¶ Mario Nava (DG EMPL, European Commission) 
¶ Geraldine Mahieu (DG ECFIN, European Commission)  
¶ Benedetta Scuderi (European Parliament)  
¶ Alexandra Köves (University of Corvinus) 
¶ Marc Fleurbay (Paris School of Economics) 
¶ Q&A 
¶ Andrea Ferrannini (University of Florence)  

11.00 coffee break  

11.20 SESSION 2: 
FOSTERING CHANGE 
FOR SUSTAINABLE 
AND INCLUSIVE 
WELLBEING IN 
EUROPE (AND 
BEYOND) 

4 lightning presentations from SPES and ToBe projects  

¶ Simone Borghesi (European University Institute)  
¶ Jane Mariara (Partnership for Economic Policy)  
¶ Milena Büchs (University of Leeds) and Laura Angresius 

(University of Barcelona) 
¶ Riina Bhatia (VTT Technical Research Centre of Finland) 
¶ Panel discussion 
¶ Lars Mortensen (European Environmental Agency) 
¶ Romina Boarini (OECD WISE Centre) 
¶ Santosh Mehrotra (University of Bath)  
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¶ Laura de Bonfils (Social Platform) 

Q&A 

Moderator: Brooke Moore (EPC) 

12.30 Networking Lunch  

13.30 BREAKOUT SESSION 1 Room 1 ς Building climate - resilient sustainable societies for current 
and future generations  

¶ Lightning presentations of project findings & policy 
recommendations  

¶ Jacopo Cammeo (European University Institute )  
¶ Jelena Zarkovic (University of Belgrade) 
¶ Nina Rilla (VTT Technical Research Centre of Finland) 
¶ Mladen Domazet (Institute for Political Ecology)  

Panel discussion 

¶ Claire Gavard (DG Clima, European Commission) 
¶ Daniela Jacob (Climate Service Center Germany)  
¶ Lidia Tamellini (Carbon Market Watch) 

Q&A 

Moderator: Laura de Bonfils (Social Platform ) 

 

 

Room 2 ς Ensuring inclusion, empowerment and participation in the 
just transition  

¶ Lightning presentations of project findings & policy 
recommendations  

¶ Amaia Palencia- Esteban (London School of Economics and 
Political Science) 

¶ Mi Ah Schoyen (OSLOMET) 
¶ Kenneth Nelson (Stockholm University and University of Oxford)  
¶ Arvid Lindh (Stockholm University)  

Panel discussion 

¶ Frank Siebern- Thomas (DG EMPL, European Commission)  
¶ Saamah Abdallah (Hot or Cool ) 
¶ Katja Hujo (UNRISD) 
¶ Sotiria Theodoropoulou (ETUI) 

Q&A 

Moderator: Alessia Greselin (Tampere University) 

14.30 coffee break   
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15.00 BREAKOUT SESSION 2 Room 1 -  Tracking progress towards Sustainable and Inclusive wellbeing 
through beyond GDP metrics  

Lightning presentations of project findings & policy recommendations  

¶ Orsolya Lelkes (TARKI) 
¶ Stefania Milan (University of Amsterdam) 
¶ Philippe Roman (ICHEC Brussels Management School) 
¶ Brent Bleys (Ghent University) 

Panel discussion 

¶ Diana Ognyanova (DG RTD, European Commission) 
¶ Friderike Oehler (Eurostat)  
¶ Robert Costanza (University College London)  
¶ Rudi van Dam (Social Protection Committee -  Indicator 

Subgroup) 
¶ Peter Benzcur (JRC) 

Q&A 

Moderator: Rutger Hoekstra (Leiden University)  

Room 2 -  The role of forecasting, models and scenarios in building a 
sustainable and inclusive future  

Lightning presentations of project findings & policy recommendations  

¶ Gregor Zens (International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis)  
¶ Pierre Funalot (University of Bordeaux)  
¶ Sean Fearon (Autonomous University of Barcelona) 
¶ Jefim Vogel (University of Barcelona) 

Panel discussion  

¶ Michaela Saisana (JRC) 
¶ Bjorn Döhring (DG ECFIN, European Commission) 
¶ {ƛƳƻƴŜ 5Ω!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ό²L{9wύ 

Q&A 

Moderator: Filka Sekulova (University of Barcelona)  

16.15 closing Session 

 

Reporting back of main learnings and ways forward from parallel 
sessions 

¶ Tuuli Hirvilammi (Tampere University) 
¶ Mario Biggeri (University of Florence)  

16:30-17.30 NETWORKING RECEPTION 
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15 January ӛ European Committee of the Regions (CoR)  

 

8.00  registration and welcome 
COFFEE 

 

9.00  THE FUTURE OF EUROPEAN 
POLICIES FOR SUSTAINABLE 
AND INCLUSIVE WELLBEING 
IN A BEYOND GROWTH 
PERSPECTIVE  

Welcome by Mikko Aaltonen (Committee of the Regions)  

Welcome by Sirpa Pietikäinen (MEP co- host) 

Keynote Speech: Olivier de Schutter (UN)  

Lightning responses from SPES & ToBe projects 

Mario Biggeri (University of Florence) & Tuuli Hirvilammi 
(Tampere University) 

Panel discussion 

¶ Sirpa Pietikäinen (European Parliament) 
¶ Desa Srsen (cabinet member, Commissioner 

Micallef,  European Commission) 
¶ Sandrine Dixson-Declève (Club of Rome, Earth4All 

and Systems Transformation Hub) 
¶ Heriberto Tapia (HDRO UNDP)  
¶ Tea Jarc (ETUC) 
¶ Andrew Fanning (DEAL)  

Q&A 

Moderator:  Elizabeth Kuiper (EPC)  

11.00 coffee break  

11.30 POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR ENSURING SUSTAINABLE 
& INCLUSIVE WELLBEING 

SPES and ToBe project recommendations: 

¶ Mario Biggeri (University of Florence)  
¶ Tuuli Hirvilammi (Tampere University) 

Response: Philippe Lamberts (Advisor to the President of 
the European Commission) 

 

11:50 closure of the conference  Mario Biggeri (University of Florence) & Tuuli Hirvilammi 
(Tampere University) 
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Conference summary 
 

SESSION 1: Towards a new economic paradigm for Sustainable and 

Inclusive Wellbeing 

14 January 2026 

List of speakers: 

 
¶ Enrico Giovannini ( University of Tor Vergata and Member of the UN High - Level Expert 

Group on Beyond- GDP) ς Keynote speaker 

¶ Tuuli Hirvilammi (Tampere University) ς Scientific coordinator for the ToBe project  

¶ Mario Biggeri (University of Florence)  ς Scientific coordinator for the SPES project  

¶ Mario Nava (DG EMPL, European Commission) ς Panellist 

¶ Geraldine Mahieu (DG ECFIN, European Commission) ς Panellist 

¶ Benedetta Scuderi (European Parliament)  ς Panellist 

¶ Alexandra Köves (University of Corvinus) ς Panellist 

¶ Marc Fleurbay (Paris School of Economics) ς Panellist 

¶ Andrea Ferrannini (University of Florence) -  Moderator  

A first  theme of the discussion was the profound inadequacy and damaging nature of the 

prevailing economic paradigm, which is overly reliant on GDP as its primary measure of success.  

 

The Tyranny of a Flawed Metric: Beyond GDP 

Enrico Giovannini (University of Tor Vergata and Member of the UN High - Level Expert Group 

on Beyond- GDP) framed the issue starkly by categorising past statistical decisions as ranging from 

"mistakes" to "disasters." He cited the 2008 decision to include military expenditures in GDP as a 

"big mistake," which has had significant political consequences. Because of that mistake, the 

sanctions didn't  produce apparently any impact on Russian GDP and many have been considering 

that the European Union  action is not doing  anything. This has been caused by a statistical 

decision . 

The consensus is that GDP is not only an incomplete measure , but also a counterproductive one. 

9ǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ άǇŜǊǾŜǊǎŜ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜǎέΣ ŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ Sirpa 

Pietikäinen  (MEP) argued that the GDP framework rewards destructive activities. Pollution, 

wasteful resource use, and the subsequent clean - up efforts all contribute positively to GDP, 

creating a system where "we create problems and we call it progress."  

GDP growth has become decoupled from citizen well - being. Benedetta Scuderi  (MEP) noted that 

despite rising GDP in many European countries, citizens face increasing poverty, increasing poor 

labour, increasing housing issues. People are working in jobs that cannot pay for food, and 
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homeownership is out of reach for many. The accounting systems that produce GDP are based on 

outdated economic theories and hypotheses about production and utility functions that are no 

longer valid in the face of major technological changes.  

 

The Systemic Failures of Neoliberal Capitalism 

Beyond just the metric of GDP, speakers critiqued the underlying economic system itself. 

Benedetta Scuderi (MEP) argued that the negative social outcomes are not a bug but a feature of 

the current system. "It's not a failure of a new liberal capitalist system, because that is the actual 

purpose of a new liberal capitalist system: is to make the richer always richer and the poorer always 

poorer, because that's how it works. Neoliberal capitalist system is designed to create inequality 

by exploiting people and resources, and therefore, we need to get out of that system" . 

The system's core logic is seen as the "exploitation of people and resources" to generate ever -

increasing profit for a few, making it fundamentally incompatible with the well - being of the 

broader population and the planet.  

 

The Ecological Crisis 

The current growth paradigm is driving the ecological crisis. Affluent  countries, including those in 

Europe, are transgressing planetary boundaries while failing to meet foundational social goals. 

Europe does not currently have a "safe and just space for human well - being." This is also linked to 

Europe's "colonialist roots and imperial way of living . 

 

A New Vision: The Sustainable and Inclusive Well-being (SIW) Paradigm 

The SPES and ToBe projects, along with their sister projects, have worked to develop a coherent 

alternative vision for Europe's economy, coalescing around the umbrella term "Sustainable and 

Inclusive Well- being" (SIW). 

The new paradigm is based on a re-assertion of the primary purpose of the economy and politics.  
 
¶ Economy in Service of Well - being: The core idea is that the economy should be a tool to 

improve people's lives. Benedetta Scuderi  (MEP) agued, "That should be the main purpose 

of economy... to make people's life better." Policies aimed at welfare should not need to 

be justified in terms of competitiveness; their value is intrinsic.  

¶ Prosperity over Progress: Researchers from the ToBe project suggested that "prosperity 

will be something that replaces progress as understanding," moving away from linear, 

growth - oriented thinking toward a more holistic concept that must be understood "not  

only in human sense but also beyond humans as well." 

¶ Sufficiency over Overconsumption: The ToBe framework champions "sufficiency as a new 

moral principle." This involves moving from a focus on efficiency to a focus on what is 

"enough," tackling the societal problem of the "super rich elites" and their 

overconsumption, which locks society into unsustainable patterns.  
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While sharing a common vision, the projects offer distinct but complementary frameworks to 

guide the transition :  

¶ The SPES framework on Sustainable Human Development (SHD) starts from the 5 Ps of the 

2030 Agenda (People, Planet, Prosperity, Partnership, Peace) -  with Peace at the centre  ς 

and gives them a "directionality"  based on the pillars of SHD : equity , productivity , 

environmental sustainability, participation & empowerment, human security. In this 

framework, transition processes towards SHD are d riven by a "quintuple helix" of actors: 

governments, scholars, business es, civil society  organisations, and the natur al 

environment.  

¶ The ToBe framework v iews nature as the "biophysical foundation of human well - being." It 

is i nspired by "doughnut thinking" to operate within a safe and just space (avoiding 

ecological overshoot and social shortfall). It f ocuses on universal human needs  ς health, 

relatedness, and autonomy  ς and is built on a "relational ontology," which recogni ses the 

deep interdependence between all humans and the more - than- human world.  

 
Taken together, the SPES and ToBe frameworks take Sustainable and Inclusive Wellbeing as a 

shared vision, bringing together different research streams and social movements, and combining 

the voices and interests of the Global North and the Global South. 

 

Pathways to Implementation: A Call for Action 

The discussion outlined a series of concrete steps and strategies required to translate the SIW 

vision into reality.  

First, t here was a strong consensus that changing how we measure the economy is a prerequisite 

for changing its outcomes. Enrico Giovannini  outlined a clear agenda for the EU:  

1.  Integrate SIW into Official Policy: Include measures of SIW in core documents like the 

European Semester reports and the State of the Union speech.  

2.  Develop a Timely Indicator: Calculate a quarterly SIW measure to compete with the 

influence of quarterly GDP releases.  

3.  Use SIW for Forecasting: Incorporate SIW indicators into existing economic models (like 

the JRC models) to simulate and forecast the well - being impacts of policies.  

4.  Design a New Accounting System: Create a new framework for "sustainable and inclusive 

well- being accounts" from scratch, focusing on what truly matters: the well - being of 

people and the planet.  

 
Second, achieving a paradigm shift requires decisive political action at the European level. These 

have been identified as:  

¶ Seize the Political Window: Speakers repeatedly emphasi sed the "historical moment" and 

"window of opportunity" presented , for example,  by the UN's High-Level Group on Beyond 

GDP. The EU is urged to play a leadership role, leveraging the research from these projects 

to push for global change.  
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¶ Mainstream SIW: Mario Nava (DG EMPL, European Commission) stressed the need to 

"mainstream" the SIW agenda into all policy areas, from anti- poverty initiatives to industrial 

strategy. Any policy should be evaluated through the lens of its impact on well - being. 

¶ Fiscal Redistribution: A powerful call was made for a "huge systemic change" in fiscal 

policy. Benedetta Scuderi  (MEP) advocated for a just European fiscal system that 

redistributes resources from the wealthiest corporations and individuals to fund a "welfare 

and well- being society."  

¶ Protect Democracy: The transition is opposed by a small, powerful minority profiting from 

the current system. Therefore, protecting democracy, ensuring media independence, and 

empowering citizens are essential to enable this change.  

 
Third, a critical leverage point for change lies in transforming the behaviour  of corporations, the 

primary engines of the current economic system.  

¶ From Shareholder to Stakeholder Value: Marc Fleurbay (Paris School of Economics) 

argued that the root of the problem is the paradigm of profit maximi sation and the so-

called "invisible hand." He called for changing the objective of firms from shareholder value 

to stakeholder value.  

¶ EU- level Incentives: The EU can and should create a new legal and incentive framework for 

businesses operating in Europe. This could include using fiscal policy, public procurement 

rules, and other regulations to reward companies that prioritize stakeholder well - being 

and environmental sustainability.  

 
While there was broad agreement on the overall direction, the panel discussion revealed 

important nuances and disagreements on the best path forward.  

A key point of divergence was the scale of change needed. Benedetta Scuderi  (MEP) argued for a 

complete system change, stating the current system is based on exploitation and that growth 

cannot be decoupled from environmental harm . Geraldine Mahieu  (DG ECFIN, European 

Commission)  pushed back, arguing that the EU is already incorporating sustainability into its 

policies and that growth, driven by productivity and efficiency ("Total Factor Productivity"), is 

necessary to fund the social model. She cautioned, "we cannot throw the baby out [i.e., GDP] with 

the bathwate r!"  

Benedetta Scuderi (MEP) asserted that public consensus is "not an issue," as citizens care about 

material outcomes like healthcare and housing, and would support a system that delivers them. 

However, Marc Fleurbay  (Paris School of Economics) noted that empirical work shows a division 

of views in society (e.g., strong beliefs in meritocracy vs. equality). He also highlighted a "problem 

of perceptions," where a majority of citizens support more equity and sustainability but believe 

they are in t he minority.  

Alexandra Koves (University of Corvinus)  argued that Europe is "losing out on many fronts" both 

geopolitically and economically and needs a new narrative, suggesting it should "change the rules 

and the scope of the game." Mario Nava (DG EMPL, European Commission) acknowledged the 

challenges but also expressed pride in the EU's achievements, noting that by many non - GDP 
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indicators, Europe is a much better place to live than the US, and that the Commission is actively 

working to integrate new measures.  

As Mario Nava (DG EMPL, European Commission) powerfully concluded by paraphrasing the 

philosopher Seneca, the task ahead is not impossible. It is not because the task is difficult that we 

do not dare, but "it's because we don't dare that it becomes difficult."  
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SESSION 2: Fostering change for sustainable and inclusive wellbeing in 

Europe (and beyond) 

14 January 2026 

 

List of speakers: 

¶ Simone Borghesi (European University Institute) ς SPES Speaker  

¶ Jane Mariara (Partnership for Economic Policy) ς SPES Speaker 

¶ Milena Büchs (University of Leeds) ς ToBe Speaker 

¶ Riina Bhatia (VTT Technical Research Centre of Finland) ς ToBe Speaker 

¶ Lars Mortensen (European Environmental Agency) ς Panellist 

¶ Romina Boarini (OECD WISE Centre) ς Panellist 

¶ Santosh Mehrotra (University of Bath) ς Panellist 

¶ Laura de Bonfils (Social Platform) ς Panellist 

¶ Brooke Moore (European Policy Centre) ς Moderator  

 
The second plenary session brought together diverse perspectives on how European climate and 

sustainability policies can foster a transition that is not only environmentally effective but also 

socially just and wellbeing - enhancing. Through contributions sp anning EU carbon pricing, global 

spillovers of European policies, the role of the state and governance, and grassroots alternatives, 

the discussion highlighted a common message: aggregate success can mask strong distributional 

effects. Speakers repeatedly stressed that the political durability and legitimacy of the green 

transition depend on how policies address inequality, territorial heterogeneity, international 

impacts, and institutional capacity, positioning wellbeing frameworks as a crucial lens for 

designing credible and inclusive pathways to change.   

The session opened with a presentation by Simone Borghesi (EUI)  ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 9¦Ωǎ ŎŀǊōƻƴ 

pricing architecture and the role of CBAM in the broader climate -policy package. He recalled the 

scale of emissions reductions achieved since 2005 and situated CBAM within a policy mix that 

includes the evolution of the EU ETS a nd the introduction of EU ETS2, which will extend carbon 

pricing to buildings and road transport and will cover additional smaller industrial emitters. A 

central point was that, while average i mpacts of carbon pricing policies may appear modest, they 

often conceal substantial local heterogeneity τwith Italy mentioned as a clear example of uneven 

territorial effects. In this perspective, the political durability of carbon pricing hinges on 

acceptability, and acceptability in turn depends on what governments do with revenues. Two 

revenue- use pathways were emphasised: first,  the necessity to  earmarking funds to ensure they 

finance clear, visible purposes; and second, reinforcing the Social Climate Fu nd to address 

distributional consequences more directly.  

.ƻǊƎƘŜǎƛ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǊōƻƴ ǇǊƛŎƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭέ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ άŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭέ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴΦ 

Internally, a focus on production - based emissions risks missing the significance of embodied 

ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ άƛƳǇƻǊǘǎέ ŎŀǊōƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘǊŀŘŜΦ 9ȄǘŜǊnally, he noted that 

CBAM has now entered its operational phase (with implementation starting on 1 January), raising 
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questions about differentiated vulnerability both within and outside the EU. Within Europe, he 

flagged that Southern and Eastern member states can be more exposed to transition costs. Beyond 

the EU, he pointed to partner countries that may be particularly affected , and argued that CBAM 

could be framed not only as a protective measure , but as part of a cooperative transition strategy. 

In that spirit, he suggested that CBAM - related revenues could be used, at least in part, to help 

support decarbonisation path ways in more vulnerable partner countries. The broader conclusion 

was that carbon pricing can accelerate the transition, but only if it is embedded in a credible just 

transition package combining social compensation, green innovation, and international 

cooperation.  

The second presentation , given by Jane Mariara (Partnership for Economic Policy) , brought a 

ǎǘǊƻƴƎ άDƭƻōŀƭ {ƻǳǘƘέ ƭŜƴǎ ǘƻ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ IŜǊ ŎƻǊŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ 9¦ ǎƘƻŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ 

EU policies routinely transmit beyond EU borders, and that the main channels of transmission are 

trade and prices τwith significant implications for wellbeing outcomes abroad. She argued that 

ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ 

which means that evidence from the Glo bal South should not be treated as peripheral but as 

directly relevant for EU policy design.  

To illustrate this, Mariara discussed the impacts of the Russia ςUkraine war, emphasising how it 

triggered rapid spikes in global prices for food, energy, and fertilisers, and how these shocks 

spread quickly across countries. The result was a rise in povert y and food insecurity, with the 

severity of outcomes driven by underlying vulnerability and domestic conditions. She then drew 

parallels with CBAM, noting that it effectively alters trade costs for non - EU partners and can 

generate wellbeing losses that rem ain invisible if analysis stops at aggregate indicators. A key 

ǿŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ Ƴŀȅ ŎƻŜȄƛǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ 

distributional harm, and that EU climate ambition should therefore explicitly incorporate 

attention to external spillovers and wellbeing effects, not only emissions outcomes.  

Further contributions from Milena Büchs (University of Leeds)  and Laura Angresius (University 

of Barcelona)  focused the role of the state in post - growth transformation  based on a qualitative 

interview  study conducted within the ToBe project . In the presentation, Milena Büchs present ed 

the question that they have been addressing, on how a post- growth policymaking approaches  can 

be fostered  within the state .  Through the lens of structure and agency , they studied which 

strategies do  public officials adopt to promote post - growth policymaking  in seven different 

European countries (Austria, Croatia, Finland, France, Netherlands, Spain, UK). They distinguished 

between the roles of civil servants and elected officials in enabling or constraining change : while 

elected officials can be more vocal on ŀŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭέ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ, civil servants can achieve more 

concrete tasks related to transformation.  In the end, Büchs stressed that transition strategies 

must be context - specific, particularly to identify and prevent risks of co - optation.  

The last intervention  by Riina Bhatia (VTT, Finland) explored grassroots approaches organising for  

sufficiency  beyond Europe . With  Ecuadorian indigenous communities as the empirical focus , 

BhatiaΩs study is based on the ToBe research conducted with the Ecuadorian team led by Javier 

Cuestas- Caza. In their study, they set the  institutional framing around Sumak Kawsay/Buen Vivir. 

The presentation highlighted how indigenous communities face structural segregation and how 

grassroots practices (such as small- scale agricultural production and communitarian tourism) can 

embody alternative development pathways. A recurring theme was the presence of polic y tensions 
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across different societal levels, and the idea that different perceptions of problems tend to 

generate different solutions. The main conclusion was that meaningful change requires both 

bottom - up initiatives and top - down frameworks, rather than treating the m as substitutes.  

The session concluded with a panel discussion connecting climate targets, social objectives, and 

wellbeing frameworks. Lars Mortensen (European Environment Agency)  underlined growing 

concerns around geopolitics, particularly the uncertainty created by US political dynamics, and 

argued that security considerations are becoming inseparable from sustainability policy. He 

framed climate change as a major health challeng e and reiterated that sustainability must be 

understood across environmental, social, and eco nomic dimensions. He also argued that 

wellbeing is increasingly central to the resilience of European democracies.  

Romina Boarini (OECD WISE Centre)  reflected on the long trajectory of wellbeing work in the 

OECD and suggested that the bottleneck is less about producing new concepts and more about 

ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ άǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǎǇŀŎŜέ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƳΦ {ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ 

platfor ms that bring experts together and to embed wellbeing metrics within economic policy 

processes, including a set of wellbeing indicators used to support cross - government 

coordination. Several national examples were reference d as evidence that wellbeing frameworks 

can shape real interventions. At the same time, she cautioned that wellbeing is still not a 

consistent political priority and that reliance on aggregate measures can hide important 

distributional patterns. She also s tressed that implementation requires skills and capabilities: 

human capital formation is not simply about funding, but also about the ability of institutions and 

people to adapt, including through health and mental health capacities.  

Santosh Mehrotra (University of Bath)  emphasised the need for independent assessment of 

climate policy and argued that financial allocations remain well below what is required. His 

intervention returned to the importance of accounting for embodied carbon and to the broader 

tension between gro wth priorities and environmental constraints. Finally , Laura de Bonfils (Social 

Platform)  brought the discussion back to social urgency, noting rising poverty and cost - of - living 

pressures across the European Union . She argued that without a genuine shift to a wellbeing 

framework, policy will struggle to address these challenges and risks losing legitimacy. She 

highlighted the need to evaluate impacts on the most vulnerable, design credible compensation 

mechanisms, and expand participation through civil society involvement and co -design, notably 

tru e civil dialogue. 

Across the session, several shared messages emerged. First, distributional impacts are central: 

average effects can hide severe local or group - level losses. Second, acceptability depends 

crucially on how carbon - pricing revenues are recycled, with earmarking and socia l funds 

repeatedly flagged as key tools. Third, EU climate policy has meaningful spillovers beyond EU 

borders and should therefore incorporate international wellbeing impacts into design. Finally, 

governance and implementation capacity. Particul arly, state capability and democratic 

participation were repeatedly presented as the condition s for turning climate ambition into 

durable, socially legitimate transition outcomes.  
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BREAKOUT SESSION 1.1: Building climate-resilient sustainable societies 

for current and future generations  

14 January 2026 

 

List of speakers: 

¶ Jacopo Cammeo (European University Institute) ς SPES Speaker 

¶ Jelena Zarkovic (University of Belgrade) ς SPES Speaker 

¶ Nina Rilla (VTT Technical Research Centre of Finland) ς ToBe Speaker 

¶ Mladen Domazet (Institute for Political Ecology) ς ToBe Speaker 

¶ Claire Gavard (DG Clima, European Commission) ς Panellist 

¶ Daniela Jacob (Climate Service Center Germany) ς Panellist 

¶ Lidia Tamellini (Carbon Market Watch) ς Panellist 

¶ Laura de Bonfils (Social Platform) -  Moderator  

 

This session focused on how to build climate - resilient societies through policies that are not only 

effective, but also fair and inclusive. The discussion repeatedly returned to a core tension: climate 

change generates economy - wide impacts, yet the burdens  of both climate risks and policy 

responses are distributed unevenly. Several speakers stressed that vulnerability is shaped by 

inequality and by structural exposure, meaning that resilience strategies must be designed with 

distributional impacts in mind τparticularly for low - income groups and communities already 

facing social disadvantage. 

The policy brief presentation by Jacopo Cammeo (EUI)  framed climate change as a 

multidimensional challenge with significant economic consequences, and emphasised that the 

most vulnerable groups tend to suffer disproportionately. The talk connected this directly to the 

logic of the EU ETS and the polluter- pays principle, arguing that climate policy needs to hold major 

emitters accountable while ensuring that social outcomes remain central. The intervention 

pointed to a set of key messages and related policy recommendations aimed at making climate 

resilience compatible with fairness and inclusion, rather than treating social concerns as 

ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ άǎƛŘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎΦέ 

The distributional lens was developed further through the contribution by Jelena Zarkovic 

(University of Belgrade)  on energy poverty in the EU. The talk positioned energy poverty as a 

growing resilience issue, made more visible and politically salient after the Russia ςUkraine war. A 

main point was that energy poverty has increased across Europe, and that improved measurement 

is essential for policy targeting. In this context, the presentation highlighted new pan - European 

estimates (including multidimensiona l approaches) and stressed the importance of analysing not 

only the level of energy poverty but also its dynamics, particularly persistence over time. The 

implication was that temporary assistance alone may be insufficient if households remain trapped 

in recurring or structural energy poverty, and that policy needs to build resistance and long - term 

capacity.  
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A second strand of the session, with the presentation given by Nina Rilla (VTT Technical Research 

Centre of Finland), examined the role of grassroots practices in building sustainable and resilient 

communities. The discussion argued that bottom - up initiatives matter because they offer place -

based solutions, mobilise local knowledge, and can reach groups that are often marginalise d by 

top - down policy design. The agri- food sector was presented as a particularly relevant arena, both 

because it can empower vuln erable communities and because it can deliver practices with lower 

environmental impacts and stronger adaptation potential. Case studies were referenced from 

South Africa (including aquaponics) and Ecuador, illustrating how community - level initiatives can 

combine livelihoods, food security, and ecological resilience τwhile also highlighting that 

grassroots solutions often face constraints when policy environments, financing, or institutional 

support are weak.  

The session then broadened into a more conceptual discussion led by Mladen Domazet  on 

transformation and mindset change. His intervention argued that incremental adjustments are 

unlikely to be sufficient and that the climate crisis requires a deeper paradigm shift, linked to 

post - growth and degrowth debates. A key aim was to translate complex post- growth concepts into 

actionable insights for policy, rather than leaving them at the level of abstract critique. He 

discussed the need for new theories of social change and proposed that policy tools could 

operationalise sufficiency - oriented socio -ecological targets. A recurring message was that 

άǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭέΥ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜΣ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŜ ǎƘŀǇŜǎ 

the transition pathway . Degrowth and doughnut - type approaches were mentioned as potential 

ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘƻƻƭǎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ άǇƻƭƛŎȅ-ǊŜŀŘȅέ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ 

that can guide concrete decisions.  

In the panel discussion, speakers reflected on what these insights imply for policy design τ

especially concerning vulnerable groups and intergenerational fairness. Claire Gavard (DG CLIMA, 

European Commission ) highlighted how EU policy already recognises differentiated national 

capacities, referencing the logic of burden - sharing across Member States (including the role of 

GDP per capita in capturing different starting points). She noted funding mechanisms conn ected 

to carbon markets and climate policy archit ecture, including the Modernisation Fund linked to ETS 

revenues. She also discussed ETS2 (covering transport and buildings) and the associated Social 

Climate Fund, framed as a key pillar for supporting a just transition by helping households and 

vulnerable groups manage transition costs. The broader message was that the EU is combining 

regulation with funding instruments and attempting to steer both public and private finance 

toward climate goals.  

Daniela Jacob  (Climate Service Center Germany)  offered an outside perspective as a 

climatologist and challenged the discussion for not sufficiently addressing behavioural change. 

{ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Řŀǘŀ ƛǎ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭΣ ŀƭǎƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƎƻƭŘέΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ǌƻōǳǎǘ Řŀǘŀ ƛǎ 

needed to understand both curr ent realities and future risks. She also stressed the importance of 

positive narratives about the future, not only as communication strategy but as a way to sustain 

political momentum. Preparedness was presente d as the crucial priority: resilience is 

fundamentally about being ready, and preparedness needs to be treated as a core political task 

rather than an afterthought.  

Additional panel contribution included Lidia Tamellini  (Carbon Market Watch ), who suggested a 

re- conceptualisation of carbon pricing around responsibility and power. Drawing on Carbon 
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Market Watch perspectives, she argued that a large share of emissions is concentrated among a 

relatively small number of major corporate actors, implying that transition burdens should fall 

more heavily on those actors rather than being shifted onto househ olds and ordinary consumers. 

The underlying point was that carbon pricing and climate finance need to be designed not just for 

efficiency, but to reflect accountability and distributive justice, otherwise public legitimacy is at 

risk. 

Overall, the session converged on a common conclusion: climate resilience policy must integrate 

distributional analysis from the start. Energy poverty, community resilience, and behavioural 

change are not peripheral topics but central determinants of wheth er climate policies succeed 

and whether they remain socially and politically durable. The discussion also reinforced that 

credible pathways require both institutional instruments (ETS revenues, social funds, burden -

sharing mechanisms), place- based solution s and deeper shifts in how societies define progress, 

plan transitions, and allocate responsibility for emissions and adjustment costs.  
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BREAKOUT SESSION 1.2: Ensuring inclusion, empowerment and 

participation in the just transition  

14 January 2026 

 

List of speakers: 

¶ Amaia Palencia- Esteban (London School of Economics and Political Science) ς SPES 

Speaker 

¶ Mi Ah Schoyen (OSLOMET) ς SPES Speaker 

¶ Kenneth Nelson (Stockholm University and University of Oxford) ς ToBe Speaker 

¶ Arvid Lindh (Stockholm University) ς ToBe Speaker 

¶ Frank Siebern- Thomas (DG EMPL, European Commission) ς Panellist 

¶ Saamah Abdallah (Hot or Cool) ς Panellist 

¶ Katja Hujo (UNRISD) ς Panellist 

¶ Sotiria Theodoropoulou (ETUI) ς Panellist 

¶ Alessia Greselin (Tampere University) ς Moderator  

 
This session highlighted how a just transition fundamentally depends on social inclusion, the 

reduction of inequalities, and strong welfare institutions. The presentations showed that climate 

risks and transition costs are distributed in deeply unequal way s, disproportionately affecting 

vulnerable groups and regions, and that these patterns are closely tied to pre - existing 

socioeconomic inequalities. At the same time, citizens across Europe and the Global South share 

aspirations for fairness, material secur ity, and meaningful participation, but face barriers such as 

low institutional trust, fragmented policymaking, and communication gaps. Overall, the session 

underscored that robust welfare states, income protection, and well - designed social policies are 

not  only essential to shield the most vulnerable, but also critical for building public support and 

political legitimacy for decarbonisation policies, enabling social and ecological goals to be pursued 

even in low-growth contexts.  

Lƴ ά¢ƘŜ .ǳǊŘŜƴ ƻŦ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ /ƘŀƴƎŜΥ /ǳƳǳƭŀǘƛǾŜ 9ȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣέ Amaia Palencia- Esteban 

(London School of Economics and Political Science)  examined how climate - related risks are 

distributed across European regions and social groups, using a data integration strategy that 

combines the EU Household Budget Survey, EU - SILC, and European Health Interview Survey. By 

applying LASSO- based sociodemographic ma tching and predicted probabilities anchored to EU -

SILC 2019, their approach allows analysis of regional and socioeconomic patterns of exposure and 

enables projections to 2050 under alternative scenarios. By aggregating multiple dimensions of 

climate risk, they show that exposure is highly unequal, with southern Europe facing systematically 

higher cumulative risks. The analysis highlights that regions where climate risks are more 

interdependent also display higher levels of inequality in exposure, as measure d by the Gini index, 

suggesting a strong link between climate vulnerability and existing inequalities. Socioeconomic 

factors play a central role in explaining these patterns: household income emerges as the most 

important determinant of climate risk exposu re, with lower - income households being significantly 

more vulnerable, especially in regions characterised by higher inequality. Overall, the findings 
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underscore the need for comprehensive, multi - dimensional policy responses that prioritise the 

protection of the most vulnerable populations.  

In "The transition from below: Aspirations, problems and policy solutions across the globe," Mi Ah 

Schoyen (OSLOMET) presented findings from a comparative qualitative study regarding citizen 

perspectives on sustainability transitions. This study is based on a global collaborative research 

effort in the spirit of SPES, involving universities and research institutes from m ultiple countries, 

including Norway, the Netherlands, Italy, Hungary, Pakistan, Kenya, and Sri Lanka. The study utilises 

game- based worksho ps across seven countries in diverse global regions to identify how 

governments should balance economic, social, and ecological priorities. The research highlights 

shared aspirations among participants for fairness, the fulfilment of basic needs, a liveabl e 

environment, and a real voice in decision -making processes. The analysis reveals distinct regional 

variations in emphasis: while participants in the Global South focus on livelihood and 

development, those in Europe prioritise addressing overconsumption a nd achieving systemic 

change. Schøyen shown that the study identified several common barriers to these transitions, 

most notably low institutional trust, weak participation, and "policy silos" that lead to poor 

enforcement. Additionally, the study pointed to significant knowledge and communication gaps, 

such as uneven climate literacy, which hinder collective action. To bridge these gaps, the research 

proposes a multi - dimensional policy response. At the global level, the emphasis is on climate 

justice for t he Global South and supporting locally - led adaptation. Within the EU, the study 

suggests enabling citizens through user - friendly sustainability indicators and robust social 

protection safeguards to ensure a just transition. Locally and nationally, Schøyen argues for the 

integration of social and climate policies and the tailoring of communication to local realities. 

Ultimately, the findings underscore that citizens are ready to engage in the sustainability 

transition, provided the process is perceived as in herently fair.  

Lƴ ά{ƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜǊŀ ƻŦ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΥ hƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

insurance for low -ŜƴŘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜǎΣέ Kenneth Nelson (Stockholm University and University of 

Oxford)  investigated the extent to which contributory social insurance facilitates the 

redistribution of national wealth to the poor. The authors challenged the traditional view that the 

welfare state is inherently growth - dependent, a premise that often presents s ignificant challenges 

from an ecological perspective. They argued tha t if social policy were merely a mediating factor 

between growth and inequality, redistributive efforts would likely escalate carbon emissions and 

environmental degradation. Instead, the study proposes a "policy moderation" hypothesis, 

suggesting that well- designed social insurance can square the circle between ecological and social 

goals. By analysing data from 34 affluent countries between 1990 and 2020, the researchers 

demonstrated that while economic growth can increase the income share of the bottom qu intile 

in the short term, this "trickle -down" effect is not automatic. Rather, the benefits of growth for 

the poorest households are significantly amplified in countries where social insurance is more 

generous and wide- reaching. Ultimately, the findings hi ghlighted that a robust welfare state is not 

a hindrance to planetary boundaries but a vital component of the eco - social agenda. Nelson and 

his colleagues concluded that generous social insurance enables the creation of equal societies 

even within slow - growth or negative - growth scenarios, thereby supporting a more 

environmentally friendly economy.  
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Lƴ ά5ŜŎŀǊōƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŦƻǊ !ƭƭΥ aƛƴƛƳǳƳ LƴŎƻƳŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ tǳōƭƛŎ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ LƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ 

Cƻǎǎƛƭ CǳŜƭ ¢ŀȄŜǎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣέ Arvid Lindh (Stockholm University)  explored how welfare state 

institutions can mitigate public opposition to climate policies. The authors noted that while 

political action is essential to address climate change, effective measures such as fossil fuel taxes 

often face significant backlash b ecause they impose visible short - term costs and are frequently 

perceived as unfairly regressiv e. The study investigates whether the welfare state can also serve 

to build consensus for necessary climate mitigation. Lindh and Nelson focus specifically on the 

dual role of minimum income protection. They argued that generous social assistance not only 

decreases the number of households experiencing severe economic hardship but also increases 

public support for fossil fuel taxes. Drawing on data from the European Social Survey across 20 

countries, the research demonstrates a clear correlation: higher lev els of means - tested social 

assistance are associated with greater public support for increased fossil fuel taxes. This effect is 

particularly pronounced among individuals with strong eco - social values, as the presence of a 

robust social safety net allows t hem to support climate action without compromising their 

economic security. The main takeaway from the presentation is that established welfare state 

institutions are vital for promoting eco - social synergies. By protecting the most vulnerable 

households, m inimum income protection performs the "heavy lifting" required to enhance the 

ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴ ŘŜŎŀǊōƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΦ 

The panel centred on the role of social policy in enabling a just transition and on which dimensions 

of social protection are currently prioritised within the EU policy framework, with a strong 

emphasis on distributional effects, political feasibility, and  public trust.  

Frank Siebern - Thomas (DG EMPL, European Commission) emphasised that the EU works closely 

with Member States to promote comprehensive policy frameworks that embed social protection 

within the green transition . These policy frameworks have been and should be  supported by in -

depth policy reviews and coordination processes.  

Saamah Abdallah  (Hot or Cool) highlighted the need for redistribution to address carbon 

inequality, arguing that higher - income groups, who contribute disproportionately to emissions, 

must change their lifestyles, potentially through instruments such as luxury or progress ive carbon 

taxes. He stressed that low- income households are more likely to bear the costs of carbon pricing, 

despite having fewer resources, time, and opportunities to adopt sustainable behaviours, and 

therefore require targeted support and  enabling policies.  

Katja Hujo  (UNRISD) pointed out that those with greater economic power also tend to dominate 

the policy discourse, leading to more restrictive measures when economic growth slows. She 

underlined how stronger  social policies, particularly in the Global South, can help protect 

populations not only from environmental risks but also from pre - existing social vulnerabilities, and 

raised the critical question of how to rebuild low levels of public trust.  

Sotiria Theodoropoulou  (ETUI) stressed that the European Green Deal clearly frames the 

transition as a just one, not only as a matter of values but also as a condition for public acceptance 

and long- term political sustainability.  

Overall, the discussion converged on the view that social policy is central to the political viability 

of the green transition. Redistribution, income protection, and inclusive policy design were seen 
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not only as tools to protect the most vulnerable, but as essential conditions for building trust, 

sustaining public support, and ensuring that climate action can endure in contested political 

environments.  
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BREAKOUT SESSION 2.1: Tracking progress towards Sustainable and 

Inclusive wellbeing through beyond GDP metrics 

14 January 2026 

 

List of speakers: 

¶ Orsolya Lelkes (TARKI) ς SPES Speaker 

¶ Stefania Milan (University of Amsterdam) ς SPES Speaker 

¶ Philippe Roman (ICHEC Brussels Management School) ς ToBe Speaker 

¶ Brent Bleys (Ghent University) ς ToBe Speaker 

¶ Diana Ognyanova (DG RTD, European Commission) ς Panellist 

¶ Friderike Oehler (Eurostat) ς Panellist 

¶ Robert Costanza (University College London) ς Panellist 

¶ Rudi van Dam (Social Protection Committee -  Indicator Subgroup) ς Panellist 

¶ Peter Benzcur (JRC) ς Panellist 

¶ Rutger Hoekstra (Leiden University) ς Moderator  

 
This session focused on the development and implementation of metrics that move beyond Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP). The central challenge identified has been the persistent failure of 

alternative indicator initiatives to achieve widespread political adoption and trigger 

transformative societal change, despite a wealth of available data and frameworks. The discussion 

highlighted that technical precision, while crucial, is insufficient. True progress requires a multi -

faceted approach that integrates public e ngagement, robust political anchoring, and a clear vision 

for a new economic paradigm.  Ultimately, the session highlighted that the successful transition to 

a "beyond GDP" framework depends less on inventing the perfect metric and more on building 

the political will, public support, and institutional infrastructure to use new measures to mak e 

fundamentally different decisions.  

The discourse on developing and implementing alternative metrics to GDP can be understood 

across four distinct levels of engagement, as outlined by session coordinator Rutger Hoekstra  

(Leiden University) . These levels frame the primary challenges and opportunities within the field:  

 

1.  Conceptual Foundation: This involves fundamental debates among experts regarding the 

ideal structure of new metrics, such as the merits of a single composite index versus a 

broader dashboard of indicators, and the precise definitions of "wellbeing" and 

"sustainability."  

2.  Convergence: This effort focuses on consolidating the numerous existing alternative 

indicators into a coherent, convergent framework. Key international processes, such as the 

UN High- Level Expert Group on beyond GDP and the revision of the System of Nation al 

Accounts (SNA), are central to this goal. 

3.  Transformational Use: This level moves beyond the mere publication of reports to focus on 

whether new metrics actually lead to different decisions. The goal is to shift policymaking 
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away from a purely economic or GDP- based rationale toward one informed by a wider set 

of wellbeing and sustainability data.  

4.  Relevance to the Era: This most recent dimension concerns the ability of the "beyond GDP" 

debate to engage with pressing contemporary issues such as geopolitical competitiveness, 

defense, and the risk of societal collapse, ensuring the conversation remains  relevant and 

influential.  

On this premise, Orsolya Lelkes (TARKI) presented a detailed analysis of existing indicator systems 

that revealed significant gaps in their ability to provide a holistic view of societal progress. An 

examination of 44 prominent composite indicators against five key dimensions of Sustainable 

Human Development (productivity, equity, environment, peace, human se curity) found that only 

11 covered all five pillars. The technical construction of these indicators, including normalization 

and aggregation methods, is critically important. The aggregation of the environmental dimension 

is particularly problematic, as different environmental variables can cancel each other out, hiding 

critical risks. Composite indicators, while useful for orientation, must be complemen ted with 

simpler, standalone environmental indicators to avoid misleading aggregations. The frameworks 

are insufficient for risk detection and must be supplemented with analyses that explicitly identify 

synergies and trade- offs between different policy goa ls. 

Brent Bleys (University of Ghent) argued that the  concept of "uneconomic growth", where the 

marginal costs of economic activity exceed the marginal benefits, provided a critical lens for 

assessing progress. Two variants of the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW), a "corrected 

GDP" measure, were calculated for the EU27 using a harmonised methodology  and data sources. 

The variants distinguish between:    1. Benefits and costs experienced "here and now."  2. Benefits 

and costs of present activity that occur both "here and now" and "later and elsewhere."  

For the EU27 as a whole, both GDP and the two ISEW variants showed a slight increase over the 

period studied. This suggests that, at this aggregate level, growth has not been "uneconomic." But 

an important caveat is that the overall EU27 picture masks sign ificant variations among individual 

member states, many of which have distinct welfare profiles.  

Stefania Milan (University of Amsterdam) pushes the debate to move from technocracy to public 

involvement, arguing the case for citizen data and public attention . Indeed, a significant limitation 

of current indicator systems is their detachment from the public, leading to a gap between what 

is statistically measured and what is societally meaningful.  In particular, Milan stressed the 

following points:  

¶ The Core Problem: The principle that άwhat gets measured gets attention έ means that 

statistically - driven indicators (like the SDGs) attract policy focus but often fail to capture 

the lived experiences, public concerns, and cultural values of citizens. Wellbeing and 

sustainability are political and cultural issues, not just tec hnical ones.  

¶ The Opportunity: A shift from άindicators to involvement έ is necessary. This can be 

achieved by incorporating novel data sources and instruments:  

¶ Novel Data: Web analytics, platform data, and citizen -generated sensor data can provide 

insights into public concerns and environmental conditions.  
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¶ Novel Instruments: Tools like Google Trends analysis can track public attention on specific 

topics, while interactive instruments like the άLe grand jeuέ board game can facilitate the 

engagement of non- experts in complex sustainability discussions.  

All in all, her propositions for rethinking wellbeing monitoring  include:  

1.  Ethical Data Governance: Establish clear EU- level frameworks for how citizen and platform 

data can be ethically shared, repurposed, and accessed.  

2.  Public Attention and Perception Matter: These dimensions should be treated as essential 

components of monitoring, not dismissed as secondary to "hard" data.  

3.  Citizen Participation is Essential: The involvement in all the policy process of diverse 

stakeholders is fundamental for ensuring the legitimacy, inclusion, and public trust of any 

monitoring framework.  

Philippe Roman (ICHEC Brussels Management School) argued that the existence of a wealth of 

indicators has not automatically led to their integration into daily political and economic practice. 

An analysis of national initiatives reveals what separates influential frameworks from those that 

remain on the shelf. A comparat ive study of eight national case studies (including Australia, 

Bhutan, Canada, France, Italy, New Zealand, Scotland, and Wales) was conducted to understand 

the institutional and political at tributes of transformative indicator initiatives. The study assessed 

initiatives based on their capacity to  scale up and create impact across three dimensions:  

1.  !ƳǇƭƛŦȅƛƴƎ ²ƛǘƘƛƴΥ LƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘǇǳǘǎ όŜΦƎΦΣ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ 

more and better statistics).  

2.  Amplifying Out: Connecting with other initiatives and building networks to scale out 

influence.  

3.  Amplifying Beyond: Affecting the fundamental rules, norms, and deep cultural traits that 

shape how society understands the economy and wellbeing.  

Key findings and lessons are: 

¶ Initiatives follow very different pathways to impact. Some, like those in Australia and 

France, showed limited amplification.  

¶ The Welsh initiative was highlighted as an outstanding example, largely due to the role of 

the Commissioner for Future Generations, who acts as a "gatekeeper" ensuring the 

dashboard is used in policymaking.  

¶ For an indicator initiative to be transformative and durable, it requires both breadth and 

depth. It must be anchored in socio - political processes and embedded in policy routines, 

not treated as a purely technical product. Technocratic solutions alone are not enough.  

A panel of experts provided their perspectives on the strategic direction of the "beyond GDP" 

movement.  

  






















