
Thank you for the kind introduction and of course of the invitation to be here with you 

at this launch.

Last night when I made over to Stockholm, I began to wonder…what would a latin-

american/Australian, who lives in neutral Switzerland, know anything about Europe or 

the EU, that they don’t already know? I thought yes, that’s right…a bit odd. But then I 

also thought, this speaks to having a different perspective. And that is the essence of 

what the World Social Sciences Report and social sciences in general are all about…a 

different yet informed perspective on how to understand and frame problems 

concerning global environmental change, and more importantly perhaps how to 

approach solutions.
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Talk centres on our Chapter 18 of the WSSR 2013, found under Section titled “Social 

science capacity in global environmental change research”;

And I say “ours” because this was a joint effort. So I would like to acknowledgement and 

thank my co-author, Katharina Rietig, who is based at the London School of Economics;

Also thanks to Ruben Zondervan and Prof. Frank Biermann, from the Earth System 

Governance Project, and ISSC for their support.
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To give you a brief overview, I will touch upon four key points raised in the chapter. So 

these entail:

1. European context

2. Research priorities

3. Obstacles to social science and humanities research on climate change issues

4. Ways forward 
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So what was is about the European context that facilitated research here on 

Global environmental change? Many factors but here we focus on key events 

and developments that certainly helped

For starters, the 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment was held right

here in Stockholm, Sweden, after which the United Nations set up the World 

Commission on Environment and Development (WCED).

This was later followed by the Brundtland Commission’s influential report on 

sustainable development, Our Common Future. It galvanised attention to 

economic development with environmental and social protection in mind, 

spurring research activities to better understand this conceptual shift. These 

developments resulted in the institutionalisation of environmental issues 

within non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and political parties in 

Western Europe. 
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The tragic Chernobyl disaster in 1986 was fundamental in raising awareness of 

environmental issues in Europe and the rest of the world. 

What else happened in the 1980s to galvanise interest in building capacity and 

knowledge on global environmental change issues?

In 1988,  the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was created, set up by 

World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the United Nations Environment 

Program (UNEP) a key milestone and development.

5



Then in the 90s, several developments spurred interest and activity on global 

environmental change research and Europe had a great deal of influence on these 

developments.

For instance, the first IPCC report was published in 1990, putting climate change on the 

agenda as a key issue of concern.

The 1992 Maastricht Treaty1 (Article 2) introduced the “polluter pays” principle, the 

“precautionary principle” and “environmental policy integration” as minimum 

environmental standards (Article 130 r-t). The 1997 Amsterdam Treaty added 

sustainable development (Article 1.2) as a key objective.

UN Conference on Environment and Development (Rio Earth Summit) in 1992 marked a 

second peak of European and international concern. The conference led to the creation 

of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), amongst others. 

Following the negotiation and adoption of the Kyoto Protocol in 1998, the European 

Union assumed a leadership role in international climate negotiations. The high profile 

of the IPCC’s assessment reports is an important way in which science contributes to the 

decision-making process. 
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What other factors?

Environmental NGOs have a strong presence in the European Union and receive financial 

support for their activities. 

The European Commission has played a pioneering role in the development of public 

policy to promote corporate social responsibility ever since its 2001 Green Paper 

Funding
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A formal approach is through the European Commission who propose environmental 

legislation and contributes to decision-making in the Council of the European Union and 

in the European Parliament.

Research findings are especially relevant in the early stages of drafting policy proposals. 

The Directorate-General for Climate Action (DG CLIMA) and Environment (DG ENV) 

commission studies when specific input is needed.

Research findings are integrated as formal input to Green Papers, White Papers, Impact 

Assessments and Communications. The EU Chief Scientific Advisor also provides input 

before policy proposals are put forward by the European Commission.

Members of the European Parliament report that they make extensive, but selective, 

use of scientific input given their time and resource constraints. And at times, this has 

meant missing key opportunities to provide useful and timely knowledge.

Academic publishing in journals is still the dominant form of dissemination for research 

findings, although it is inaccessible to many. Social media, blogs, and open access have 

started to make this research more accessible…but how does the social sciences stack 

up in that trend?
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Here is a chart depicting some of the ways in which the most highly cited scientists in 

Europe make their work accessible, whether it be via open access, websites, databases, 

and social media.

That ones that really stand out, specially when it comes to Open Access, are the physical 

scientists. Unfortunately the picture looks quite different for social scientists … so there 

is probably some work there to do and improve greater accessibility.
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Globally, research on climate and global environmental change has grown rapidly over 

the past two decades, for instance if we refer to the number of publications as a 

measure of research output

So in this context: Which fields appear to dominate?
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I crated this chart from data found in the appendix of the WSSR, just to get a sense of 

the most dominant fields of SSH in Europe

Not surprisingly, environmental studies, economics and geography appear high up there, 

perhaps influenced by the high profile IPCC assessment reports, in which Europeans also 

participate in high numbers.

By comparison, linguistics and philosophy appear surprisingly low despite these fields 

generating knowledge and reflection that is fundamental to how we perceive, 

communicate and make sense our environment.
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What is the trend of research output, over time?
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This graph is sourced directly from the WSSR, where we plotted not only the total 

output worldwide but also the proportion contribution from Europe

We notice quite a rise in rate of output since 2005 or so, perhaps reflecting influences 

from those earlier historical milestones and developments I mentioned earlier.
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So if we look further into Europe, the contrast between Western Europe and 

Southern/Eastern Europe is quite stark.

But you’d notice that for many Eastern European countries their share began to increase 

around 2005 when after joining the EU, but that share remains significantly low.
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I found an interesting chart from a blog of the London School of Economics, showing 

percentage of references to scientists in the UK in each discipline.

So in the blue area you have the percentage of social scientists’ work cited by physical 

scientists, and vice versa.

Looks like a great deal of social sciences work is being used by natural scientists, so 

that’s great…and look at Human Geography!

So there re some positive trends…
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Public research-funding institutions have supported research, including climate change. 

These include the Sixth and Seventh Framework Programmes (FPs) and national funding 

bodies.

EU member states’ government departments and the Directorates-General of the 

European Commission support more policy-relevant research. 

In future, Horizon 2020 is expected to play a major role in facilitating a more streamlined 

funding process in Europe.
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Most research currently focuses on describing the impacts and people’s vulnerability 

and adaptation to climate change, often reflecting the natural sciences dominance in 

shaping research agendas.

Horizon 2020 is also shaping the agenda of future research in Europe.

It is expected that it’s six key “social challenges” (health, food security, energy, transport, 

climate action and societies) will help shape priorities within the social sciences and 

humanities for a more prominent role.
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In addition to funding, the main obstacles to social science and humanities research 

mainly involve status and recognition. The social sciences are still seen as a support for 

research agendas and problems already or largely framed in the natural sciences. This is 

a problem because the knowledge produced appears to have Low sensitivity towards 

societal values, culture and cognitive factors that have slowed down efforts to drive 

policy and societal change.

Social sciences unavoidably reflect the social, political, cultural and historical contexts in 

which they are carried out. In Europe, they inevitably mirror the substantial geospatial 

and geopolitical differences between Western and Eastern Europe.

19



To strengthen the role of social science and humanities research in setting priorities and 

agendas, research communities need to identify and capitalise on strategic 

opportunities where they can present compelling evidence that serves requirements 

relevant for policy.

Closer examination, assessment and evaluation of quality and impact of knowledge. The 

standards, criteria and processes used to assess and evaluate knowledge need attention, 

since new knowledge is increasingly interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary, and often 

combines the natural and social sciences. Standards such as accuracy and precision 

privilege natural sciences. This scrutiny of standards would help ascertain the relevance 

of current evaluation practices in assessing interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 

knowledge for policy, specially if this has a strong social science presence.

Multilingual, multicultural co-production of knowledge may give social scientists an edge 

in identifying more nuanced and socially robust policies to address social change...here, 

Europe is uniquely placed! 
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