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‘Future Scenarios of Global Cooperation – Practices and Challenges’ was the 

title of the third Masterclass of the Käte Hamburger Kolleg/Centre for Global 

Cooperation Research which took place in the historical-industrial surroundings 

of the TRIPLE Z in Essen from 15th to 17th March 2017.  

Academics and experts from various disciplines and with multiple geographic 

backgrounds took the chance to discuss scenarios of sustainable development 

and develop scenarios and narratives of the future of global cooperation. The 

topics that were discussed ranged from the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) over climate change and food insecurity to different quantitative and 

qualitative techniques to model the future developments as well as literature 

as a tool to develop narratives. The results and inputs throughout the three 

days were collected and visualized by a graphic recorder, who created an 

impressive and telling picture of the event. 

The Masterclass was opened by Prof. Dr Dirk Messner, Co-director of the Käte 

Hamburger Kolleg/Centre for Global Cooperation Research, who emphasized 

the importance of the dimension of ‘time’ with regard to sustainable 

development. Methods to reflect about the future and to build scenarios based 

on this are needed to assess the future consequences of today’s decisions. 

 

Back to the future 

The keynote speech was given by Prof. Dr Nebosja NAKICENOVIC (International 

Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA)), who looked closer at the role of 

quantitative scenarios and narratives in understanding the grand 

transformation towards sustainability. Nakicenovic pointed out that scenarios 

can be seen as tools to understand the future and which are needed because 

time windows open only for a short time. The Paris Agreement to combat 

climate change was therefore an important and surprisingly ambitious step 

towards a more sustainable future. Linked to the topic of climate change, 

Nakicenovic pointed out that also the enormous poverty in the world needs to 

be taken into account by scenarios as poor people suffer most from the effects 

of a warming earth. Sustainable development in this context is about too little 

and too much. While three billion people in the world still cook with biomass, 

western countries throw away large amounts of food. 

When questioning how the future will look like, Nakicenovic identified several 

megatrends which will have a vast influence. He pointed out that organization 

of societies will have and already has high influence on sustainability as 50% of 

the world is already urbanized. Also education plays an important role, with 
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primary and secondary education growing constantly. The development of 

participatory governance and the abolishment of slavery will be highly 

influential for sustainable development efforts around the world. Nakicenovic 

also pointed out that we witnessed and still witness developments of 

acceleration in several areas. Besides the growth of the worldwide population, 

the use of energy and water, the quick development of new forms of 

transportation and communication, domesticated land is spreading quickly, 

large amounts of tropical forests were are lost and carbon dioxide emissions 

are still growing. Based on quantitative data and graphs, Nakicenovic showed 

that the temperature rise in the Holocene is very unusual compared to former 

epochs and what effects it has on alpine glaciers and other sensitive 

ecosystems. In this context, scenarios have to be build, which frame what the 

normative goals are and how to reach them. As an example Nakicenovic 

described how the goal of 2°C or less influences future scenarios as many 

possibilities are already eliminated. Nakicenovic also emphasized that an 

unified approach to these challenges needs to take into account the 

interdependency of what he identified as ultimate drivers (Values and Needs, 

Knowledge and Understanding, Power Structure and Culture) and proximate 

drivers (Population, Economy, Technology, Governance). With regard to the 

IPCC Special Report findings he explained that not only climate but the water-

energy-food nexus needs to be taken into account for modeling frameworks. 

The interrelation between the three dimensions leads to the demand for 

models on land-use, energy and hydro-climate. In this context, Nakicenovic 

emphasized the benefits of integrated policies which show significantly lower 

costs when being integrated in a model. 

 

What science has to offer  

Following the keynote speech Prof. Dr Dirk MESSNER (Käte Hamburger 

Kolleg/Centre for Global Cooperation Research) moderated a roundtable on 

different approaches in science towards the future. Prof. Dr Stefan 

LECHTENBÖHMER (Wuppertal Institute) offered a more practical approach to 

scenario building by describing a participatory process which was carried out in 

cooperation with the state government of North Rhine-Westphalia. 

Lechtenböhmer explained that the state has about the same amount of 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions as Canada or Australia and therefore developed an 

own law to reduce the emissions 80% by 2015. The plan how to reach these 

goals should have been created in a participatory process which included 

different actors from politics, science, society and economy. The process ended 

with the establishment of three scenarios which mostly were not able to reach 
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the 80% reduction goal but follow-up processes are planned. Lechtenböhmer 

pointed out that governing long-term transitions needs intensive 

collaboration between science, policy and society. Especially the role of the 

citizens needs to be strengthened which then leads to new tasks for 

established democratic institutions and a new role for science. 

Prof. Dr Michael REDER (Munich School of Philosophy) focused in his input on 

the role and self-perception of science with regard to scenario building. With 

questioning the relation between society, academic research and politics, 

Reder pointed out that research is often perceived as independent from the 

political and social world. In his view, this is problematic, as academics is always 

part of society and the political. Reder developed in his talk three scenarios of a 

new self-understanding of science based on Habermas: a technocratic, 

pragmatic and decisionist model. In a technocratic model, the world is seen as 

too complex and science is supposed to identify objectives and means which 

should be implemented by politicians. The problem here is that it implies a 

causal relation between science and the environment and the relation between 

science and politics is conceptualized in a linear sense. In a pragmatic model, 

the society should be understood as a dynamic network and a new deliberative 

way of understanding it needs to be found. In the decisionist model politics 

dominate science and select scientific findings according to political interests. 

Reder points to the observation that even though climate change research 

provides all relevant information political practice is not following it. 

In the following discussion, Nakicenovic stressed the importance of considering 

the different working cultures of different disciplines. Even if a communication 

across disciplines is possible, the input of one discipline will be the output of 

another. Prof. Reder emphasized once more that the knowledge gained by 

climate researchers is sometimes not connected to society and culture. Also the 

different results of academics need to be connected. Only if people make 

certain treaties or goals their own they will be achieved. 

 

Imagining Global Futures 

The second day of the Masterclass started with a panel moderated by Dr Heike 

HENNIG-SCHMIDT (University of Bonn). The first input came from Prof. Dr 

Christian BERG (Kiel University) with the title ‘Shaping the Future Sustainably – 

Structural Challenges and the Need for Guiding Principles’. Based on the 

question why sustainability is so hard to achieve, Berg pointed out several 

barriers that are exacerbating the aim to reach for example the SDGs. 
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Contingent barriers in this context are for example market frameworks, the 

short-term orientation, rebound effects and incentives structures. Structural 

barriers on the other hand are trade-offs and conflicts of interest. Therefore 

Berg identified a need for guiding principles and comprehensive scenarios. 

As single actors are incapable to address complex problems on their own, 

several steps need to be taken. Berg explained that trade-offs need to be made 

transparent, future options should be retained and increased, the 

precautionary principle needs to be respected and the resilience of natural, 

social, economic and technical systems needs to be strengthened. To achieve a 

more sustainable future, according to Berg, a shared vision needs to be 

developed within which the guiding principles are embedded. Different actors 

on different levels then need to follow a coherent goal. Berg’s examples for 

practical steps in a sustainable future and to tackle the water-food-energy-

nexus were the restoration of land to regain land for example for biomass 

production and the DESERTEC project to gain energy from the sun in the 

desert.  

Professor Emilio LA ROVERE (Federal University of Rio de Janeiro) then gave an 

input on development strategies with low Greenhouse Gas emissions and chose 

for his talk the case of Brazil as an example. At the beginning La Rovere pointed 

out that in developing countries the environmental issues often stand back 

behind development strategies. In Brazil a project was conducted which dealt 

with Mitigation, Action, Plans and Scenarios (MAPS) and which was meant to 

be a scenario building process with stakeholder involvement. This process was 

part of the Brazilian Forum on Climate Change where a scenario building team 

was working on the question what will be assumptions about mitigation 

measures and which barriers will hinder their adoption. The social and economic 

implications of mitigation policies were researched. La Rovere described the 

different scenarios that were developed in this context. Beside a government 

plan scenario, which framed the future based on existing policies and measures 

that were already implemented, further scenarios added measures to the 

government’s existing policies, took into account early implementation and the 

installment of a global carbon tax. La Rovere described how in additional 

scenarios the unemployment rate falls. Even though price levels would rise with 

regard to household consumption, the income would also increase so that the 

overall wellbeing would become higher. 

In the following discussion Professor Berg pointed out that cultural barriers 

need to be taken into account as well. He also explained that the narratives 

are needed to reduce the complexity of the world because people are 

already overwhelmed by decision-making. This would also be helpful to raise 
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the acceptance of the SDGs. Professor La Rovere emphasized that a new 

economic development model needs to be found. Many countries like Brazil are 

in an economic crisis that shapes the daily life and the challenge is to find a 

model that helps to find its way out of the crisis and simultaneously helps to 

reduce emissions.  

 

Working Groups on Common Global Challenges  

Following the first panel, the second day of the Masterclass comprised an 

interactive format in form of working groups. While one working group, which 

was headed by Prof. Dr Lothar BROCK (Goethe University Frankfurt), discussed 

issues on climate change, the second working group, led by Dr Bettina 

MAHLERT (RWTH Aachen University), looked closer at the Sustainable 

Development Goals.  

The working group on climate change focused in their discussions on a tipping 

point approach in climate change research. Besides this, the free riding 

problem was discussed and global public goods were in the center of interest. 

When looking at climate change, uneven vulnerability to the consequences is 

also important to take into account. The working group also discussed how it is 

possible to cope with the nexus of knowledge, ideologies and emotion that is 

connected to discussions on climate change. Emotion is often involved in when 

debating this topic. In this context, it is also questionable whether the growing 

willingness to cooperate on climate change is only a symbolic move. In the 

context of future cooperation there can also be contingencies identified. 

Climate change does not only cause conflicts but might trigger cooperation as 

well. Regarding the question whether the gap between the need for 

cooperation and the willingness to do so will widen, the panel agreed that in 

the short term it will be widening, but in the long term it will most likely be 

narrowed.  

The working group which focused on the Sustainable Development Goals 

started with making a distinction between scenarios and the SDGs. The core 

challenge of scenario technique is to change the mindset and make threats 

felt. This step is needed to change behavior. It was pointed out that scenarios 

are forward looking and describe possible events in the future. Therefore they 

differ from the SDGs which are more of a vision for the future. The SDGs are 

less about risks but about a solution space. Reaching them all at once will be a 

big challenge and it is questionable whether this is possible at all. The group 

also discussed how the SDGs were established on international level but need 
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to be realized from national governments. Also, the number of goals indicates 

that the agreement on them was non-consensual. Even though not all goals are 

similar relevant for every country, their existence are important to keep the 

topic on the agenda. It was also pointed out that the concept behind the SDGs 

is based on a linear understanding of time which is insufficient. A dialectical 

understanding of time needs to be reached so that power structures are not 

replicated through the goals. Because of the amount of participants in the 

group, two sub-groups were established. One group discussed the role of 

education to gain support throughout the broader society for the SDGs. The 

influence that positive and negative incentives might have was discussed. Also 

the internal understanding of research and its critical view on its own acting 

was in focus. The missing common ground in science how to find a shared 

solution was emphasized as well as the existence of values as basis for 

research. The second group discussed whether the SDGs are already a narrative 

themselves and came to the conclusion that they are too diverse and too 

abstract for this. A more concrete narrative is needed to create a connection 

between the micro level and the macro level of the SDGs. This narrative has 

to imply a specification on where to go with the SDGs and it needs to be 

different for different countries and regions. Not only are the challenges for on 

the micro level differently, it is also important to imply positive visions as well 

as negative incentives to reach people on the ground. 

 

Humanities and Narratives of the Future 

The third panel of the conference was moderated by Dr Katja FREISTEIN (Käte 

Hamburger Kolleg/Centre for Global Cooperation Research) and focused on 

approaches towards narratives that can be found in humanities. Prof. Dr 

Ottmar ETTE (University of Potsdam) gave an input on ‘TransArea Studies or 

the Literatures of the World as a Lab’. He explained that literature is not about 

reality. It must always be seen as a plural because it crosses different cultures 

and languages. Literature tells about the lives it comes from. Ette pointed out 

that memoria is not the only function of literature but it also talks about the 

future. It can be seen as a lab as it brings together different kinds of possible 

futures. Literature tells us that we are not able to understand the world from 

one single point of view. World literature is about how we can organize 

knowledge on our planet. 

The second speaker on this panel was Dr Karlheinz STEINMÜLLER (Z_punkt) 

who held a speech on ‘Writing Narrative Scenarios: Experiences from 

Technology and Security Foresight’. Firstly, Steinmüller explained the steps of 
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building a scenario. As scenarios can be seen as the workhouse of foresight it 

is possible to describe many different scenarios. Important when building a 

scenario is describing the development path into the future. Here Steinmüller 

emphasized that one has to think the unthinkable. Things that might be 

unlikely and not liked by the audience and the creator of the scenario need to 

be taken into account. It is possible to distinguish between explorative 

scenarios that look at the question what kind of future we have to expect and 

normative scenarios that question what kind of future we want. Steinmüller 

pointed out that scenarios bring future options together. Regarding the 

audience interest in how to use science fiction writing for narratives and 

scenarios, the panelists pointed to the importance of breaking scenarios and 

narratives down to the individual level and making concrete what they mean 

for citizens and the everyday life. 

 

Alternative Views on the Future 

The second day of the Masterclass was completed with a cultural evening 

programme. The theater play ‘2047 oder Am Anfang aller Tage’ was part of the 

Duisburger Akzente, a two week long multi-facet cultural festival dealing with 

‘Umbrüche’ (upheavals). The play described the situation of a man in the 

Duisburg of 2047 who tries to find a new community to live in after he has been 

excluded from his former community. Throughout the play, the story of how 

our society failed unravels and a dystopian picture of a society reigned by fear, 

insecurity an isolation is drawn. The performance combined different elements 

from classical theater, concert and film, painting, radio play and poetry slam. 

 

Climate Changes Conflicts 

The concluding roundtable and discussion was chaired by Professor Thomas 

HALE (University of Oxford). Professor Halvard BUHAUG (Peace Research 

Institute Oslo (PRIO)) brought a different perspective to the table by focusing 

on scenarios in Peace and Conflict Research. With linking climate change to the 

topic of conflicts he described how more armed conflicts can be observed in 

regions with lower development levels and less robust systems to climate 

change effects. Many conflicted countries live under quite harsh conditions, yet 

there is little evidence of a direct climate effect on conflicts. In this context, it is 

possible that food security is an intermediate step between climate 

conditions and conflicts. Extreme weather leads to crop failure which then 

increases the food prices, disrupts access to food and leads to a loss of income. 
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These factors increase the risk for conflicts. Buhaug pointed out that this does 

not need to be true for every area. Also, low prices of food might lead on the 

contrary to protest among producers and the role of the weather is still unclear 

with regard to conflicts. Still it is possible to identify a tendency that conflicts 

are more likely to continue when there is a drought. Buhaug explains that 

scenarios for the future show that when little investment in human 

development and sustainability is predicted an increase in conflicts is very 

likely. The impact will be very different from region to region. Still, the 

countries that are most at risk are the same in optimistic and pessimistic 

scenarios. 

Professor Detlef F. SPRINZ (University of Potsdam) focused his talk on the 

effectiveness of climate clubs under Donald Trump. He started by 

differentiating between ‘enthusiastic’ and ‘reluctant’ countries with regard to 

climate change. While the enthusiastic countries may set up climate clubs to 

tackle the problem and may be willing to undertake costly emissions 

reductions, even if doing so, does not maximize their own welfare, reluctant 

countries need to be enticed to join these clubs. Sprinz’s research looked at 

three scenarios with regard to the future US climate policy: it may be an 

enthusiastic actor, a reluctant actor, or withdraw from climate clubs 

completely. Building on these possible starting points and predicting likely 

developments, he came to the conclusion that US reluctance or complete 

withdrawal comes at a cost to club size but will rarely be fatal outright. It might 

lead to additional drop-outs from climate clubs but as well offers the possibility 

to bring new actors into the mitigation club. 

The concluding discussion summarized the different panels and brought to the 

table missing aspects. The participants agreed that it was important and fruitful 

to bring in different perspectives into the discussions. Still, the challenge how 

to combine different methodologies was mentioned. A special attention in all 

discussion needs to be given the fact that the frame of references is always 

the current and not the future system. Also the time dimension was brought 

to the table once more. Especially with regard to climate change it is important 

to try to understand future processes because what is decided within the next 

couple of years will have impact for a long time. This kind of reflection needs to 

be based on methodological sound grounds. Also, the aspect of diversity 

needs to be brought into the work. The aspect that the discussed narratives are 

about daily life was mentioned. Here, it is seen to be important that goals are 

formulated in a sense of daily life goals.  

The participants of the Masterclass also agreed that many important topics 

were not touched upon. A discussion on the problems and opportunities 
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connected to technology was missed. Besides this aspect, it was also 

mentioned that polycentricity needs to play a bigger role in thinking about the 

future. There is still not enough knowledge on the consequences of 

polycentricity. Another mentioned aspect was the growing populism and 

nationalism around the world and its influence on future threats which needs 

to be taken into account when talking about the future more intense.  

The Masterclass on ‘Future Scenarios of Global Cooperation’ was a successful 

opportunity to bring together knowledge and insights from many different 

disciplines and perspectives and gave all of the participants food of thought for 

their further research. 

 

Graphic Recording of the Masterclass by Helge Windisch and Enjoo Moon (flaneur.de) 


