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SUMMARY 
The Covid-19 pandemic is having a profound impact on EU integration, and on the 
role of the EU in the global governance context. In this report, we present four 
possible scenarios that may materialize in the coming years, and up to 2040, by using 
an ‘alternative futures’ approach. This is an exploratory method deployed to develop 
a better understanding of what may yet happen, as opposed to postulating what is 
most likely to happen.  

The project included two digital workshops with the goal to develop a set of scenarios 
examining the impact of Covid-19 on the potential futures for EU integration. The 
scenarios, set in the year 2040, aim to communicate a series of alternative worlds that 
might emerge from developments of internal and external factors. We describe an 
‘Optimistic New Deal’ scenario, which portrays a strong EU backed by Member States 
and leading the world towards tackling global challenges; a ‘Wretched fortress’ 
scenario, in which the EU faces severe difficulties due to rising Euroscepticism and a 
significant slowdown in the process of integration; a ‘United Force’ scenario, with the 
EU focusing on a limited number of global challenges and Member States relying on 
inter-governmental agreements for a wide array of policy domains; and a ‘Chinese 
province’ scenario, in which the EU splits, and the Member States that remain merge 
with a Eurasian bloc under the leadership of an increasingly eco-authoritarian China.  

The report then explores the consequences of these scenarios for the domains of 
development and health policy. 
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Scenario 1: The Optimistic New Deal 

In 2040, the EU stands as a positive case study for democratic systems' capacity to deliver to citizens 
- countering authoritarian trends, rebuilding citizen trust and participation in governance, and 
contributing to a ‘renewed social contract’ for EU society. The EU Commission creates a centralized 
funding apparatus - The ‘New Marshall Plan’ - unified around common positions created through 
improved governance mechanisms. The Green Deal and climate mitigation are imbued across all EU 
policies and echoed by Member States’ policymakers, creating a 'strong sustainability' paradigm 
among public and private actors. Policies create the conditions for a ‘virtuous cycle’ of technological 
development and economic success built in combination with strong regulatory legislation and digital 
taxation. The EU is able to encourage the development of resilient and sustainable societies with 
partners around the world, starting a ‘Europeanization’ movement with extra-continental nations 
seeking to join the EU. After consolidating membership criteria into differentiated tiers, these 
reformation efforts solidify the EU’s move away from a trade-centred entity and begin to carve out a 
new type of network for global governance.  

 

Optimistic New Deal: Key questions 

What are implications of this scenario for 
EU integration? What is the size of the EU, 
and how is governance configured (e.g., 
concentric circles, multi-tiered)? 

In this scenario, the EU has cohered and strengthened its position of 
actorness across the continent with broad public support. There is a core 
and periphery relationship between continental Member States and a global 
network of affiliates supporting ‘Europeanization’ of values and a shared 
global agenda. 

What types of institutional implications 
does this scenario imply? What does this 
scenario mean for the individual agencies 
and institutions of the EU? 

EU agencies and institutions have been granted more autonomy and 
authority to act across the core EU Member States, and often will work in 
partnership with peer institutions in non-EU nations. The centralized 
funding institution(s) that have been created are very influential.  

What role does the EU play with respect 
to different policy areas (welfare, security, 
etc.)? 

In some policy areas, national sovereignty has been passed to EU 
institutions, and newly qualified majority voting rules give EU institutions 
more power to act. However, Member States still retain sovereignty and 
autonomy if they choose to exercise it and are not limited access to funds 
etc. as long as they remain within the ‘common purpose and principles’ 
defined by the EU. 

What is the relationship between the EU 
and Member States in this scenario? 

The EU serves as a strong centralization of many governance functions, with 
funding instruments being a key lever to make use of public sentiment. 
Member States, backed by citizen support, trust in the EU to act in and on 
their behalf. 

What does this mean for the external 
representation of the EU?  

The EU’s unified front in global governance institutions and in relationships 
with other supranational entities enables the EU to pursue a more 
aggressive environmental and public health agenda. Given its commitment 
to quality of life and environmental protections, the EU is viewed by many 
smaller nations as a more reliable and preferable collaborator than China or 
the United States. 
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What would be the consequences of this 
scenario in the domain of development? 

The EU plays a leading role in protecting the multilateral order. Agenda 2040 
looks very much like the ‘EU approach’: human-centric, resilient and 
sustainable, coupling digital humanism with more a deferential approach to 
planetary boundaries. The EU creates a single agency for development and 
cooperation and a European Union Bank for Sustainable Development. The 
Global Gateway succeeds in relaunching the EU as a leader in global public 
goods, in particular connectivity.  

What would be the consequences of this 
scenario in the domain of health? 

The EU gradually becomes a leading force for good, which encompasses 
both the internal and external mainstreaming of health policies in a 
successful EU agenda and acquis. Further centralization of competences is 
achieved and put in the hands of strong institutions (ECDC, EMA, HERA). 
Health becomes a pillar of the Union in its own right: in the 2028-2034 MFF, 
health and well-being become the cornerstone of a deeper agenda. At the 
global level, the EU successfully leads the negotiation on a Framework 
Convention for Pandemic Preparedness, leading to a deep reform and 
expansion of the 2005 International Health Regulations (IHR).  
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Scenario 2: The Wretched Fortress  

EU+ nations attempt to shelter themselves from external forces working to undermine the legitimacy 
of democracy. Foreign actors become increasingly capable of extensive hybrid warfare engagement, 
targeting the EU to destabilize the Union and make further integration difficult or untenable. Eroding 
confidence in the efficacy of EU institutions concentrates the power of more prosperous Member 
States and leads to a more restricted budget. The Commission refocuses all efforts into solidifying 
the internal market, and the expansion of defensive capabilities. Restrictions on free movement, and 
increasingly militarized border enforcement, widen the gaps in a fragmented EU social fabric. The EU 
suffers from a multitude of societal disparities and its institutions are not perceived as responsive to 
citizens’ needs or wishes, particularly in light of the continuing environmental crisis that has led to 
the collapse of key ecosystems.  

Wretched Fortress: Key questions 

What are implications of this scenario 
for EU integration? What is the size of 
the EU, and how is governance 
configured (e.g., concentric circles, 
multi-tiered)? 

The EU is greatly reduced in scope and power, if not size. It seems likely that 
one or more Member States may opt to leave the Union under these 
circumstances. The reduced role that the EU plays in policy beyond single-
market regulation is notable.  

What types of institutional 
implications does this scenario imply? 
What does this scenario mean for the 
individual agencies and institutions of 
the EU? 

This scenario implies that a number of institutions and agencies would be 
reduced in size if not altogether eliminated. Any agency or institution that is 
not explicitly tied to economic stability or security seem in a tenuous situation 
at best.  

What role does the EU play with 
respect to different policy areas 
(welfare, security, etc.)? 

The EU’s role seems limited beyond policy areas regarding market/economics 
and security. This development leaves many Member States to define social 
policy with more autonomy and creates additional opportunities for dissent 
between States.  

What is the relationship between the 
EU and Member States in this 
scenario? 

Member States are where critical policymaking authority resides regarding 
social welfare, research and innovation, development funding, and regulation 
and standards. Disagreement between Member States seems to hinder the 
EU project.  

What does this mean for the external 
representation of the EU?  

External actors view the EU as a patchwork of un-orchestrated social and legal 
policy, but also as a relatively wealthy and useful market. Individual Member 
States have much more influence in terms of global coalition building, with 
the EU institutions themselves seen as powerful only through economic 
lenses.  

What would be the consequences of 
this scenario in the domain of 
development? 

The EU fails to agree on institutional reform. The lack of strong pan-European 
external action weakens the effectiveness of ‘Team Europe’. The EU’s Agenda 
2040 lacks ambition, and the EU loses its role of champion of sustainable 
development. The European Parliament votes to reduce the development 
budget in the financial framework 2028-2034. 

What would be the consequences of 
this scenario in the domain of health? 

A slow and partly ineffective vaccination campaign leads to lack of momentum 
for institutional reform towards the Health Union. The EU shifts away from 
health and focuses on the twin transition. The pandemic treaty fails, and the 
EU does not rise as a global leader in health. Health spending becomes even 
smaller in the 2028-2034 multiannual financial framework as the EU and 
Member States continue to under-invest in health. 



5 | ALTERNATIVE FUTURES OF EU INTEGRATION AFTER THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

 

Scenario 3: A United Force 

In 2040, the EU has proven to its citizens that the ‘idea of Europe’ and the Union’s institutions were 
both resilient and capable in the face of stark challenges. Through a modernized, multi-channel 
communications strategy, EU institutions actively and publicly engaged with citizens from across the 
Union to co-design practical actions and develop a sense of unity and resilience across borders. EU 
institutions regarding public health and social welfare emerge from the pandemic as stalwart 
champions for the common good. The Commission carves out a lead-by-example approach to 
addressing systemic transformation by utilizing participatory citizen momentum through new 
instruments like ‘policy juries’. The EU's supranational institutions are granted more autonomy to 
pursue a European vision and mission as global policies, and the continent increasingly becomes a 
beacon and ally to nations of the global community. Integration now hinges on commitments to 
‘value-driven’ ecological, social, and technological governance alignment along with longstanding 
economic and political assurances. 

 

A United Force: Key questions 

What are implications of this scenario 
for EU integration? What is the size of 
the EU, and how is governance 
configured (e.g., concentric circles, 
multi-tiered)? 

In this scenario, the EU has become much stronger as a governance actor, with 
its current membership solidifying and expanding (possibly including the 
Balkan states). Additionally, the EU’s vision has wide global appeal, with far-
flung nations signing on in support and, in effect, becoming satellite 
ambassadors of the EU’s principles.  

What types of institutional 
implications does this scenario imply? 
What does this scenario mean for the 
individual agencies and institutions of 
the EU? 

Institutionally, the EU is a much stronger central organizing and policymaking 
organization. Individual institutions and agencies have greater supranational 
powers in some areas of policy development and rulemaking.  

What role does the EU play with 
respect to different policy areas 
(welfare, security, etc.)? 

With the support of its citizens, the EU and its supranational agencies play an 
important role in shaping policy and actions that address global and local issues 
with respect to regional contexts. The EU is a strong actor regarding overall 
policy-goal setting and utilizes its governance apparatus to sensitize 
operational policy to the differentiated needs and requirements of Member 
States.  

What is the relationship between the 
EU and Member States in this 
scenario? 

Member States have ceded some of their sovereignty to the EU but maintain 
authority within policy areas that are deemed vital to national interests. 
Overall, the EU has become an overwhelmingly popular focal point in many 
policy areas and acts with a broad base of support from Member State 
constituencies.  

What does this mean for the external 
representation of the EU?  

From an external perspective, a strong, unified EU has become an essential 
partner in addressing global affairs. The EU’s vision regarding environmental 
justice and the development of sustainable societies has resonated with many 
developing nations who willingly endorse and partner with EU-led coalitions. 
Many developed nations, frustrated with Chinese and US dominance, also 
support the EU’s vision and principles.  
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What would be the consequences of 
this scenario in the domain of 
development? 

The EU remains a guardian of the multilateral order. Pressure towards 
agencification leads to the creation of a European Development Agency but 
not a new development bank. The EU fails to fully implement its new approach 
to development policy and becomes a smaller player in development by 2040, 
gradually overtaken by China, as well as by the United States. 

What would be the consequences of 
this scenario in the domain of health? 

Despite the success of its vaccination strategy, the EU does not convince 
Member States that a Treaty change is needed. The thriving EU project does 
not extend to health: HERA is gradually replaced by inter-governmental 
agreements between the BARDA-like agencies created in Member States. The 
health budget remains solidly in the hands of national governments. The EU’s 
ambition to play a stronger role in global health governance declines.  
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Scenario 4: The Chinese Province 

The Covid-19 virus continued to evade global inoculation for years, with many nations stymied in 
their response and facing crises of legitimacy. The polarization of the EU socio-political landscape has 
been consistently exploited by 'dark' players - digital groups with no traceable backing or support by 
state or private actors - enabling radical authoritative leaders to exploit tensions and take the mantle 
of power in some EU nations. At the same time, China's growth has continued unabated in terms of 
economic wealth and geopolitical power, and it has increased its influence across the EU through 
high-level industrial and economic private partnerships. Citing the success of the PRC’s Social Credit 
system, the EU’s digital agenda enabled more oversight and consumer nudging in pursuit of its 
ambitious environmental and ecological goals. This was the final straw for some of the EU’s more 
liberal Member States, leading to the exit of Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium, Finland, 
and France. However, Germany, Italy, and Spain - utilizing their new energy partnerships with North 
African nations, and their industrial relationships with China - were able to forge a new understanding 
of the EU as an essential component of a comprehensive Eurasian market. The ascension of Russia 
and the Balkan states into EU membership solidified a new global policy bloc and the EU now 
represents the western edge of a Eurasian global power.  

 

The Chinese Province: Key questions 

What are implications of this scenario 
for EU integration? What is the size of 
the EU, and how is governance 
configured (e.g., concentric circles, 
multi-tiered)? 

In this scenario, the EU is reduced in size with Member States leaving the 
Union following the adoption of surveillance technologies and reduction of 
civil liberties. For the States that remain, the EU becomes a strong central 
authority in some domains, and an arbiter towards compromise in others.  

What types of institutional implications 
does this scenario imply? What does 
this scenario mean for the individual 
agencies and institutions of the EU? 

In this scenario, due to changes in membership and more conservative 
alignment of ‘values’ some EU agencies and institutions would be 
emboldened in their capacity to act (ex. EEA, EDA) while others will have 
seen their operations curtailed (ex. EUIPO, EUROFOUND).  

What role does the EU play with 
respect to different policy areas 
(welfare, security, etc.)? 

The EU plays a stronger role in setting policy in the fields of security, digital 
development and research and innovation. Social welfare policy areas 
revert to being led by individual Member States.  

What is the relationship between the 
EU and Member States in this scenario? 

The schism between those EU states that have remained and those who 
have left has impacted how the EU is perceived by its remaining members. 
The newly authoritative EU only works if it has the backing of its remaining 
members.  

What does this mean for the external 
representation of the EU?  

Together with the PRC, the EU is viewed as a major influence on global 
agenda setting. This is a powerful combination of regulatory powers and 
funding sources, and together these nations are viewed as progressive in 
terms of their policy agenda, but aggressive with respect to their restrictions 
on civil liberties.  
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What would be the consequences of 
this scenario in the domain of 
development? 

EU’s development policy becomes conflated with China’s Belt and Road. A 
bloc of ‘eco-authoritarian’ countries pursue the objective to restore 
planetary boundaries but through use of intrusive techno-surveillance. 
Countries that remain in the ‘EU’ now enjoy a rather stable and solid 
position in global supply chains, but at a high price in terms of civil rights 
and individual freedoms and flourishing. 

What would be the consequences of 
this scenario in the domain of health? 

The EU, reduced in size, acquires new competences in the health domain, 
in coordination with Africa and China. People are constantly scanned for 
possible pathogens and are effectively tracked, traced, and isolated when 
needed. The social credit scoring system extends to EU Member States. No 
pandemic treaty is ever signed. Regional agreements lead to enhanced 
inter-governmental R&D collaboration within blocs; this is also mirrored by 
effective data-sharing agreements, leading to a speedy flow of information 
across borders in the Eurasian bloc. Gradually, the quality of care delivered 
to dissidents and lower-credit populations declines, polarizing society into 
‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’. 
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INTRODUCTION: THE PANDEMIC AND EMERGING CHALLENGES FOR EU 

GOVERNANCE 
The Covid-19 pandemic has had a strong impact on the cohesion of the European Union. At the 
very outset, the most evident impact was the lack of suitable governance in the domain of 
health systems. Later, the fragility of the Single Market emerged, with the European 
Commission struggling to protect the free circulation of goods (and in particular, personal 
protective equipment) in the face of a growing deterioration of trust between Member States. 
Furthermore, the coordination of aid toward resilience and recovery has presented a peak of 
conflict among Member States, with the emergence of clusters (i.e., the ‘frugal four’, the 
Visegrád countries, the Franco-German axis, and the ‘South’). Eventually, the European 
Commission managed to becalm most of the outstanding conflicts, achieving an 
unprecedented agreement in the form of the so-called Next Generation EU. This allows the EU 
to leverage its own resources through direct access to financial markets for a total of 750 billion 
EUR. This was accompanied by an agreement on a multiannual financial framework for 2021-
2027 that reached a total of 1.074 trillion EUR (in 2018 prices). Once adopted, the package of 
a total of 1.8 trillion EUR will be the largest package ever financed through the EU budget. Even 
more importantly, the agreement reached in December 2020 marks a political victory for the 
Von der Leyen Commission, as Poland and Hungary lifted their veto on the introduction of 
strong conditionalities related to the rule of law in the disbursement of cohesion funds under 
the new budget1. The link between resources and political goals is backed by a commitment to 
devote more than 50 % of the total amount of the next long-term budget and 
NextGenerationEU to transformational policies including research and innovation (Horizon 
Europe); a fair ‘twin transition’ (climate and digital); preparedness, recovery and resilience, 
including through a new health programme; and the commitment to spend 30 % of the EU 
budget to fight climate change. 

Despite the triumphant tone of EU institutions, several challenges remain, potentially 
jeopardising the future cohesion of the Union in specific domains. For example, the EU4Health 
initiative, for which the European Commission had proposed a budget of 9.4 billion EUR, 
received a total funding of 5.1 billion, after risking an even harsher cut earlier in 20202. And the 
‘geopolitical Commission’, as Ursula von der Leyen presented it, had to accept a major blow to 
the EU’s ambition to play a role of champion of global public goods, in particular when it comes 
to development aid. Perhaps the driest note in the Council document is related to the 
Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI), included in 
an ‘overall effort of consolidation’ which leads financial instruments and budgetary guarantees 
to be further streamlined. The NDICI is now endowed with a total budget of 79.5 billion EUR, 
which commentators have found to be insufficient for the EU to fully deploy its potential as 
leader of global development. The risk is thus that the new budget ends up limiting the 

 
1 https://epthinktank.eu/2020/12/22/citizens-enquiries-on-the-rule-of-law-and-eu-funding/. 
2 The EU4Health programme had been cut down to 2.1 billion EUR in the July 2020 agreement. 

https://epthinktank.eu/2020/12/22/citizens-enquiries-on-the-rule-of-law-and-eu-funding/
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Commission’s ability to pursue common goals, such as coping with the health and socio-
economic consequences of Covid-19 at EU and global levels.  

Against this backdrop, the future of the EU project seems to be increasingly exposed to another 
risk: that the economic crisis, coupled with different levels of resilience and good governance 
in Member States, ends up exacerbating the existing divergence between North and South. 
Among others, Fabbrini (2020) sees three alternative visions of integration that are increasingly 
competing with each other: one that sees the EU as a polity, a second that sees the EU as a 
market, and a third which instead uses the EU as a vehicle to entrench authoritarian governance 
at home. In this respect, the Conference on the Future of Europe, even if significantly affected 
by the Covid-19 pandemic, may become a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to rewrite the rules 
EU governance and avoid an outcome in which Member States drift apart in the search for 
domestic consensus and cohesion3. The Conference however, proposed to be inaugurated 
during the German Presidency of the Council in 2020, has not yet officially kicked off, reportedly 
due to tensions between political parties and national governments over who should lead the 
work conducted by the Conference. 

In a recent contribution, Bongardt and Torres (2020) also reflect on the consequences of Covid-
19 for European integration. They argue that the EU should address the economic 
consequences of the current pandemic crisis through its eurozone framework, to complete the 
economic side of the EMU and avoid negative spillovers to its monetary side; defend its 
interests and its own project rather than devoting too much attention to Brexit and aligning 
with one side of the internal debate in the UK; and continue to pursue its priorities (smart, 
social, and sustainable development) by expanding the Green Deal in the direction of 
healthcare systems, which possess public good characteristics and harbour potentially large, 
longer-term damage costs that tend to be neglected.  

What are the long-term consequences of these developments, from the health crisis to the 
future directions of EU governance and integration? In this paper, we first lay the foundations 
for analysing important factors that may affect the evolution of EU integration going forward, 
based on the most important streams of academic literature in the field. In Section 2, we then 
report the results of two foresight workshops organised in 2021, which developed four 
scenarios for EU integration after the pandemic, and up to 2040. Section 3 discusses the 
potential consequences of these four scenarios for the EU’s action in two policy domains: 
development and health policy.  

  

 
3 Fabbrini, F. (2020), ‘The Future of the EU after Brexit, and COVID-19 (April 30, 2020)’, BRIDGE Network – Working 

Paper 3, https://ssrn.com/abstract=3604111 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3604111. 
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1. EU INTEGRATION: UP, DOWN, AND SIDEWAYS 
The evolution of EU governance has been analysed and described through a variety of different 
theoretical frameworks and from a multitude of approaches. In particular, the early days of the 
European Community in the 1950s were accompanied by the rise of the so-called ‘neo-
functionalist’ approach (Haas 1958), which attempts to explain how cooperation in specific 
economic policy sectors could lead to greater economic, and subsequently wider political, 
integration. Emphasis on the notion of functional spillover was used to explain the way in which 
integration in one policy area, for example coal and steel, would create pressure for integration 
in other areas, e.g., monetary policy. Moreover, political spillovers account for the importance 
of supranational and subnational actors in the integration process, as they create further 
pressure for more integration to pursue their interests (Schmitter 1970). As a result of these 
processes, neo-functionalists saw European integration as a self-sustaining process that would 
culminate in the creation of a new polity with its centre in Brussels. 

A different view was offered by so-called ‘inter-governmentalists’, who emphasised the role of 
nation-states in the process of EU integration. As remarked by Hooghe et al. (2009), inter-
governmentalism became an attractive alternative to neo-functionalism especially after the 
debacle of Charles de Gaulle’s opposition to supranationalism and the ‘empty chair’ crisis of 
1965–66 (Jourdain 1995)4. Enhanced cooperation or the development of coordinated, 
common solutions in specific sectors is always the choice of Member States, based on their 
individual interests. The different extents of convergence in various policy domains and over 
time also explain the differentiated, ‘stop-and-go’ nature of European integration. Alan 
Milward, one of the leading inter-governmentalists, wrote extensively about the reality behind 
the myth of European ‘founding fathers’, explaining that leading figures such as Jean Monnet 
supported the European construction because it coincided with their country’s material 
interest, and not out of idealism (Milward 1992, 319–337)5. This theoretical approach was later 
developed by Andrew Moravcsik, with a more refined analysis of how national governments 
shape the process of European integration by expressing their preferences and agreeing on 
package deals and side payments whenever these agreements leave them better off. Rather 
than being strong actors of integration themselves, European institutions become means to 
create credible commitments for Member States. Contrary to these views, the institutionalist 
approach emphasises the importance of institutions in the process of integration, a view that 

 
4 The ‘empty chair’ crisis was triggered by the proposal for the financing of the common agricultural policy (CAP), 

drawn up in 1965 by the President of the Commission, Walter Hallstein. The Commission proposal was geared 
towards the development of the Communities’ own financial resources, independently of the Member States, 
and conferred additional budgetary powers on the European Parliament and allocated a greater role to the 
Commission. The proposal met with the strong opposition of French President General de Gaulle: on 1 July 1965, 
the French Government recalled the French Permanent Representative in Brussels and announced France’s 
intention not to take its seat in the Council of Ministers until the question was resolved according to its 
desiderata. This was the first time since the entry into force of the Treaty of Rome in 1958 that the EEC had been 
prevented from operating by the actions of a Member State. 

5 See also Warlouzet, L. (2014), ’Dépasser la crise de l'histoire de l'intégration européenne’, Politique européenne. 
Vol. 2, No 44, pp. 98-122.  
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evolved into ‘new institutionalism’ in the 1980s and 1990s, with its three key sub-variants of 
‘rational choice’, sociological and historical6.  

More recently, stronger EU institutions have emerged due to changes in the global order, the 
rise in transaction costs in inter-governmental negotiations post-enlargement, and the ensuing 
need for pan-European solutions especially during and after the 2008-2009 financial and 
economic crisis. Academic theories have evolved along with EU integration, with the rise of 
postfunctionalism (Schimmelfennig 2018), transnationalism and new supranationalism 
(Falkner 2016), and theories of differentiated integration (Antoniolli 2019; 
Schimmelfennig/Winzen 2019). ‘New intergovernmentalism’ claimed that the integration 
process was not exclusively a matter of interest-based bargaining: rather, as explained by 
Schmidt (2016), ‘the post Maastricht Treaty decision-making process in the Council of the early 
1990s needs to be understood in terms of member-states seeking to arrive at consensual 
agreements through deliberation’. Theories gradually departed from the almost-exclusive 
focus on the behaviour of Member States, and gradually built a vision of the EU as an actor, a 
polity, and a power. Importantly, the financial crisis and the ensuing Eurozone crisis were seen 
as increasingly empowering traditional supranational actors in the European Commission and 
the European Court of Justice (ECJ), and as key events leading to the creation of de novo EU 
bodies and instruments outside the main EU institutions: the European Central Bank (ECB), the 
European Stability Mechanism (ESM), the European External Action Service (EEAS) and the 
President of the European Council. The same can be said for the Commission’s stronger powers 
of oversight and enforcement in the context of the European Semester, as well as in the 
imposition of conditionalities in the disbursement of cohesion funds. In this ‘twin evolution’ of 
new intergovernmentalism and new supranationalism, Schmidt (2016) also sees the rise of a 
new parliamentarism, reflecting the rise of the European Parliament’s involvement in decision-
making and in the overall political process, as testified by its self-empowerment through the 
‘Spitzenkandidat’ process since the 2014 EP elections. 

The same can be said for other theoretical streams that look more in-depth into individual 
policy domains in which integration manifests itself. The EU is characterized by such a 
chameleonic governance that scholars ended up coining an ad hoc term, ‘multilevel 
governance’, precisely to build an intellectual construct that could encompass the peculiarity 
of the Union’s architecture (Marks 1993). Not surprisingly, cohesion policy offered a unique 
natural experiment to test the viability of concepts such as subsidiarity and multi-level 
governance: and it was in this context that the first publications on multilevel governance 
emerged (Hooghe 1996; Stephenson 2014). The term has now become widespread across EU 
institutions, not least because of its rhetorical appeal and neutrality (Schmitter 2004). But while 
academics initially adopted a relatively simple definition of multilevel governance, during the 

 
6 Rational choice institutionalism emphasises the way in which actors pursue their individual preferences within 

the context of institutional rules. Sociological institutionalism sees institutions in a slightly different way, 
emphasising broader norms and general rules and the way in which these shape the identities and preferences 
of actors in the integration process. Historical institutionalism focuses on the effect of institutions over time, and 
how institutions can go on to constrain the actions of the actors who designed them.  
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1990s scholars gradually felt the need to expand the notion of multilevel governance to 
accommodate its multi-faceted nature and growing complexity. Additionally, the complex 
nature of decision-making at the EU level was usefully approached through the lens of 
‘polycentric governance’ (van Zeben 2016; van Zeben and Bobić 2019)7. Polycentricity provides 
a number of theoretical advantages, such as adaptive capacity, the selection of appropriate 
institutions tailored to their specific context, the mitigation of risks through redundancies, and 
a more democratic process through effective subsidiarity in decision-making (in what Elinor and 
Vincent Ostrom referred to as self-organisation)8. At the same time, redundancies and 
multiplicity of actors also lead to enhanced coordination and transaction costs. At the EU level, 
the polycentric governance approach has attracted growing attention in the past few years  

The lessons that emerge from all these streams of literature are far-reaching.  

• First, the complexity of EU governance can hardly be captured by theoretical models in 
which actors have simple binary choices such as ‘opt in/opt out’, ‘centralise/decentralise’, 
‘approve/reject’. Even the identity and strength of the actors involved has changed 
significantly over the past decades. This, in turn, also implies that developing broader, more 
comprehensive views of possible futures becomes a more compelling choice than charting 
individual policy developments in isolation. 

• Second, past decades have shown that the EU evolves in various directions, including ‘up’, 
‘down’ and even ‘sideways’. More specifically, as already explained, a number of ‘upward’ 
trends have led to an increase in the competences and influence of EU institutions, and in 
particular of EU law over national legal frameworks. At the same time, there are also 
‘downward’ tendencies, moving the EU towards the attribution of competences to the 
national and local level, as in the case of ‘re-nationalisation’ of the Schengen policy space. 
And there are important cases of ‘sideways’ moves, as in the case of ‘agencification’, which 
ultimately bypasses multi-level governance and the thicket of implementing and delegated 
acts, empowering newly created institutions with direct regulatory powers9.  

• Third, governance changes have traditionally triggered both spillover effects across policy 
areas and rebound effects over time. The literature on spillover effects was already well 

 
7 Polycentric governance is a concept developed by Michael Polanyi and later developed by Vincent and Elinor 

Ostrom. Polycentricity is defined as a method of social organization in which individuals are free to pursue their 
objectives within a general system of rules (Polanyi, 1951; V. Ostrom, 1999), and thereby leads to a complex 
form of governance with multiple centres of decision making, each of which operates with some degree of 
autonomy (Ostrom, 2005; V. Ostrom, Tiebout, and Warren, 1961). Polycentric governance arrangements 
typically feature overlaps in decision-making centres nested at multiple jurisdictional levels (e.g., local, state, and 
national), and include special-purpose governance units that cut across jurisdictions (Carlisle and Gruby 2019). 

8 Ostrom, E. (2009), ‘Beyond markets and states: Polycentric governance of complex economic systems’ (Nobel 
Prize lecture). Retrieved from http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/economics/laureates/2009/ 
ostromlecture.html. Ostrom, V. (1999), ‘Polycentricity (Parts 1 and 2)’, in McGinnis, M. D.(ed.), Polycentricity and 
local public economies: Readings from the workshop in political theory and policy analysis, Ann Arbor, MI, The 
University of Michigan Press, pp. 52–92. 

9 Agencification is defined as the creation of semi-autonomous public organizations at arm’s length from 
government. For a definition and a discussion of the literature on agencification, see Verhoest (2018). 

http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/economics/laureates/2009/ostromlecture.html
http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/economics/laureates/2009/ostromlecture.html
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developed at the time of neo-functionalist approaches: according to neo-functionalism, 
sectoral integration is ‘inherently expansive and leads to further integration in related 
functional areas through a bottom-up logic’ (Tocci and Faleg 2016). Moreover, literature 
has also gradually uncovered patterns of integration, with ups and downs caused by crises 
and policy shocks. For example, Gros (2018) argues that the Eurozone crisis, while 
strengthening the supranational dimension of the EU, also left Europe profoundly split 
between cores and peripheries, with an ongoing decline of mutual trust between national 
governments. More generally, courageous governance shifts towards ‘more Europe’ seem 
to have emerged most often as a consequence of crises, with notable examples such as the 
creation of a common European Coast Guard and of the Single Resolution Board. 

More generally, the analysis of the academic literature suggests that theory has so far followed 
reality, rather than anticipating it. The lack of a widely agreed set of definitions and a common 
conceptual framework for describing the evolution of EU governance reverberates on the 
absence of a large practice of anticipating future patterns of integration. Conceptual work on 
modes of integration has been significantly advanced by Stubb (1996), who identified three 
main models of governance (multi-speed, variable geometry and à-la-carte) according to the 
three variables of time, space and matter. Years later, Tocci and Faleg (2016) relaunched this 
work by introducing four ideal non-uniform methods of European integration: patchwork core, 
concentric circles, multiple clusters and hub-and-spoke. Academic contributions have 
stimulated a scenario-based analysis among policymakers and EU institutions: in 2017, one year 
after the Brexit referendum, the White Paper on the Future of Europe identified the following 
possible scenarios for the EU: (1) Carrying on; (2) Nothing but the Single Market; (3) Those who 
want more do more; (4) Doing less more efficiently; and; (5) Doing much more together.  

The Five Scenarios on the future of the EU were followed by a proliferation of often explicitly 
related studies charting a future for the EU project. Soete (2018), as part of an expert group for 
the European Commission on the ‘Future of Europe in 2050’, identified and described three 
different scenarios: a ‘business as usual’ scenario; an imploding, ‘fragmented EU’ scenario; and 
a ‘more integrated EU’. Meyer (2018) proposes a scenario-planning method to address 
whether the EU could break apart, and maps four plausible pathways into alternative futures: 
EU Break-up, Dis-Integration, Business as Usual and Deeper Integration. Héritier (2019) 
identifies four paths: an ever-closer union (or United States of Europe); a two-tier or more 
differentiated union; a scenario in which the EU continues to muddle through with incremental 
changes on a path of ‘covert integration’; and a path of disintegration or dissolution. 

In a thorough exercise conducted in 2019 by a group of leading academics for the Swedish 
Institute of International Affairs, various opinions were expressed on the future of Europe10. 
Christopher Bickerton, a ‘new intergovernmentalist’, raised two major challenges for the EU: 
how to reconcile European integration and national democracy; and how to balance common 
rules and capitalist diversity in the eurozone and the single market. Ulrike Guérot advocated a 

 
10 See Fagesten. B., and  von Sydlow, G., (eds.) (2019), ‘Perspectives on the Future of the EU’, SIEPS. 
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‘European Republic’ as the only way to break the dominance of the Member States in the EU. 
Ivan Krastev, while expressing concern about the ‘end of imitation’ and ‘convergence’ as 
possible drivers of future fragmentation, emphasises Europe’s impressive record of 
accomplishment in turning continental failures into successes of integration. Almut Möller 
emphasised the emerging dilemma for Member States: ‘take back control’ from Brussels v. 
strengthening the EU’s actorness in the global order; and portrays a gradual shift from a 
‘diplomatic’ to a ‘political’ Europe. And finally, Franz Schimmelpfennig argued that 
differentiation, a major feature of the past developments in EU governance, is beneficial to the 
EU project, but offers an incomplete solution whenever international solidarity and common 
values are at stake, as was recently observed in the case of tensions generated by the debate 
on the rule of law, on migration, and on Covid-19. 

1.1 COVID-19: WILL THE EU MOVE FORWARD THROUGH CRISIS? 

The Von der Leyen Commission presented their clear intentions to strengthen EU governance 
and present the Union as a fully legitimate geopolitical actor on the global scene: a champion 
of human rights and sustainable development, able to better coordinate its Single Market 
policies as well as its external action, both in terms of coherence across policy areas, and of 
cooperation between the EU and the national level. The renewed commitment towards climate 
policies, with the launch of the Green Deal, and the mainstreaming of the Sustainable 
Development Goals in the European Semester have however proven far from easy and have 
been met with resistance from some Member States, particularly those with a stronger 
dependence on coal.  

The Covid-19 pandemic has significantly affected this process: on the one hand, the pandemic 
unveiled the need to strengthen the resilience and sustainability of healthcare systems, 
creating a political window of opportunity for strengthening EU competences in this domain. 
At the same time, as already explained, the need to reach an agreement on Next Generation 
EU has weakened some of the ambitions of the EU, especially in the fields of research, 
humanitarian aid and healthcare, leading to a possible strengthening of the national dimension 
in the overall governance of the Union.  

As a matter of fact, nothing guarantees that the EU will be able to weather the storm without 
major problems. This is despite the achievements of the Von der Leyen Commission in 
mobilising unprecedented financial resources, which introduced the possibility of collecting 
money directly from financial market and imposing conditionalities to Member States11. Recent 
papers such as Borgioli et al. (2020) confirmed that the pandemic has hit Member States very 
differently, paving the way for a possible divergence that differing ability to spend and govern 

 
11 In October, the European Commission's first issuance of corona bonds with which to finance Next Generation 

EU was vastly over-subscribed. Investors placed bids for more than 233 billion EUR (8.35 trillion baht), far 
exceeding the initial 17 billion EUR on offer. This market reaction sent an unambiguous signal that a fully funded 
750 billion EUR recovery programme would soon be a reality. 
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financial resources may further exacerbate12. Torreblanca (2020) argues that the possible 
widening of North-South disparities may undermine the stability of the EU project in the 
months to come13. As Michael Leigh recently put it, a ‘relaunch of the EU’ scenario is still as 
possible as one of disintegration and backed by equally valid arguments14.  

The difficulty of predicting the future evolution of the pandemic reverberates also on any 
attempt to anticipate the next steps in EU integration. Here, as a preliminary working method, 
we try to map possible futures in terms of the evolution of the pandemic, the ensuing social, 
economic and political spillovers, as well as possible policy and governance responses at the EU 
level. For what concerns the pandemic, scenario-building exercises have already been initiated. 
For example, Bedford et al. (2020) define four futures based on the biology of SARS-CoV-2 and 
its human host, and the scientific responses to it (‘Vaccines work, antivirals fail’; ‘Antivirals 
work, vaccines fail’; ‘Medical interventions are effective and evolution works for us’; ‘Medical 
interventions fail and evolution works against us’). They also create five archetypal settings with 
different social, economic, and political characteristics; and overlay the four futures across the 
five settings.  

An important variable, besides the pandemic itself, will be Europe’s ability to ‘build back better’ 
and forge a more cohesive Europe after the crisis without compromising on its values. The 
ability of governments and institutions to learn from and react to moments of crisis has become 
a field of study in and of itself (Balleisen et al. 2017). For example, Falkner (2016) analyses the 
‘conglomerate of specific but interconnected crises’ that impacted the EU between 2008 and 
the early 2010s. She finds support for the neo-functionalist idea of spillover processes, leading 
to a higher level of authority in the domains where the EU already had competences, and a 
broader coverage of topics than before. In applying a modified and expanded version of the 
concept of different ‘orders of change’ developed by Peter Hall (1993), she finds evidence of 
adjustment of existing instruments (1st order change); innovations regarding the character of 
instruments or techniques (2nd order change); new policy goals or an altered hierarchy of 
priorities (3rd order change); and ‘paradigmatic change’ on the level of the discourse (4th order 
change).  

This theoretical framework could also prove useful when it comes to imagining the changes 
that could emerge from the pandemic in terms of policy adjustment, expansion of 
competences, shifting priorities and new narratives. Initial changes are already visible in the 
emergence of new powers for the Commission, a stronger mandate for the European Centre 
for Disease Prevention and Control, the emergence of healthcare and the European Health 
Union as a new priority in an area in which the EU had extremely limited competences, and the 
rise of resilience as a ‘new compass’ (along with sustainability) of EU policymaking. In this 

 
12 https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/economic-bulletin/articles/2020/html/ecb.ebart202007_02~b27e80 

89c5.en.html#toc1. 
13 https://www.santander.com/en/press-room/insights/authors/the-external-pillars-of-our-recovery. 
14 https://www.pubaffairsbruxelles.eu/relaunch-or-disintegration-what-Covid-19-means-for-the-future-of-

europe-europp-lse-blog/. 

https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/economic-bulletin/articles/2020/html/ecb.ebart202007_02%7Eb27e8089c5.en.html#toc1
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/economic-bulletin/articles/2020/html/ecb.ebart202007_02%7Eb27e8089c5.en.html#toc1
https://www.santander.com/en/press-room/insights/authors/the-external-pillars-of-our-recovery
https://www.pubaffairsbruxelles.eu/relaunch-or-disintegration-what-covid-19-means-for-the-future-of-europe-europp-lse-blog/
https://www.pubaffairsbruxelles.eu/relaunch-or-disintegration-what-covid-19-means-for-the-future-of-europe-europp-lse-blog/


17 | ALTERNATIVE FUTURES OF EU INTEGRATION AFTER THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

 

context, the first Strategic Foresight Report of the European Commission, published in 
September 2020, analyses the EU’s resilience in light of emerging megatrends, and proposes 
an agenda for incorporating resilience dashboards into wellbeing-oriented, EU policymaking. 
Other foresight scenarios focused on cohesion policy. Böhme and Lüer (2020) show that the 
speed of response required by the Covid-19 pandemic, accounting for a focus on fast spending, 
risks favouring short-term investments over long-term strategic choices, as well as side-lining 
some of the ambitions and expected benefits of earlier efforts to strengthen result orientation 
and performance frameworks. Research already shows the deterioration of Europe’s image as 
a champion of solidarity, as testified by the early findings of the HERoS project15 and by the 
debate spurred by the introduction of a new conditionality that links EU development aid to 
commitments by recipient countries to contribute to the management of migration flows by 
increasing cooperation on readmission16. 

Additionally, the evolution of EU governance cannot be predicted in isolation, with no reference 
to the parallel co-evolution of the global order. The pandemic is likely to impact relative global 
power dynamics, especially as China is likely to be less economically hit than the United States 
or Europe. In a recent contribution, Gaub et al. (2020) find that European foreign policy is 
entering an era of re-definition, which will require merging foreign policy needs with other 
policy areas such as environmental and technological matters, trade, strategic communication 
and health. The authors identify three exploratory scenarios: a ‘Strategic Distancing’ scenario, 
which entail greater distance between all global players including the EU (with the exception of 
Russia and China, which grow closer to each other in all three scenarios); a ‘Europe in Self-
isolation’ scenario, in which the pandemic shock leads to Europe withdrawing from a global 
role and turning inwards; and a ‘Lockdown World’ scenario, where the world falls evenly 
divided between two camps that have very little contact with each other. Depending on the 
scenario that materialises, the consequences in terms of pressure for change in the EU 
governance and institutional architecture would also differ.  

That said, developing coherent scenarios that depict possible futures for EU integration and 
governance after the pandemic requires, as a first step, a collection of drivers of change, and a 
discussion of their complex interactions that taken cumulatively lead to plausible, but very 
different future worlds. The next section contains a list of drivers that form the basis of two 
foresight workshops, after which we will be able to draw scenarios for the future of EU 
governance after the pandemic.  

1.2 A PRELIMINARY LIST OF DRIVERS  

As discussed in the previous sections, during and after a crisis like the Covid-19 pandemic the 
EU will face significant challenges, each offering different avenues for change within the EU’s 

 
15 https://www.heros-project.eu/. 
16 See the ‘Commission Communication on a New Pact on Migration and Asylum', COM(2020) 609, 23 September 

2020. 

https://www.heros-project.eu/
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internal governance system, and its presentation and action towards external actors. In this 
section, we present the preliminary list of relevant drivers of change considered and analysed 
by experts in our foresight scenarios, under two overarching research questions: how has the 
Covid-19 pandemic changed the internal and external drivers of change with regard to EU 
integration? What new futures might emerge for the post-Covid EU? 

1.2.1 EU Internal drivers and dynamics 

Several factors will affect the emergence of tensions and pressure for change inside the EU and 
shape the dynamics of interactions between Member States. They include the following: 

• The extent to which the EU will achieve coordination in vaccine policy (e.g., Hungary and 
Poland decided to anticipate the vaccine day, despite the Commission’s attempts to have a 
common date for starting vaccination on 27 December 2020). 

• The indirect impact of the pandemic and possible consequences for EU governance, 
including: 

o The economic impact of the pandemic, in particular on the convergence/divergence of 
economic performance across the EU27. 

o Member States’ ability to spend Next Generation EU funds, and possible future tensions 
with the European Commission in terms of conditionalities. 

o The social consequences of the pandemic, especially in terms of subjective wellbeing, 
mental health, and overall satisfaction with (and perception of) public policy decisions 
at the national and EU level. 

o Political dynamics in Member States, especially when it comes to elections and pro- or 
anti-European sentiment. 

o Eurozone ‘Crisis’. 

o State aids, from the temporary framework to the future revision of several key 
guidelines (e.g., EEAG, R&D) for EU recovery. 

o Re-nationalisation of policies (migration, security, etc.) 

o The evolution of sentiment towards global public goods such as health, the environment 
and paradigm shifts in public policy such as the SDGs and resilience-oriented policies. 

• The impact of strategic policy and governance decisions on the EU’s ability to act in a 
number of areas, including: 

o The Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2027 (including Next Generation EU) and 
its implementation. 

o The impact of Brexit on the internal cohesion of the EU. 

o The implementation of the Green Deal and the Just Transition. 
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o The EU industrial strategy, including i.a. the pharmaceutical strategy. 

o The EU strategy for data, especially for what concerns the data spaces on healthcare 
and administration. 

o The implementation of research and innovation projects, partnerships, missions and 
important projects of common European interest (IPCEIs) in strategic value chains for 
Europe. 

o The direct impact of the EU4Health project and the future European Health Union 
initiative17. 

o Reform of the Common European Asylum System. 

o The digital agenda and its technological sovereignty dimensions (including the possible 
implementation of the web tax, and the scaling up of GAIA-X). 

o The ‘Team Europe’ approach in development aid. 

o The creation of a European Bank for Development and a possible EU Agency for 
Development and Cooperation. 

o Possible other trends ‘up’, ‘down’ and ‘sideways’, and related spillover effects and chain 
reactions. 

1.2.2 External/global drivers 

The evolution of EU governance chiefly depends on the impact of the pandemic at the global 
level, and on the global order. The World Health Organization (WHO) already started to 
implement foresight methods on the long-term impact of the pandemic, as shown in Gariboldi 
et al. (2020), which chart twelve dimensions of the new future (see Figure 1 below). 

 
17 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/QANDA_20_956.  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/QANDA_20_956
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Figure 1. Twelve dimensions of the new future 

 

Source: Gariboldi et al. (2020) 

 

Similarly, for what concerns the evolving geopolitical trends triggered by Covid-19, Gaub et al. 
(2020) identify pre-existing and post-pandemic geopolitical trends including the possible rise of 
China; the uncertain future of transatlantic relations (now apparently being revived after Joe 
Biden’s victory in the US 2020 presidential elections18); the evolving tensions between the EU, 
Russia and the Western Balkans, as well as in the Southern neighbourhood; and the uncertain 
prospects of the democratic process in several countries. They also assess drivers such as 
changes in trade and global supply chains (and related dependencies), the evolution of health 
multilateralism, digital diplomacy, climate policy and global democratic activism.  

 
18 On 2 December 2020, a series of proposals for ‘a new transatlantic agenda for global change’ was published by 

the European Commission in a Joint Communication with the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy (hereinafter, the ‘Joint Communication’). See https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/joint-
communication-eu-us-agenda_en.pdf. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/joint-communication-eu-us-agenda_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/joint-communication-eu-us-agenda_en.pdf
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Additionally, long-term scenarios as developed by Rosa et al. (TRIGGER project deliverable, 
202119) extend to 2050 and explore changes to global governance systems and the role that 
the EU could play in shaping these worlds. These scenarios emerge from the complex interplay 
between different trends and factors within social, technological, economic, environmental, 
and political categories as well as 'additional‘ issues and topics that evade simple 
categorization. The TRIGGER scenarios bring alternative trajectories of these factors into a 
coherent narrative as related to different degrees of EU strength and global governance 
cohesion. These four scenarios incorporate some socio-political and economic repercussions 
to Covid-19 but remain focused on macro-level changes to global power and institutions with 
respect to ecological, geopolitical, and the ethical dimensions of various governance 
technologies. However, the TRIGGER scenarios titled ‘Building with Duplo®macy’; ‘World Wide 
Gaps’, ‘Reunited Nations’, and ‘Governing with Gaia’ may later be used to situate this project's 
outputs within a longer time horizon.  

Finally, since the onset of the pandemic a deluge of foresight scenarios have attempted to map 
various aspects of Covid-19-driven change. For example, Business Finland (2020) identified the 
following: Virtuality (solutions replacing physical interaction, virtual interaction and 
experiences grow both on the ‘business to business’ and ‘business to consumer’ sides); 
Consumer activities transfer online (speed and ease are highlighted in buying and delivery. 
Sharing and recycling solutions may become more common); technological competences 
become even more valuable (remote maintenance of machines and equipment, 3Dprinting, e-
commerce solutions, AI and platforms, industrial automation and robotics may scale up with 
the crisis); remote health and welfare services along with tele-education, and the corresponding 
technologies become more common (presenting the healthcare sector with a broad range of 
new possibilities); the meaning of home and living is in flux (homes are increasingly utilised for, 
for example, working, exercising, and cooking; communal living and moving to rural areas may 
increase their popularity). 

The OECD (2020) curated a collection of studies on foresight related to Covid-19 and offered a 
vision for the evolution of the pandemic and associated uncertainties. Table 1 below shows the 
result of scenario development with three possible futures (‘bad’, ‘worse’ and ‘even worse’) 
and three-time intervals (June-August 2020, September 2020-June 2021 and after July 2021). 

 

 
19 https://trigger-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/D5.2_Publication-of-Scenarios-for-Global-

Governance_v1.pdf. 

https://trigger-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/D5.2_Publication-of-Scenarios-for-Global-Governance_v1.pdf
https://trigger-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/D5.2_Publication-of-Scenarios-for-Global-Governance_v1.pdf
https://trigger-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/D5.2_Publication-of-Scenarios-for-Global-Governance_v1.pdf
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Table 1. Illustrative Scenarios of Future Spread and Effects of Covid-19 

 
Source: OECD (2020). 

 

For the purposes of our exercise, all these identified drivers will be important contributions to 
the development of possible scenarios for EU integration and governance. The following, 
preliminary list of macro and micro drivers was used as a starting input for our foresight 
workshops. 

Macro Scale (Global Context, Geo-politics, EU as a whole) 

• The duration and evolution of the pandemic, in terms of time and severity of health impacts 
(e.g., new variants and additional ‘waves’ of infections). 

• The relative success of vaccines and antivirals in mitigating the impact of the pandemic in 
the coming months/years (e.g., Bedford et al. 2020). 

• China’s Economic Power and Geopolitical Influence. 
• North Atlantic Relations and Partnerships. 
• Tensions with Russia and Western Balkans. 
• Mediterranean Neighbourhood (North Africa, The Levant, and Southern Europe). 
• Deteriorating social, political, and economic conditions in developing countries. 
• The Growing Global South and possible Covid-19 consequences (e.g., unsustainability of 

debt in some countries). 
• Climate Change and Environmental Impact of human systems. 
• Digital transformations and disparities, AI and cybersecurity challenges for democracy. 
• Globalisation and de-globalisation trends. 
• Urbanisation and de-urbanisation, Land-use policy and enforcement. 
• Privatisation of science and governance, including healthcare provision. 
• Demographic Change: Nations and Regions with Population Ageing and Decline versus 

Youthful population growth. 
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Micro Scale (socio-political Trends or Shifts, grassroots movements or communities, 
cosmologies and beliefs) 

• ‘Western’ Values and Beliefs. 
• Rise of social democratic narratives as opposed to free market ones. 
• Wedge Issues and Communities (temporary political groups). 
• Expanding Nationalism and Populism. 
• Changing social attitudes (cooperation, self-interest, community life). 
• Ageing and shrinking populations (excluding immigration effects). 
• Mutual Aid and Solidarity. 
• Inter-Generational Divisions and Coalitions (Climate/Economy/Health). 
• Trust and Knowledge formation. 

 

It should be noted that the term drivers was replaced with the more neutral and encompassing 
term factors during the workshops. In translating drivers of change into factors, the foresight 
team worked to eliminate phrasing that already pointed toward a specific future development 
path, as this work is reserved for the workshop participants as a process of building a collective 
understanding of each factor with respect to the domain in question, in this case EU integration 
and governance. This terminological shift is reflected both in the workshop documentation and 
this report from this point forward. As initial inputs into the scenario workshop process, 
considerable time was given to actively analysing these factors through participant discourse. 
Workshop discussions led to a tentative agreement among the experts identifying which drivers 
of change present the greatest influence and highest uncertainty in shaping EU integration and 
governance. High influence factors must be addressed in each scenario, whereas uncertainty is 
explored through an exploratory method called the Tetralemma (Schirrmeister et al., 
forthcoming). This is explained in greater detail in Chapter 4.  

Charting the future of EU integration and governance: four orders of change and two levels of 
possible landing zones 

As explained in Section 1 above, following Falkner (2016), it is useful to classify possible reforms 
in EU integration along four dimensions of change: 

I Order change. Adjustment of existing instruments. 

II Order change. Innovations regarding the character of instruments or techniques. 

III Order change. New policy goals or an altered hierarchy of priorities.  

IV Order change. Paradigmatic change on the level of the discourse. 

Dependent on the combinations of factors that emerged from our workshops, distinct 
alternative future scenarios for post-pandemic EU integration and governance emerged. Our 
taxonomy of medium-term scenarios, which builds on the 2017 White Paper on the Future of 
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Europe, can be articulated along the dimensions of EU membership, depth of integration, and 
instruments of governance, from which we can identify the following preliminary scenarios: 

• Business as Usual: the EU continues in its steady integration process without substantial 
changes; competences remain unchanged, temporary regimes (e.g., state aids are replaced 
by the status quo ante)  

• Multi-speed EU: a subset of Member States steps up integration in key strategic areas, 
possibly revolving around the Franco-German axis. 

• Tiered EU: tensions between Member States leads a group of countries to opt-out of 
significant portions of the EU acquis; this scenario is also compatible with a broader, more 
diffuse Europe, in which new countries join ‘wider Europe’ by adhering to a light version of 
the acquis (Emerson 2019). 

• Disintegrated EU: the EU project collapses due to unsustainable economic and social 
divergences and/or political tensions over issues such as migration or the rule of law. 

• Integrated EU as public good champion: the EU gradually expands into the provision of 
public goods such as climate (Green Deal), rule of law, healthcare for all, employment, 
education, solidarity and welfare (only domestically, or both internally and externally). 

• Expanded ‘Normative Power Europe’: the EU manages to strengthen its actorness at the 
global level by setting standards for a renewed multilateral order. 
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2. FOUR SCENARIOS FOR EU INTEGRATION: THE RESULTS OF TWO 

FORESIGHT WORKSHOPS 
The Covid-19 pandemic has and will continue to influence EU relationships both internally with 
its Member States, and externally with respect to geopolitics and global governance. While 
there is no shortage of foresight work being undertaken during this global crisis20, much of this 
work remains broad in its geopolitical scope and the topics being speculated upon. Therefore, 
while these prior scenarios remain informative and useful, this project is designed to 
concentrate strategic foresight methods and anticipatory reflection on the topic of EU 
Integration during and after the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Given that the Covid-19 pandemic is still unfolding, the case becomes stronger for an 
alternative futures approach to examining the possible long-term effect of the pandemic and 
its responses on the evolution of EU integration. ‘Alternative futures’ is an exploratory method 
deployed to develop a better understanding of what may yet happen, as opposed to postulating 
what is most likely to happen. The purpose of such an exercise is to better examine societal 
dynamics and measure the strengths and weaknesses of present day systems against the 
different possibilities presented in alternative futures. This enables the identification of areas 
that need strengthening, reform, or replacement in the pursuit of building social and systemic 
resilience. In the case of this project, these activities are directed at the examination of 
institutions, policies, and actors who actively shape EU integration, and how they might adapt 
to changing internal and external conditions. It seems that nothing has escaped or will escape 
the current and ongoing pressures that the pandemic has unleashed across global and local 
systems alike, and thus the scenarios must be crafted so as to reflect the ubiquitous influence 
of the pandemic, with a focus on the more specific implications for EU integration and 
governance. 

This project’s workshops were preceded by research to discover and organize internal and 
external factors that influence the future of EU integration and governance. This research 
included an examination of the theories that have emerged with respect to framing and 
assessing EU integration since the end of WWII, and their identification of factors that have 
shaped the evolution of EU integration to date.  

Beginning with these initial inputs, the project organized two digital workshops to develop a 
set of scenarios examining the impact of Covid-19 on the potential futures for EU integration 
and governance. The scenarios, set in the year 2040, aim to communicate a series of alternative 
worlds that might emerge from developments of internal and external factors. This factor 
development identifies the possibility space of both individual factors, and instances in which 
one or more factors reinforce one another to effect more disruptive change.  

 
20 Inayatullah, S. (2020), ‘Neither a black swan nor a zombie apocalypse: The futures of a world with the Covid-19 

coronavirus’, Journal of Futures Studies, Vol. 18; Gariboldi, M. I., Lin, V., Bland, J., Auplish, M., and Cawthorne, A. 
(2021), ‘Foresight in the time of COVID-19’, The Lancet Regional Health-Western Pacific, Vol. 6, No 100049. 
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In this document you will find a detailed description of the process and method that underpin 
each phase of the research and scenario development, as well as the distinct scenario worlds 
that emerged from those workshops and additional refinement from the project team.  

2.1 PROCESS AND METHOD 

The Futures of EU Integration workshop followed a multi-phase ‘scenario sprint’ format to 
facilitate the creation of alternative future scenarios illustrating the influence of the Covid-19 
pandemic on the evolution of EU Integration. The overall process, including the digital 
workshop series, is composed of the following steps: 

• Analysis of internal and external factors - trends, emerging issues, conditions, and 
dynamic relationships across the STEEP (social, technological, economic, environmental, 
political) framework - at both macro and micro scales  

• Prioritization of factors based on their impact on the futures of EU integration 
• Identification of alternative pathways for prioritized factors 
• Creation of ‘scenario cores’ 
• Drafting of initial scenario narratives 
• Scenario review, revision, and finalization activities. 

This process stems from the futures studies practice of developing alternative futures21, and 
harbours an understanding of the term ‘scenarios’ that is quite different from the term’s usage 
in planning literature22. In futures studies, the use of the term ‘scenario’ is much more aligned 
with the practices of world building23, as opposed to the more causal, event-based scenarios 
from strategic thinking, or the user scenarios from planning and design24. Thus, throughout 
both this process and this report, we have used the term ‘scenario’ as a way of referring to the 
conceptual space of possible futures in all their complexity and messiness.  

The scenarios developed through this process are examples of ‘coherently structured 
speculation25’ and are useful when they can be applied in the development of prospective 
thinking26 and to engender deeper levels of reflection and creativity with respect to future 

 
21 Mannermaa, M. (1986), ‘Futures research and social decision making: Alternative futures as a case study’, 

Futures, Vol. 18, No 5, pp. 658-670. 
22 Dator, J. (2019), ‘Alternative futures at the Manoa School’, in Dator J., A Noticer in Time, Springer, Cham, pp. 37-54. 
23 Duggan, J. R., Lindley, J., and McNicol, S. (2017), ‘Near Future School: World building beyond a neoliberal present 

with participatory design fictions’,  Futures, Vol. 94, pp. 15-23; von Stackelberg, P., and McDowell, A. (2015), 
‘What in the world? Storyworlds, science fiction, and futures studies’, Journal of Futures Studies, Vol. 20, No 2, 
pp. 25-46. 

24 Sparrow, O. (2001), ‘Making use of scenarios-From the vague to the concrete’, Scenario and strategy planning, 
Vol. 2, No 5, pp. 18-21. 

25 Van Notten, P. (2006), ‘Scenario development: a typology of approaches’, pp. 69-92. 
26 Godet, M., & Roubelat, F. (1996). Creating the future: the use and misuse of scenarios. Long range planning, 

29(2), 164-171. 
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possibilities27. The factors identified through horizon scanning research28 seed the initial 
workshop with ideas framing contemporary speculation about possible futures for EU 
integration. Recognizing that futures are social constructions29, much of the activities within 
the workshop series are designed to encourage deliberation and open discussion. This format 
shapes both the results of the workshop process - prioritized factors and scenarios - and the 
suggested uses for these results for future examinations of EU integration futures.  

2.1.1 Pre-workshop Scanning 

In advance of the workshop series, desk research and meetings internal to the project team 
were conducted to align both the working paper and the initial content used to seed the 
workshop. This research included an historical outline of major developments of EU integration 
theory from the last 60 years, and an introduction to pre-existing future-oriented work 
concerning EU integration. This information was complimented by a list of internal and external 
factors deemed influential on the futures for EU integration, particularly in light of the Covid-
19 pandemic and its effects on STEEP trends and emerging issues.  

During this phase we identified a list of influential factors driving change with respect to EU 
integration and classified them as primarily internal or external factors. Internal factors dealt 
mainly with EU governance institutions, instruments, and policy agendas, including responses 
to the Covid-19 pandemic within the EU. External factors included geopolitical forces, socio-
political dynamics, and technological issues, with particular interest to those related to the 
pandemic response and with a role to play in shaping EU integration. 

 
27 Bishop, P., Hines, A., and Collins, T. (2007), ;The current state of scenario development: an overview of 

techniques’, Foresight, Vol. 9, No 1, pp. 5-25. 
28 Könnölä, T., Salo, A., Cagnin, C., Carabias, V., and Vilkkumaa, E. (2012), ‘Facing the future: Scanning, synthesizing 

and sense-making in horizon scanning’, Science and public policy, Vol. 39, No 2, pp. 222-231. 
29 Fuller, T. and Loogma, K. (2009) ‘Constructing futures. A social constructionist perspective on foresight 

methodology’, Futures, Vol. 41, No 2, pp. 71–79.  
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Table 2. Initial Internal and External Factors selected from desk research results 

Internal Factors External Factors 
Eurozone ‘Crisis’ Pandemic Duration & Evolution 
Economic Backlash Vaccine Efficacy 
Pro or Anti- EU Sentiment China 
State Aid North Atlantic 
Brexit & internal cohesion ‘Western’ Values and Beliefs. 
Green Deal & Just Transition Economic Narratives 
EU industrial strategy Wedge Issues 
The Multiannual Financial Framework Expanding Nationalism and Populism. 
Re-nationalization of Policies Russia & Western Balkans. 
Citizen Sentiment on Public Goods Mediterranean Neighbourhood 
Data Strategy Developing Nations' Conditions 
R&I & Common Interests Growing Global South 
EU4Health Changing Social Attitudes 
Asylum System Ageing and shrinking populations 
Next Generation Funds Mutual Aid and Solidarity 
Pandemic Social Impact Inter-Generational Tensions 
Digital Agenda Climate Change 
EU Aid Digital challenges 
Vaccine policy De-/ Globalization 
 De-/ Urbanization 
 Trust and Knowledge formation 
 Private R&I / Governance 
 Demographic Change 

 

This initial list of factors was curated to provide workshop participants with some content for 
their consideration and was accompanied by a historical review of the major movements in EU 
integration theory from the past five decades. This work was presented to the participants as 
workshop preparation material shortly before the initial workshop.  

2.1.2 Workshop I 

The initial workshop was designed to accomplish three distinct phases of the scenario 
development process: 

• The identification of prioritized factors influential to the futures of EU integration 
• The mapping of alternative development pathways for factors independently 
• The creation of coherent scenario kernels (or core logics)  
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Phase 1: factor review and selection 

The first major activity of workshop I was the review of previously identified factors (distributed 
in the preparatory materials), and the elicitation of additional internal and external factors from 
the workshop participants. This activity was primarily dialogue driven in a plenary session 
during which all participant contributions were positioned within the visual context of the 
prepared factor selection. 

The final portion of this activity was a prioritization process, enabling the participants to select 
the six most influential internal factors, and the six most influential external factors with respect 
to the futures of EU integration. This prioritization process was also conducted through the 
online whiteboard voting system, in conjunction with additional voting strategies utilized for 
participants without access to the whiteboard. Each participant was allowed to cast up to five 
votes for both internal and external factors, and the final results of the prioritization (Table 3) 
were used in the next phase of workshop I.  

Table 3. Final Prioritization of Internal and External Factors influencing EU Integration. 

Internal Factors External Factors 
Citizen Sentiment On Public Goods China 
Next Generation Funds Perception of System Effectiveness: 

Authoritarian Vs Democratic Systems 
Green Deal & Just Transition Climate Change 
Vaccine Policy Digital Challenges 
Socio-Economic Inequalities, Including 
Health Inequalities 

US Destructive Decline 

Digital Agenda Expanding Nationalism and Populism 
 

Phase 2: Tetralemma: mapping factors’ alternative developments 

Once the selection of internal and external factors had been finalized, participants were split 
into smaller working groups to map the different trajectories each of the prioritized factors 
could take over the given time horizon. For purposes of this exercise, we utilized the 
Tetralemma method (paper forthcoming) as a cognitive framing instrument to facilitate the 
small group work. Each group was given 3 of the prioritized factors (either 1 internal and 2 
external, or vice versa) and guided through the Tetralemma framework by experienced 
facilitators.  
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Figure 2. The Tetralemma canvas used to map alternative trajectories for prioritized factors 

 
 

Figure 3. An example of completed Tetralemma canvas examining the factor 'Next Generation 
Funds'
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Phase 3: forming Scenario Kernels 

The final phase of the workshop was also conducted in the same small groups, asking each 
participant group to create ‘Scenario Kernels’ from the results of the Tetralemma process. 
Scenario kernels are composed of a factor alternatives from two or more Tetralemma boards. 
The factor alternatives are selected via group dialogue in an effort to identify alternatives that 
support or reinforce one another through different mechanisms. The relationships between 
factor alternatives are discussed by the workgroup participants, and recorded by the facilitator, 
for the purpose of describing the internal logics of coherence that give the kernel its substance.  

Figure 4. The basic instruction for creating a Scenario Kernel

 
 

The final plenary of the first workshop was organized around group presentations of the 
scenario kernels they had developed. This activity concluded the rather intense workload that 
participants had been asked to accomplish and resulted in three pools of results that would 
inform internal activities within the project team and provide the basis for workshop II.  

Inter-Workshop Activities 

Emerging from the first scenario development workshop, the project team had the co-created 
scenario kernels from each of the small work groups and moved into a stage of initial scenario 
draft development. An analysis of the scenario kernels enabled the project team to identify 
kernels whose internal logics were complimentary and could cohesively form the foundation 
for a narrative scenario (Figure 4). After the kernel mapping process was completed, initial 
scenario drafts were written based on a textual description of each kernel and the relationships 
between kernels that were uncovered during analysis. 
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Figure 5. Complimentary scenario kernels mapped to initial scenario drafts

 
 

The scenario drafts were reviewed by each of the workshop I facilitators to ensure that all major 
elements of each group discussion were included in one or more scenario text. These reviewed 
texts were then used as the basis for the central activities of workshop II. 

Additionally, the factor prioritization results from workshop I were revisited, and a secondary 
tier of influential factors was derived for use in workshop II. This list was composed of factors 
that had received numerous votes from participants but had not been included in the top six 
of internal and external factors. This factor list was generated to ensure that scenario revisions 
that occurred during workshop II would be built, at least in part, on the foundations laid in 
workshop I.  

Table 4. Secondary influential factors derived from workshop I prioritization activity 

Internal Factors External Factors 
Economic Backlash Pandemic Duration & Evolution 
Pro or Anti- EU Sentiment Growing Global South 
Eurozone ‘Crisis’ Demographic Change 
Pandemic Social Impact Russia & Western Balkans. 
Asylum System Trust and Knowledge formation 
EU Aid Artificial Intelligence and the loss of manual labour 
Equity in access to services in general UN reform 
Inter-generational equity  
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2.1.3 Workshop II 

The second workshop was designed as an expert review and revision of the scenario drafts that 
emerged from the first workshop. This workshop was organized as follows: 

• Overview of factors selected in first workshop, and explanation of their use in drafting 
scenarios 

• Review and revision of scenarios 
• Identifying concrete implications of the scenarios for EU integration and governance 

systems 

The first phase of workshop II was designed to ensure that participants understood a) what had 
occurred in workshop I (for those that could not attend), b) how the results from workshop I 
activities had been used in the production of the scenario drafts, and c) how workshop I results, 
e.g., secondary influential factors, might still be useful in workshop II activities. This review 
session was held in plenary, with an open Q&A session for participants to query the project 
team and other participants. 

At the conclusion of the review phase of workshop II, participants were once again separated 
into smaller work groups to review and revise the scenario drafts. This activity included a period 
of silent reading, and a facilitated discussion regarding the coherence of the scenario draft. 
Participants were asked to focus on increasing the statements and relationships between 
scenario kernels. To accomplish this, participants were asked to revisit the assumptions made 
with respect to the initially prioritized factors and utilize secondary influential factors to bolster 
each scenario narrative. Throughout these facilitated workgroup discussions, detailed notes 
were taken and recorded using a variety of visual and textual tools. 

A similar moderation technique was used for the final phase of workshop II, in which each small 
group was asked to reflect more pointedly on the scenarios implications for the possible futures 
of EU integration. To produce results across each of the groups that were comparable, and thus 
better outline the significant differences between the scenarios, each facilitator asked the 
workgroup the following questions: 

• What are implications of this scenario for EU integration? What is the size of the EU, and 
how is governance configured (e.g., concentric circles, multi-tiered)? 

• What types of institutional implications does this scenario imply? What does this scenario 
mean for the individual agencies and institutions of the EU? 

• What role does the EU play with respect to different policy areas (social welfare, security, 
etc.)? 

• What is the relationship between the EU and Member States in this scenario? 
• What does this mean for the external representation of the EU? 
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These discussions produced coherent conclusions about the implications for EU integration 
across the four scenarios and were integral to the post-workshop scenario refinement 
activities.  

2.2 FOUR SCENARIOS 

Scenario 1: The Optimistic New Deal 

The EU is successful in achieving the goals set out in its current vaccination policy and stands 
as a positive case study for democratic systems' capacity to deliver to citizens. This serves as a 
catalyst for rebuilding trust in democratic governance, and fuels the perception that democracy 
is a strong anti-body for any social tendencies toward authoritarianism, particularly in times of 
crisis. The EU Commission is able to utilize popular pro-EU momentum to create a centralized 
funding apparatus to stimulate economic growth and development projects across the EU. 
With time boxed negotiations, a clear framework for translating Union-wide plans to localized 
conditions, and new modes of agency oversight to ensure transparency, the new funding 
program enables EU institutions to take on a greater role in orchestrating continental unity. 
The ‘New Marshall Plan’ - as the centralized fund is affectionately called - is internally organized 
and unified around common positions. 

Internally, the EU is able to make policies that are agreed upon - creating incentives for states 
and companies to invest and take action according to a prioritization of ecological and social 
issues. The Green Deal and climate mitigation are imbued across all EU policies, and echoed 
across Member States’ policymakers, creating a 'strong sustainability' paradigm among public 
and private actors. Taxation policy is created to encourage investment while limiting ‘rent 
seeking’ dividends, and designed in a tiered manner that reduces fiscal pressure on poorer 
individuals and Member States. While the expense of the central fund and the new taxation 
structure are met with some initial resistance from more prosperous Member States, no 
additional nations elect to withdraw from the Union. To assuage the protests of some Member 
States, a new qualified majority voting system is established to help the EU overcome political 
deadlock, and to reaffirm the shared principles and expectations of continental governance. 

During this period of ‘common purpose and principles,’ the EU is able to align technological 
governance with the accepted values and principles of its constituents - digital systems security 
and personal sovereignty on data access and use. These policies create the conditions for a 
‘virtuous cycle’ of technological development and economic success built in combination with 
strong regulatory legislation and digital taxation. The standards and regulations that govern the 
digital world and global platforms’ activities within the EU are widely successful and become a 
model for other nations. Moreover, EU wide training programs support lifelong digital literacy 
and learning, helping citizens benefit from advanced digitalization both economically and 
socially. Consequently, the digital divide between urban and rural areas becomes smaller, and 
the benefits of the digital agenda are more equally distributed. Increasing social equality takes 
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the wind from the sails of nationalism and populism, socio-political polarization recedes, and 
strong cohesion builds around a ‘renewed social contract’ for EU society. 

This encourages strong citizen participation and engagement, building an overwhelming 
consensus within the EU for climate action at the global level. The EU is able to utilize cohesion 
and export its domestic legal provisions to global frameworks for climate policy, helping 
encourage the development of resilient and sustainable societies with partners around the 
world. Regained trust and confidence in democracy enable the EU to engage with China as a 
unified front with stronger supranational agency. Recognizing the importance of China and its 
allies in south-east Asia to meaningfully confront global issues, the EU establishes a mutually 
beneficial cooperation with both the ASEAN nations and the People’s Republic of China that 
helps level the playing field within international governance systems. A globally reaching 
‘Europeanization’ movement begins with extra-continental nations seeking to join the EU. Wary 
of any appearances of neo-colonialism, but excited by the prospect of rallying international 
support for its ecological and social justice agenda, the EU begins to consolidate its membership 
criteria into differentiated tiers. These reformation efforts solidify the EU’s move away from a 
trade-centred entity and begin to carve out a new type of network for global governance. This 
new model of multilateral partnerships provide an important counter weight to increasingly 
coercive and inflexible US policy stances that appear dominated by nationalist forces supported 
by populist political movements. Furthermore, these partnerships enable the EU and its 
partners to engage in global health and development operations in a sustainable manner and 
helps the EU further its global policies with respect to climate change.  

What are implications of this scenario for EU integration? What is the size of the EU, and how 
is governance configured (e.g., concentric circles, multi-tiered)? 

In this scenario, the EU has cohered and strengthened its position of actorness across the 
continent with broad public support. There is a core and periphery relationship between 
continental Member States and a global network of affiliates supporting ‘Europeanization’ of 
values and a shared global agenda. 

What types of institutional implications does this scenario imply? What does this scenario 
mean for the individual agencies and institutions of the EU? 

EU agencies and institutions have been granted more autonomy and authority to act across the 
core EU Member States, and often will work in partnership with peer institutions in non-EU 
nations. The centralized funding institution(s) that have been created are very influential.  

What role does the EU play with respect to different policy areas (welfare, security, etc.)? 

In some policy areas, national sovereignty has been passed to EU institutions, and the new 
qualified majority voting rules give EU institutions more power to act. However, Member States 
still retain sovereignty and autonomy if they choose to exercise it and are not limited access to 
funds etc. as long as they remain within the ‘common purpose and principles’ defined by the 
EU. 
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What is the relationship between the EU and Member States in this scenario? 

EU serves as a strong centralization of many governance functions, with funding instruments 
being a key lever to make use of public sentiment. Member States, backed by citizen support, 
trust in the EU to act in and on their behalf. 

What does this mean for the external representation of the EU?  

The EU’s unified front in global governance institutions, and in relationships with other 
supranational entities, enables the EU to pursue a more aggressive environmental and public 
health agenda. Given its commitment to quality of life and environmental protections, the EU 
is viewed by many smaller nations as a more reliable and preferable collaborator than China 
and the US.  

Scenario 2: The Wretched Fortress  

The Covid-19 pandemic strengthens the competition of different political systems, and nations 
seek shelter from external forces working to influence domestic elections and undermine the 
legitimacy of democracy. This is particularly apparent in the gestures of EU states and 
institutions, utilizing policy and regulations to limit the voice of authoritarian powers, pointedly 
China, Russia, and smaller proxy states that echo their 'strong leadership' messaging. With the 
United States continuing to teeter between increasingly divergent 'red' and 'blue' leadership, 
the EU and others have had no choice but to look elsewhere for reliable allies. As foreign actors, 
in particular Russia and China, become increasingly confrontational, they turn their extensive 
digital expertise into a formidable destabilizing force. This apparatus is capable of extensive 
hybrid warfare engagement and targets the EU to destabilize the Union and make further 
integration difficult or untenable. The EU's vaccination policy failure becomes a primary site of 
misinformation campaigns, and socio-political manoeuvering used to foreign actors’ 
advantage.  

The slow pace of the EU’s vaccination policy, coupled with the successes of external vaccination 
diplomacy programs, erode the Member States’ confidence in the efficacy of EU governing 
institutions. The increasing institutional stress to find compromise, and the difficulty in doing 
so, increasingly concentrates power within the more prosperous Member States, and leads to 
a more restricted EU budget. Facing hybrid warfare threats from abroad and new limitations 
on the scope of its charter, the EU refocuses all efforts and powers into solidifying the internal 
market and coordinating the expansion and unification of defensive capabilities. These actions 
spur increasingly strong Euroscepticism, particularly amongst younger generations, and initiate 
a notable ‘brain drain’ with skilled individuals often lured abroad in pursuit of greater relative 
freedoms, financial gain, and better quality of life. 

This confidence is put under further pressure by the continuously growing waves of refugees 
and migrants that seek entry into the EU - first those seeking health and economic relief from 
the Covid-19 pandemic, but increasingly climate refugees as parts of the world become 
unliveable due to inconsistent weather patterns (droughts, floods) and resulting conditions of 
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water scarcity and famine. Unable to create a unified plan to accommodate refugees, Member 
States pursue national policies that often stand at odds to generally recognized EU values. 
Restrictions on free movement, and increasingly militarized border enforcement policies, 
widen the gaps in a fragmented social fabric.  

The EU suffers from a multitude of societal disparities - based on wealth, social values, cultural 
diversity, digital literacy, generational differences, environmental expectations, etc. - and EU 
institutions are not perceived as responsive to citizen efforts to create more equitable and 
ecologically responsible societies. The transformative potential of the Green Deal was undercut 
by a strong push to return to business as usual in order to mitigate the socio-economic effects 
of the Covid-19 pandemic. This resulted in little progress being made toward systemic 
transformation (i.e., circular economics). Moreover, greenwashing campaigns by both public 
and private actors hide the true scope of the environmental crisis until the collapse of key 
ecosystems makes denial untenable.  

The wider conversation on Public Goods was subsumed by a focus on the Internet - held up as 
exemplary of all of the failings that a common service would be subject to if not governed more 
explicitly to reconcile market forces and the public good. These developments lead to a deep 
splintering of the Internet into insular networks, weakly policed and regulated given the 
capacities and resources required to do so. Within the EU, reactionary regulatory steps are 
quickly outpaced by technological developments. Digital taxation efforts become mired in the 
fray between security interests and corporate lobbying, whose international dominance 
continues to grow as they invent new ways to exploit the fractured digital landscape. 

What are implications of this scenario for EU integration? What is the size of the EU, and how 
is governance configured (e.g., concentric circles, multi-tiered)? 

The EU is greatly reduced in scope and power, if not size, and it seems likely that one or more 
Member States may opt to leave the Union under these circumstances. More importantly, the 
EU’s role in policy beyond single-market regulation is notably reduced.  

What types of institutional implications does this scenario imply? What does this scenario 
mean for the individual agencies and institutions of the EU? 

This scenario implies that a number of institutions and agencies would be reduced in size if not 
altogether eliminated. Any agency or institution that is not explicitly tied to economic stability 
or security seem in a tenuous situation at best.  

What role does the EU play with respect to different policy areas (social welfare, security, 
etc.)? 

The EU’s role seems limited beyond policy areas regarding market/economics and security. This 
development leaves many Member States to define social policy with more autonomy and 
creates additional opportunities for dissent between states.  
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What is the relationship between the EU and Member States in this scenario? 

Member States are where the critical policymaking authority resides regarding social welfare, 
research and innovation, development funding, and regulation and standards. Disagreement 
between the Member States seems to hinder the EU project.  

What does this mean for the external representation of the EU?  

External actors view the EU as a patchwork of un-orchestrated social and legal policy, but also 
as a relatively wealthy and useful market. Individual Member States have much more influence 
in terms of global coalition building, with the EU institutions themselves seen as powerful only 
through economic lenses.  

Scenario 3: A United Force 

Over the course of the Covid crisis, the EU demonstrated to its citizens that the ‘idea of Europe’ 
and the Union’s institutions were both resilient and capable in the face of stark challenges. As 
the tragedy of the pandemic and economic fallout raged on, citizens across all Member States 
came to realize just how relevant and influential the EU had become in making their daily lives 
better. Besides effectively orchestrated measures (vaccine policy and vaccine procurement 
with high safety standards), timely and reliable communication between EU representatives 
and their citizens was crucial to revitalizing the importance of the EU for the future of the 
continent. For many observers, the EU's vaccination policy owed its eventual success to a 
centrally orchestrated communication and awareness-raising program initiated to provide 
clear, consistent, and trusted news and updates to the entirety of the EU citizenry. Through a 
modernized, multi-channel communications strategy, EU institutions actively and publicly 
engaged with citizens from across the Union to create and enact appropriate responses - 
addressing concerns over the local impacts of the pandemic, the status of the vaccination 
program, and many other sensitive issues. Through this process of practical actions and clear 
communications between the EU and citizens, a sense of unity and resilience emerged across 
borders. 

This communication program’s success set the stage for the establishment of a new EU 
communications agency tasked with consistently communicating the challenges Member 
States face collectively, the agreed upon principles that define a common purpose for the 
majority of citizens in all Member States, and the positive effects of EU policies, institutions, 
and actions when supported uniformly. This communication agency is able to coordinate 
messaging that reinforces the benefits of being, and remaining, within the EU, by appealing to 
widely shared values and demonstrating effective use of funding programs. This is particularly 
effective, as EU institutions regarding public health and social welfare emerge from the 
pandemic as stalwart champions for the common good - capable of doing more if given more. 
The Commission and EU institutions galvanize the citizenry to rally around a united vision for a 
healthy EU ready to rebuild after the impacts of the pandemic - an effective tactic in tragic 
times. 
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The EU (Commission and States) carves out a lead-by-example approach to addressing systemic 
transformation, utilizing growing participatory, citizen momentum for social equity to increase 
quality and universal access to European Common Goods and critical social services. This 
approach to governance peacefully disarms many of the strongest voices of nationalism and 
turn the tides of populism into those of solidarity. Citizens are consistently updated with critical, 
relevant information, and asked to contribute to EU decision-making through a variety of 
transparent communications technologies and widely approved citizen-based ‘policy juries’. 
Over time, these technologies, and high levels of citizen engagement begin to reshape the 
European Parliament, with more directly elected representative officials being seated in the 
halls of governance. Building from this increased representation, and growing citizen 
engagement, the EU makes a major shift to majority voting in major policy areas.  

Starting with the EU’s recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic, national sovereignty in some 
policy areas is willingly passed to supranational EU institutions. As some States soften to the 
continued issuance of Eurobonds, semi-centralized economic policies become a key feature for 
EU governance, and a powerful instrument for addressing tensions between Member States. 
The use of new Eurobonds is first directed to the successful renewal and expansion of 
healthcare systems - a popular cause across the continent - and demonstrates the capacity for 
the EU to provide funding and support in projects for the common good. As the success of this 
program bears out in an abundance of positive citizen sentiment and anti-austerity political 
gestures, nations increasingly pass policy sovereignty to EU agencies and governing bodies in 
other domains. A singular EU digital agenda, for instance, emerges around strong legislation 
concerning the regulation of data accessibility, control of personal data, and standard practices 
for the utilization of data and digital infrastructure. 

For those policy domains that remain too sensitive for national sovereignty to be relaxed, many 
new intergovernmental cooperative initiatives are negotiated. For instance, with respect to a 
number of SDGs, and the social equity disparities across Member States, these coalitions enable 
focused progress towards SDGs to be made through mutually beneficial agreements between 
relevant states. This mode of maintaining sovereignty in some policy areas while still enabling 
necessary change frees up the Commission and EU institutions to focus their attention on 
achieving larger-scale, longer-term, mission-oriented goals for the Union. Such arrangements 
are often brokered by, or include participation of, one or more EU agencies to help align 
regional and supranational goals under the broader EU agenda.  

This is exemplified by the EU’s supranational agencies' regionalized focus on addressing climate 
change mitigation within the EU and sharing data, innovation and other outputs with a 
receptive global community. Internally, the EU is able to make policies that are agreed upon. 
This is thanks to the popularly supported ‘socio-ecological values’ paradigm wherein 
safeguarding societies and natural environments is given top priority for funding and 
development. Through these locally articulated values and the evolving participatory 
governance framework of the EU, incentives emerge for states and companies to invest and 
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take action according to a multi-level prioritization of ecological and social issues through policy 
and funding programs.  

As the EU's supranational institutions are granted more autonomy to pursue a European vision 
and mission as global policies, the continent increasingly becomes a beacon and ally to nations 
of the global community. The EU is able to utilize cohesion and export its legal provisions to 
global frameworks for climate policy, helping encourage the development of resilient and 
sustainable societies with partners around the world. As opposed to the increasingly 
unpredictable (and harmful) behaviour of the United States, or the ‘growth at any cost’ ethos 
that seems to drive the People Republic of China's foreign policy, the European Union stands 
as proof that good governance and a commitment to social and environmental justice are 
reflective of a world ready for change. 

What are implications of this scenario for EU integration? What is the size of the EU, and how 
is governance configured (e.g., concentric circles, multi-tiered)? 

In this scenario, the EU has become much stronger as a governance actor, with its current 
membership solidifying and expanding (possibly including the Balkan states). Additionally, the 
EU’s vision has wide global appeal, with far-flung nations signing on in support and in effect 
becoming satellite ambassadors of the EU’s principles.  

What types of institutional implications does this scenario imply? What does this scenario 
mean for the individual agencies and institutions of the EU? 

Institutionally, the EU is a much stronger central organizing and policy making organization. 
Individual institutions and agencies have a greater supranational powers with regards to some 
areas of policy development and rulemaking.  

What role does the EU play with respect to different policy areas (social welfare, security, 
etc.)? 

With the support of its citizens, the EU and its supranational agencies play an important role in 
shaping policy and actions that address global and local issues with respect to regional contexts. 
The EU is a strong actor in overall policy-goal setting but utilizes its governance apparatus to 
sensitize operational policy to differentiated needs and requirements across Member States.  

What is the relationship between the EU and Member States in this scenario? 

Member States have ceded some of their sovereignty to the EU but maintain authority within 
policy areas that are deemed vital to national interests. Overall, the EU has become an 
overwhelmingly popular focal point in many policy areas and acts with a broad base of support 
from across Member State constituencies.  
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What does this mean for the external representation of the EU?  

From an external perspective, a strong unified EU has become an essential partner in 
addressing global affairs. The EU’s vision regarding environmental justice and the development 
of sustainable societies has resonated with many developing nations who willingly endorse and 
partner with EU led coalitions. Many developed nations, frustrated with Chinese and US 
dominance, also support the EU’s vision and principles.  

Scenario 4: The Chinese Province 

The EU vaccination policy was a patchwork of successes, but the Covid-19 virus continued to 
evade global inoculation through mutations, unequal vaccination, misinformation, and 
inconsistent policy responses regarding travel, business opening and social gatherings. Nations 
around the world remained stymied by the continuing pandemic for years, and some 
governments faced a very potent crisis of legitimacy. An increasingly large portion of the EU 
citizenry called for EU-issued funding to be tied, with enforceable policy, to research and 
development projects that focused on the safeguarding and provision of 'Public Goods.' As this 
movement crystallized, many seemingly disparate socio-political communities formed unstable 
constellations - polarizing the public debate on the definition of public or common interests. 
The fight to define 'justice' in the distribution of funding initiated the splintering of EU Member 
States, as some nations began threatening to leave if they are not granted more autonomy. 

The polarization of the EU socio-political landscape has been consistently exploited by 'dark' 
players - digital groups with no traceable backing or support by state or private actors. These 
groups seem intent on malicious and destructive action across the digital spectrum but remain 
outside the reach of enforcement powers. Accusations of interference and manipulation have 
flown against Russia and its Balkan state satellites, and across the Atlantic, where the 
increasingly militant conservative social forces in the US look to disrupt a 'progressive' agenda 
in communities around the world. The instability sown by digital dark players, in combination 
with the highly polarized political environment, has enabled radical authoritative leaders to 
take the mantle of power in some EU nations.  

At the same time, China's growth has continued unabated in terms of economic wealth and 
geopolitical influence, reinforcing its position as an essential partner for working on global 
concerns and issues. It has cemented its position as a dominant source of capital - issuing a 
spate of relief loans to states and businesses as they sought to emerge from the pandemic. 
These strategic policies have enabled the PRC to leverage a new approach to addressing climate 
change across many developing regions of the Global South. It has increased its influence across 
the EU through high-level industrial and economic private partnerships and creating economic 
dependency in Member States and neighbouring nations through loans and investments. In 
recognition of China’s position and influence, its ‘socialist consultative democracy’ is 
recognized by the EU as a legitimate democratic theory and system. With China's single party 
governance less of an issue, it becomes a more powerful voice within global institutions, and 
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positions its ‘Green Way’ agenda as the leading alternative to achieving IPCC goals concerning 
emissions and global warming.  

Within the EU, climate change issues built pressure as an increasingly urgent socio-political 
matter, and deepened fractures across the EU’s cultural fabric. Unsurprisingly, a patchwork of 
environmental conservation groups became strong supporters of a new brand of militant 
politics, and ‘eco-authoritarianism’ movements began sweeping across EU Member States. 
Composed of inter-generational activists, and particularly bolstered by growing youth 
participation in political systems, these ‘parties’ quickly learned how to use their destabilizing 
power to upset traditional politics. Surprisingly, these groups were strong proponents of 
utilizing technological systems to enforce their ideals. Citing the success of the PRC’s Social 
Credit system, and concerned with growing information security issues, the EU’s digital agenda 
became structured to enable more oversight and consumer nudging in pursuit of its ambitious 
environmental and ecological goals. Though viewed by many as supranational surveillance, 
‘climate warriors’ and their political allegiances drummed up support for the new digital 
agenda.  

The adoption of such technologies, even in pursuit of noble ecological causes, coupled with the 
radical new restrictions being placed on individual liberties, was the final straw for some of the 
EU’s more liberal Member States. The exit of Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Finland, and France was nearly enough to destroy the EU project. However, Germany, Italy, and 
Spain - utilizing their new energy partnerships with Northern African nations and their industrial 
relationships with China - were able to forge a new understanding of the EU as an essential 
component of a comprehensive Eurasian market. The ascension of Russia and the Balkan states 
into EU membership solidified a new global policy bloc and the EU now represents the western 
edge of a Eurasian global power. Together they seek to usher in a new era of environmental 
and social discipline prepared to confront climate change.  

What are implications of this scenario for EU integration? What is the size of the EU, and how 
is governance configured (e.g., concentric circles, multi-tiered)? 

In this scenario, the EU becomes reduced in size with the most liberal Member States leaving 
the Union following the adoption of surveillance technologies and reductions on civil liberties. 
For those states that remain, the EU becomes a strong central authority in some domains, and 
an arbiter towards compromise in others.  

What types of institutional implications does this scenario imply? What does this scenario 
mean for the individual agencies and institutions of the EU? 

In this scenario, due to changes in membership and more conservative alignment of ‘values’ 
some EU agencies and institutions would be emboldened in their capacity to take action (ex. 
EEA, EDA) while others will have seen their operations curtailed (ex. EUIPO, EUROFOUND).  
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What role does the EU play with respect to different policy areas (social welfare, security, 
etc.)? 

The EU plays a stronger role in setting policy in the fields of security, digital development, and 
research and innovation, while social welfare policy areas revert to being led by individual 
Member States.  

What is the relationship between the EU and Member States in this scenario? 

The schism between those EU states that have remained, and those who have left, has 
impacted how the EU is perceived by its remaining members. The more authoritative EU only 
works if it has the backing from its remaining members.  

What does this mean for the external representation of the EU?  

Together with the PRC, the EU is viewed as a major influence on global agenda setting. This is 
a powerful combination of regulatory powers and funding sources, and together these nations 
are viewed as progressive in terms of their policy agenda, but aggressive with respect to their 
restrictions on civil liberties.  

2.3 DISCUSSION 

Overall, the scenarios point to some very different possible configurations of the EU and the 
futures of integration that might take shape in the next 20 years. Each scenario addresses the 
variety of factors and trends that are influencing the EU’s contemporary approach to 
integration and attempts to capture essential ideas regarding the complex interactions that 
these factors have with one another. For instance, while the healthcare and economic 
responses to the Covid-19 pandemic remain important factors in each scenario, there are quite 
clearly a number of internal social factors and general external uncertainties that must be 
monitored going forward.  

One factor that seems underrepresented within each scenario is the general long-range trend 
toward digitalization and the perhaps fading importance of national borders. Remote work 
opportunities, in combination with automation of various industrial production operations, 
could radically change what types of work are needed around the world, and where those 
opportunities might be best addressed. In effect, will the EU, and other geopolitically founded 
governance entities (China, US) really be able, or willing, to police more fluid exchanges of 
digital labour, digital payment, and physical mobility? Will such fluidity dampen or excite the 
topic of integration for prospective members? What effect might it have on existing Member 
States?  

Do such glancing treatments of issues like digitalization of work signify that these scenarios are 
somewhat inadequate? On the contrary, these are precisely the questions that scenarios are 
meant to provoke. Scenarios are incomplete by design but created to be useful for exactly this 
reason. Any given scenario is meant to provoke conversations about the desirability of the 
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presented world, and the elements that describe a world’s coherence. These conversations are 
then used to help a group analyse their position to effect change going forward so that a more 
preferable world might emerge.  

For example, two of the scenarios examine an EU that has gained additional authority to act 
both within the EU, and on behalf of all Member States in the global context. In these scenarios, 
trust and support of the general EU citizenry is a critical driver of this shift in governmental 
powers. Additionally, it is within these scenarios that ‘Western’ values are retrenched into 
governance - establishing a common set of purpose and principle that builds internal and 
external support for the EU project. This trust and support can be fostered through a variety of 
mechanisms (financial instruments, coordinated information dissemination, solidarity building 
projects, etc.), but should always be reflective of principles that unify and define a sense of 
‘Europeanness’. This commonality across scenarios can be a strong initiation point for a 
conversation about the importance of trust-building, and the approaches to achieving it for 
governing institutions. These scenarios sketch out some concepts about building, maintaining, 
and utilizing public trust, but no scenario offers a definitive roadmap for accomplishing this 
feat. Again, this is by design, as the conversation concerning trust should be the focus of the 
group that is employing these scenarios in the first place.  

Additionally, for those scenarios in which ‘European’ values and principles fail to play a more 
meaningful role in EU policy development, and intra-state relationship building, the EU is 
destabilized to some extent. In these scenarios, nations either leave the EU entirely or reclaim 
national sovereignty, and in so doing they leave themselves vulnerable to external threats and 
actions. Often in these scenarios, Covid-19 response failures (either in vaccination policy, fiscal 
policy, or misinformation) play a role in fuelling nationalistic sentiments and making external 
partnerships (with China, Russia, the US) more desirable for some states within, or in close 
proximity to, the EU. Does this relationship between European principles and future integration 
really exist? That is the type of question the scenario exercise is meant to bring forth from a 
group, and exactly the type of conversation that should be encouraged as valuable in its own 
right. 
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3. CONSEQUENCES OF THE FOUR SCENARIOS FOR EU POLICY IN THE 

DEVELOPMENT AND HEALTH DOMAINS 
Scenarios, and their development processes, function in two distinct modes of creating and 
communicating images of the future. On the one hand, for the participants engaging with the 
scenario development process itself, the activities of research and rigorous imagination foster 
‘futures literacy’ - or the capacity to ‘use the future’ (Miller 2018). This includes recognizing and 
grappling with the complex systems that define a topic area (EU integration), articulating and 
examining anticipatory assumptions, socially constructing meaningful understandings of these 
systems and their morphological dynamics, and engaging in a co-creative process that fosters 
reflexive learning through an iterative cycle of scenario creation, review, and refinement. It is 
through these phases of the scenario development process that the co-creators of the 
scenarios increase their capacity to deepen and utilize the possibility space of alternative 
futures. Developing a ‘futures literacy’ capacity by engaging with these activities can help 
individuals and teams navigate circumstantial uncertainty and be better prepared to adapt to 
dynamic conditions (Wilenius 2020). However, once the workshops are over and the scenario 
development process comes to a close, the finalized scenarios take on a life of their own as 
representations of possible futures for audiences who were not a part of the original scenario 
development process. 

With the publication of this report, these scenarios are being set free to do the work for which 
they are intended. There are a number of methods and activities that can use these scenarios 
as starting points for internal foresight research, future-oriented public engagement, and other 
forward-looking activities (FLA). For instance, these scenarios might be converted into a serious 
game like the Scenario Exploration System30 (Bontoux, 2016) for education or training purposes 
or for exploring strategies and their future relevance (OECD 2019)31. Additionally, the scenario 
might be utilized in their current narrative form to foster internal organizational learning, to 
develop or expand a group’s vision, and to present bold, if challenging, concepts and ideas into 
the group’s collective conscious (Bezold, 2010). These scenarios can be combined with 
additional foresight activities like the futures triangle or a more in-depth Causal Layered 
Analysis process (Inayatullah, 1998, 2017)3233. Most importantly, these scenarios then are not 
meant to be the final word on EU integration, rather quite the opposite - a warm up exercise 
for any group that is interested in approaching the futures of EU integration with openness and 
curiosity. 

 
30 Bontoux, L., Bengtsson, D., Aaron, R., and Sweeney, J. A. (2016), ‘The JRC scenario exploration system-from study 

to serious game’, Journal of Futures Studies, Vol. 20, No 3, pp. 93–108. SES Toolkit available here: 
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/image-gallery/scenario-exploration-system-ses.  

31 https://oecd-opsi.org/toolkits/scenario-exploration-system-ses/. 
32 Inayatullah, S. (1998), ‘Causal layered analysis: Poststructuralism as method’, Futures, Vol. 30, No 8, pp. 815–829. 
33 Inayatullah, S. (2017), ‘Causal Layered Analysis’ in Prospective and Strategic Foresight Toolbox’,  Futuribles 

International, Vol. 21.  

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/image-gallery/scenario-exploration-system-ses
https://oecd-opsi.org/toolkits/scenario-exploration-system-ses/
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EU integration, and its futures, has been and will continue to be an important topic for the EU, 
its Member States, and the host of external actors that have relationships with Europe. We 
know that as the world has changed, EU integration - from concept and theorization to policy 
and public perception - has taken on new contours and edges. The EU has global influence, but 
is also a complicated entity - in short, it is still under development and subject to change. These 
scenarios outline some of those potential changes and ask future readers to engage with those 
possibilities as the EU, and the world, slowly emerges from the Covid-19 pandemic and all of its 
consequences.  

3.1 EU’S ACTORNESS AND EFFECTIVENESS IN DEVELOPMENT AND HEALTH POLICY IN THE 

OPTIMISTIC NEW DEAL SCENARIO 

Under the ‘Optimistic New Deal’ scenario, the EU would see a considerable increase in its 
internal capacity to coordinate, thanks to stronger institutions and high levels of trust among 
both Member States and citizens. Internal strength and trust are also accompanied by a 
smoother decision-making process, facilitated by the adoption of a broader reliance on 
Qualified Majority Voting in key areas of EU policy, as well as the gradual expansion of EU 
competences in key domains such as health, education and the rule of law. This is initially 
facilitated by the regular, transparent use of conditionalities in the allocation of centrally 
sourced funding, which improves economic conditions in Member States thanks to the EU 
institutions’ ‘Triple A’ in financial markets. Member States gradually realize that the 
centralization of certain competences, properly coupled with attention for local conditions and 
empowering of local communities, can deliver greater resilience and overall economic, social 
and environmental sustainability. In the name of the ‘common purpose and principles’, 
solidarity becomes embedded in the EU agenda as part of a joint commitment towards 
resilience and sustainability. The EU mainstreams its ‘Industry 5.0’ approach by successfully 
reforming industrial policy to make it an engine of systemic transformation: this also applies to 
technology policy, which becomes human-centric and reliant on common EU-wide data spaces, 
where both personal data and industrial data are adequately protected. Through its reinforced 
poly-centric governance, the EU thus becomes a model for its successful implementation of the 
‘twin transition’: green and digital go hand in hand, the EU’s approach to capitalism is reformed 
to go beyond shareholder and stakeholder capitalism, and the EU pretends that corporate 
responsibility applies to the whole value chain. A pan-European policy on up- and re-skilling 
leads the continent to successfully approach full employment, as well as the creation and 
nurturing of human capital.  

The internal strength of the EU also reverberates on its ability to play a leading role in global 
governance, by leading a large number of ‘allies’ towards the pursuit of global public goods. 
The ‘EU model’ becomes a modus operandi in development, and is successfully mainstreamed 
in the external action of the EU, as an alternative model to the ones pursued by the United 
States and China. Developing countries gradually come to realize that, after decades of internal 
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arm wrestling, the EU project has now reached maturity and stability, and can truly perform its 
role of force for good.  

3.1.1 Development policy under the Optimistic New Deal 

Under this scenario, the EU would be able to step up its prominence in development policy in 
many ways.  

• The EU would play a leading role in protecting the multilateral order: this is due to its 
insistence in reforming (rather than eliminating) the WTO and pushing for the centrality of 
the United Nations’ agenda for 2030 and later 2040.  

• Agenda 2040 looks very much like the ‘EU approach’: human-centric, resilient and 
sustainable, coupling digital humanism with more a deferential approach to planetary 
boundaries.  

• Rather than relying on the ‘Brussels effect’. i.e., on the spontaneous emulation of EU rules 
by non-EU countries, the EEAS steps up a strategic advice group that significantly improves 
the EU’s ability to negotiate in international context, and forge coalitions with like-minded 
countries where needed. The crisis of the United States’ democratic system, drowning in 
populism and isolationism, reinforces the EU’s prominence and attractiveness vis à vis 
(re)emerging powers such as Japan, India, Brazil and Nigeria. The EU’s renewed ability to 
behave strategically is further strengthened by the enhanced cohesiveness of EU and 
Member States’ development and cooperation policies. 

• From an institutional perspective, the EU would be able to further push the consolidation 
of its multi-level governance, by creating a single agency for development and cooperation 
(EURADEC) and a European Union Bank for Sustainable Development (EUBSD), which 
becomes much bigger and more ambitious than the recently created European Investment 
Bank (EIB) branch devoted to sustainable development34. The governance of both 
institutions successfully incorporates Member States’ Development Finance Institutions. 
Furthermore, the new agency and bank create an ‘external tier’ of structured partnerships 
with other multilateral development banks (World Bank, African Development Bank, Asian 
Infrastructure and Investment Bank, Inter-American Development Bank, etc.) as well as key 
non-state actors (e.g., foundations, private donors), which allows it to launch a number of 
mission-oriented orchestration schemes to address global challenges such as climate 
change, education, the rule of law, and human-centric technology deployment.  

• EU development policy becomes chiefly focused on the creation and retainment of value at 
the local level. EU manages to convince developing countries that its new modus operandi 
is far from the neo-colonial approach of the past, and fully learns the lesson of Covid-19, 

 
34 Failing forward? Half-baked institution. 
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when it became gradually clear that not only ‘no one is safe until everyone is safe’, but 
safety and resilience require development and local empowerment everywhere around the 
globe. It shows this in its approach to data governance and intellectual property rights, as 
well as through a global policy for including developing countries in value chains. Trade and 
development policy converge, and the EU is able to better leverage its prominence and 
expertise in the trade-regulatory nexus, exercising legal empathy vis-à-vis developing 
countries and enticing them to gradually (not abruptly) converge to high standards. This is 
the case for key aspects of the EU acquis, including the Carbon Border Adjustment 
Mechanism (CBAM) and other aspects of the Green Deal.  

• A key component of the renewed EU approach to development is the development of a 
stand-alone EU ‘technology stack’, which comprises both infrastructure for development 
(e.g. 6G, optical fibre, satellite, edge/cloud networks, deployment of the Internet of Things); 
access to computational capacity (e.g. high-performance computers, quantum computers); 
community-based education and data management services; support to democratic 
institutions (e.g. fighting disinformation, science communication, empathy-based citizen 
engagement); and digital solutions for financial inclusion as well as to fight corruption and 
ensure fair treatment of workers and citizens. In providing aid for development, the EU 
embeds its ‘Charter of digital fundamental rights’ (which improves on the digital principles 
presented in 2021) in all its actions, making digital technologies a force for good. Developing 
countries are offered access to key services, such as Copernicus observation data for 
agriculture, and the possibility to use the ‘Destination Earth’ (i.e., the digital twin of the 
Earth) model to model their industrial policies on the basis of their possible climate and 
biodiversity impacts.  

• From a more geo-strategic perspective, this also means that the EU succeeds in developing 
its own global connectivity policy based on the ‘global gateway’. While alternative to the 
Chinese Digital Silk Road in its recognition of human rights and emphasis on the fair 
treatment of workers and overall sustainable development, the EU approach manages to 
avoid a full splinternet, and both US and Chinese technologies are blended in the EU 
technology stack under rather far-reaching and rigid technical and regulatory conditions. 
The EU retains overall control over the semantic and legal interoperability of data flows 
over the global gateway, in cooperation with the involved countries.  

3.1.2 Health policy under the Optimistic New Deal 

In the Optimistic New Deal, the EU gradually becomes a leading force for good, which 
encompasses both the internal and external mainstreaming of health policies in a successful 
EU agenda and acquis. Key developments include the following: 

• The EU manages to convince Member States that further centralization of competences in 
the hands of strong institutions is the best way to ensure resilience in the face of future 
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health crises, and specifically on cross-border health threats. The ECDC’s surveillance 
function is strengthened (through the successful operation of a ‘network of reference 
laboratories’), and several non-EU countries start gravitating around the activities of the 
EU. The ECDC and EMA see their mandate and budget further strengthened, and HERA 
eventually becomes an independent agency, with sufficient budget to organize pan-
European emergency plans (based on horizon scanning), carry out training of national and 
local health authorities, and fund R&D on ‘Disease X’, with a view to enhance Europe’s 
preparedness in case of future emergencies. The prominence of EU agencies (including the 
EFSA) gradually surpasses that of the US CDC, BARDA and FDA.  

• In the context of the European Health Union, as well as in the European Semester, more 
coordination is achieved between the EU and Member States on ensuring accessible and 
affordable medicines for all. Shorter and diversified supply chains for pharmaceuticals, 
protective equipment and medical devices are developed thanks to the EU renewed 
industrial strategy, contributing to EU’s resilience. A stronger EMA contributes to speedier 
approval processes, more targeted advice on R&D funding of new medical products and 
countermeasures, and stronger coordination of clinical trials.  

• In recognition of the importance of data interoperability in the domain of health, the EU 
successfully sets up a well-governed health data space that guarantees the interoperability 
of electronic health records, and the mobility of patients throughout the territory of the EU. 
The success of the Green Pass becomes the foundation for a well-shaped, world-class 
system for electronic identity, with adequate safeguards in terms of user control over data. 
On the contrary, trust in the EU mitigates the concerns related to the possible reuse and 
abuse of personal data in healthcare.  

• Health becomes a pillar of the Union in its own right, and a very prominent one: in 
relaunching the sustainable development strategy in 2024, and in discussing the new 
budget in 2027, health and (more generally) well-being gradually become the cornerstone 
of a deeper medium-term agenda, in which the concept of ‘one health’ becomes a key pillar 
of resilience for the Union; and health is mainstreamed in all policies, becoming the core 
concept behind a broad strategy for well-being and sustainability. Following the example of 
Scandinavian countries and New Zealand, among others, the EU adopts a strategy aimed at 
preserving the ‘four capitals’ (human, economic, social and natural capitals), which is 
successfully embedded into both the internal and external action of the Union. 

• At the global level, the EU successfully leads the negotiation on a Framework Convention 
for Pandemic Preparedness, leading to a deep reform and expansion of the 2005 
International Health Regulations (IHR). Such expansion, following the report of the Review 
Committee on the Functioning of the IHR, includes more binding commitments and new 
obligations to share pathogens and genome sequence information, maintaining the global 
supply chain and equitable access to countermeasures, and prevention and management 
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of zoonotic risks as part of the One Health approach. After a difficult negotiation, China 
accepts to opt into the Framework Convention, which avoids a split in global health 
governance and revives the role of the WHO as catalyst of global efforts to strengthen 
health resilience35. Non-state actors join the framework convention, expressing their 
commitment to ensure the interrupted operation of value chains and mobilize their 
expertise to deliver medical countermeasures on the ground rapidly and effectively. 
Multilateral Development Banks also launch together with non-state actors and key 
orchestration schemes a mission-oriented partnership to ensure the permanent operation 
of a COVAX-like mechanism.  

• The Optimistic New Deal scenario is also compatible with a new approach to delivering 
access to healthcare and empowering local communities in developing countries. The EU, 
by practicing in its external action what it preaches in terms of ‘common purpose and 
principles’, ensures that developing countries can freely access the EU health data space 
and interoperate with it; and health-related indicators become prominent in appraising the 
effectiveness of development policy initiatives and investment in developing countries. The 
EU launches ambitious actions to ensure that African, Latin Americas and less developed 
South-East Asian countries are not excluded from future health-related value chains, and 
gradually step up their ability to produce and distribute vaccines and medical 
countermeasures. These countries adhered to the Framework Convention under the aegis 
of the WHO, and the newly established coordination institutions, orchestrated by the EU 
Bank for Sustainable Development, end up creating value at the local level, lifting many 
developing countries out of their current dependency on foreign supply. 

3.2 EU’S ACTORNESS AND EFFECTIVENESS IN DEVELOPMENT AND HEALTH POLICY IN THE 

WRETCHED FORTRESS SCENARIO 

The Wretched Fortress scenario sees the EU facing severe difficulties due to its inability to get 
its act together during the vaccination campaign. This leads to rising Euroscepticism and a 
significant slowdown in the process of integration, as well as in the departure from pure 
growth-based economic paradigms. The Green Deal does not succeed as the new ‘North Star’ 
of the EU agenda, and fragmentation in the digital ecosystem hampers the EU’s plan for the 
twin transition and for the ‘global gateway’ strategy as ways to project its agenda onto the 
global order. Tensions on the external front invigorate the tensions on the home front, with 
mass migration leading to social unrest and renewed support for populists. The consequences 
for both development and health policy are extremely significant and are briefly illustrated 
below.  

 
35 The statement issued by political leaders on 30 March 2021 explicitly referred to a treaty ‘rooted in the 

Constitution of the WHO, drawing in other relevant organizations key to this endeavour’. Cooperation with other 
intergovernmental organizations is covered in Article 70 of the Constitution of the WHO. 
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3.2.1 Development policy under the Wretched Fortress scenario 

Under this scenario, the EU has not managed to proceed in its institutional reform. Neither a 
new agency for development, nor a stand-alone bank encompassing both EU and national 
Development Fund Institutions (DFIs) is created. Together with this lack of consolidation both 
at the central level and on field, the partial failure of EU vaccination and the shrinking weight 
of the EU in the global economy lead the EU model to gradually lose appeal among developing 
countries. An aggressive China conquers new allies in South-East Asia, Africa and Latina America 
thanks to its Belt and Road and Digital Silk Road initiatives, and the EU proves unable to respond 
with a cohesive strategy. Member States still largely go it alone in developing countries, and 
the lack of a strong pan-European strategy for meaningful and coherent external action 
weakens the effectiveness of ‘Team Europe’. This, in turn, leads many developing countries to 
deal with neo-colonial stances, typically associated with large Member States such as France, 
Germany and Spain. Global development, beyond the rise of China, remains anchored in the 
work of multilateral development banks, with a rising Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB) as pivot, and the EIB playing a rather marginal role.  

Developing countries would also be significantly harmed by the EU’s inevitable inward-looking 
strategy, based on the shortening of supply chains and the preservation of employment to 
avoid deteriorating social conditions. In this attempt, the EU loses competitiveness and ends 
up introducing massive internal subsidies and state aids, as well as external trade barriers rigidly 
implemented in the form of widespread due diligence on supply chains, carbon border 
adjustment taxes and digital protectionism. As a result, many developing countries complain 
with the EU, and both Latin America and the Africa Union threaten to abandon commercial 
relations, a prospect that becomes every year less dramatic as the EU’s weight on the global 
economy is shrinking towards a single-digit percentage.  

One of the consequences of this situation could be the lack of ambition of the EU’s Agenda 
2040, and the loss of attractiveness of the European Union as a champion of sustainable 
development. On field, development finance continues on a project basis, with loose 
earmarking of funds by category, and loose association with the EU’s long-term goal. The 
fragmentation of the internet into two large blocs, led by the US and China, leaves the EU with 
limited ability to push its technology stack in developing countries. Technologies such as 6G/7G, 
Artificial Intelligence, quantum computing and digital identity and financial services fall in the 
hands of private companies from the US and China, increasingly supported by their respective 
governments. 

The need to focus on the home front leads the European Parliament (for the first time) to vote 
for a less ambitious development budget for the financial framework 2028-2036. 
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3.2.2 Health policy under the Wretched Fortress scenario 

The EU’s ambitions in the health domain do not become reality under the Wretched Fortress 
scenario. A slow and partly ineffective vaccination campaign, especially in Eastern Europe, leads 
to lack of momentum for institutional reform towards the Health Union, and Member States 
largely retain their prerogatives when it comes to emergency preparedness and response, as 
well as health systems. The lack of ambition in the Next Generation EU for the health domain 
reverberates on a persisting disparity of governance conditions across the EU27. HERA remains 
a rather small directorate in the Commission, more akin to a comitology structure than a true 
crisis board, let alone an independent agency. The foreseen strengthening of the ECDC and 
EMA successfully positions these two institutions as reference for national bodies, but large 
Member States prefer to set up their own ‘BARDAs’, thereby leading to unnecessary 
fragmentation and duplication of costs and efforts especially on the side of surveillance, 
foresight, procurement and stockpiling, training and R&D support. The partial success of the 
Health Union program leads to persisting disparities in access to medicines at the national level, 
which Next Generation EU and the European Semester, deprived of a strong emphasis on 
health, fail to address. 

Lack of progress on the attribution of competence on health at the EU level also leads to a lack 
of mainstreaming of health in all policies, and thereby drifts the agenda away from emphasis 
on well-being. The EU agenda starts focusing more exclusively on the twin transition, leaving 
aside more controversial topics such as health, education, jobs and skills and the rule of law. 
While EU institutions continue to recommend the adoption of a ‘One Health’ approach in 
national health policies, Member States continue to display very heterogeneous approaches. 

At the international level, the rise of China and a gradually more aggressive Russia, as well as 
the wavy and ever-changing political climate in the United States, lead to an overall failure of 
the pandemic treaty proposal. Countries strike a deal that largely reproposes the IHR in their 
2005 version, plus additional non-binding commitments to share pathogens and genome 
sequence information, and refrain from introducing unnecessary obstacles to global supply 
chains in the domain of protective equipment and medical countermeasures. Importantly, the 
EU does not rise as a leading actor of global health policy, and the momentum for global 
partnerships or orchestration schemes between public and private actors to pursue global 
pandemic preparedness gradually fades. Multilateral development banks continue to 
cooperate, under the dual coordination of the World Bank and the AIIB, and health cooperation 
moves to the technical level, with the definition of standards and criteria for delivering aid on 
the ground. The lack of momentum for agendas more oriented towards well-being and 
sustainability also hampers the ambition of Africa and Latin America to gradually emancipate 
themselves from dependency on foreign powers; to the contrary, China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative is implemented in a ‘viral’ way, which extends Chinese control over the whole 
economy of several African countries, including large emerging giants such as Nigeria and South 
Africa.  
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Already a rather small line in the EU budget, health becomes even smaller in the following 
multiannual financial framework: both the EU and Member States continue to under-invest in 
health, and concentrate most of their development efforts on migration, in the attempt to 
reduce the flow towards Europe, triggered by the inexorable deterioration in climate 
conditions, especially in Africa and the Indo-Pacific.  

3.3 EU’S ACTORNESS AND EFFECTIVENESS IN DEVELOPMENT AND HEALTH POLICY IN THE UNITED 

FORCE SCENARIO 

The ‘United Force’ scenario implies some degree of devolution of powers and competences at 
EU level, but strong national prerogatives in areas of particular importance to Member States 
persist. This may in turn imply that, while on the green and digital transition the EU could 
manage to acquire more competences and proceed towards a cohesive and effective pursuit 
of the ‘twin transition’, domains that traditionally rest in the hands of Member States (e.g., as 
education and health) may be subject to inter-governmental agreements and coordination. 
This would ensure some progress in the direction of more coordinated EU action, but without 
adequate governance pushing for real reform and seeking synergies and economies of scope. 
This may also affect development policy, even if the EU may under this scenario manage to 
smoothen its decision-making process on external affairs and establish an agency in charge of 
coordinating the delivery of aid and cooperation on field (whereas no EU stand-alone 
development bank would be created). The EU would stand out as a successful example of 
supranational institution, as well as a champion of global public goods especially in those 
domains that are under its full competence. Its enlargement with the Western Balkans also 
makes it geopolitically more influential. But overall, the scenario continues with the status quo, 
perhaps with a tendency to ‘fail forward’ by engaging in suboptimal agreements and creating 
half-baked institutions, thus slowly progressing towards integration in-between moments of 
crisis.  

3.3.1 Development policy under the United Force scenario 

Under this scenario, the EU remains a guardian of the multilateral order, and a strategic actor 
in global development policy. The opening of part of the external action acquis to majority rules 
in the Council makes it easier to coordinate with Member States in specific areas, notably 
climate change, migration and the digital transition. Pressure towards agencification leads to 
the creation of a European Development Agency (EURADEC), which acts as think tank and 
orchestrator of the whole European external action, in the attempt to replicate the priorities 
the EU set for itself in Agenda 2040. However, national interests prevail when it comes to 
deciding on the creation of a stand-alone bank for sustainable development: eventually, the 
European Investment Bank continues to claim the role of development bank. However, it has 
limited presence on field and lacks coordination with Member States, who continue to largely 
pursue their own agendas in developing countries, as well as in international governmental 
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organizations (depending on the sector and topic at hand). The EIB more effectively manages 
to become a climate bank, backed by the absolute centralization of competences on climate in 
the hands of the EU, and to the creation of a dedicated mission-oriented program on climate 
mitigation and adaptation, which makes full use of the ‘Destination Earth’ project. 

Agencification equips EU institutions with enhanced foresight, but still limited ability to 
translate foresight into action, and limited capabilities in cooperative rulemaking contexts. 
Focused on efficiency and effectiveness within its own related domain of competences, the EU 
fails to fully implement its new approach to development policy, preached by EURADEC, and 
aimed at surpassing the age of neo-colonialism and exploitation of local resources. Member 
States still largely prevail when it comes to keeping ties with past colonies, and this opens up 
opportunities i.a. for China to fully realize its Belt and Road Initiative, partly with the 
acquiescence of the EU. The new, efficient and well-stretched multi-level governance of the EU 
makes it inward-looking and partly deprives the Commission of its ‘geopolitical’ vocation, 
forcing it into a piecemeal approach to global governance. Similarly, the EU digital agenda 
develops with great success inside the EU but fails to obtain market share and allies outside the 
(expanded) EU territory.  

Overall, the EU becomes a smaller player in development by 2040, gradually overtaken by China 
as well as by the United States in their attempt to counter the Chinese Belt and Road strategy. 

3.3.2 Health policy under the Wretched Fortress scenario 

Despite the success of the vaccination strategy, the EU does not manage to convince Member 
States that a Treaty change is needed to allow the EU to take responsibility for overall policy 
and spending in the domain of health. The thriving EU project does not extend to health: HERA 
remains a light coordination structure inside the European Commission and is gradually 
replaced by inter-governmental agreements between the BARDA-like agencies created in 
Member States. The European Medicines Agency gains even more prominence, as a hub and 
spoke agency extensively cooperating with its homologues in Member States. And the 
European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control sees its budget and tasks slightly 
expanded. Overall, the health budget remains solidly in the hands of national governments: 
neither Next Generation EU, nor the European Semester process fully succeed in delivering 
convergence and coordination in the health strategies and related indicators in the EU27 (and 
more).  

At the international level, the absence of a reinvigorated mandate for EU institutions leads to 
a progressive decay in their ambition to play a stronger role in global health governance, e.g. 
by animating the discussion on a forthcoming Pandemic Treaty. Likewise, the lack of a strong 
EIB in the developing world reduces the EU’s ability to orchestrate mission-oriented programs 
in health. Internally, however, Member States manage to successfully strengthen coordination 
on specific aspects of health policy, in particular on research, development and innovation in 
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anti-microbial resistance, cancer research, and in building an EU health data space. The rise of 
GAIA-X as a public-private partnership with the participation of many Member States enables 
the creation of a safe and suitable space for sharing health data throughout large portions of 
the EU territory, thereby stimulating innovation by offering larger-scale markets.  

In such a scenario, it is likely that the pandemic treaty would fail or end up in a rather small 
make-up of the IHRs. And that the EU would lack the institutional strength and political backing 
to play a more active role in delivering health as a global public good. While EU agencies 
promote the ‘One Health’ approach, its uptake is entirely discretional for Member States. Even 
more clearly, the ‘Health in All Policies’ approach becomes almost impossible to implement at 
the EU level, and its application becomes sparse and dependent on the individual initiative of 
EU countries or subnational governments.  

3.4 EU’S ACTORNESS AND EFFECTIVENESS IN DEVELOPMENT AND HEALTH POLICY IN THE CHINESE 

PROVINCE SCENARIO 

In this scenario, the EU becomes smaller, and attached to a Eurasian global power under the 
firm leadership of China. Representing powerful countries such as Germany, Italy and Spain, 
the bloc gradually merges with Russia and the Western Balkans and deepens its ties to the 
Southern Mediterranean in search for natural resources and for a well-integrated 
infrastructure. Overall, the new European Union loses much of its actorness, remaining under 
the constant dominion of Beijing. The EIB and the AIIB merge and create the largest 
development bank in the world, mostly operating inside Eurasia, and from there into satellite 
developing countries in Latin America, Africa and South-East Asia. This has massive 
consequences for both the EU’s development and health policies. 

3.4.1 Development policy under the Chinese Province scenario 

As the world order collapses into ‘Duplo®macy’ (the emergence of a limited number of large 
blocs) the EU’s development policy becomes conflated with China’s Belt and Road Initiative. 
European industrial firms from the Member States that remain in the Union profit significantly 
from the availability of a large market encompassing North Africa and Eurasia. With the exit of 
several Member States, two effects materialize: the emergence of an alternative grouping of 
countries, including France, Benelux and Scandinavia, who promote a vision of sustainable 
development based on people, planet and prosperity, but lack access to large portions of the 
global market; and the creation of a bloc of ‘eco-authoritarian’ countries that share the 
objective to restore planetary boundaries, but at the same time implement algorithmic 
governance and surveillance of their population.  

Not much of the current approach to development would survive under this scenario. The EU 
itself, through retaining some power in its gregarious role to China, would lose its identity and 
vocation to global public goods – except for the fight against climate change, which would be 
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seen by both Eurasia and China as a priority to ensure stability and avoid social unrest in 
developing countries. This leads to a version of the BRI and Digital Silk Road that protects from 
adverse environmental phenomena (thanks in part to technologies such as carbon capture and 
storage and geo-engineering) and implements a pervasive social credit scoring system. EU 
development policy gradually departs from its focus on human capital, empowering local 
communities and defending fundamental rights. Countries that affiliate themselves with this 
new giant regional bloc gain in terms of GDP, and their politicians are attracted by the absolute 
control technology offers them over their population. Human capital declines, replaced by an 
infrastructure-intensive economy that coordinates value chains thanks to quantum computing, 
the Internet of Things, and the use of smart contracts for customs clearance and supply chain 
dispute settlement. 

As the US is not able to resist this development, the Eurasian global power comes to dominate 
the world. A transatlantic coalition led by Canada and France emerges and the importance of 
Scandinavian countries and the Benelux gradually decreases. The United States struggles due 
to internal instability and a lack of a competitive edge in technologies for infrastructure 
development and deployment. Countries that remain in the ‘EU’ now enjoy a rather stable and 
solid position in global supply chains, but at a high price in terms of civil rights, individual 
freedoms and flourishing. 

3.4.2 Health policy under the Chinese Province scenario 

What remains of the European Union may, under this scenario, acquire new competences in 
the health domains, providing stronger coordination with Africa and China on detecting and 
fighting the spread of new infectious diseases. Very intrusive technologies ensure that people 
are constantly scanned for possible pathogens, and are effectively tracked, traced and isolated 
when needed. The social credit scoring system extends to EU Member States, leading to the 
end of cross-subsidization in welfare and tax policies: each citizen is attributed an individual 
score, which results from past behaviour and algorithmic profiling. The score is used also to 
decide on who to prioritize when it comes to the delivery of healthcare services. This model 
gradually spreads through developing countries, effectively realizing a ‘concentric circles’ 
regional bloc, which governs most of the world economy.  

Under this scenario, no pandemic treaty is ever signed. As the multilateral order collapses, 
regional agreements lead to enhanced inter-governmental R&D collaboration within blocs; this 
is also mirrored by effective data-sharing agreements, leading to a speedy flow of information 
across borders in the Eurasian bloc. Gradually, the quality of care delivered to dissidents and 
lower-credit population declines, polarizing society into ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’.  
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4. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Foresight analysis helps decision-makers and researchers better understand possible 
alternative scenarios that may materialize in the future, and thus enhance their preparedness 
for a variety of situations. Scenarios developed in this report do not necessarily correspond to 
what will happen in reality. However, knowing what ‘may yet happen’ can significantly help 
policymakers explore alternative scenarios and define their agenda to avoid being caught by 
surprise. While scenarios need to be regularly updated, adopting a medium- to long-term 
perspective can help focus on trends that are likely to be more than ephemeral, and thus will 
shape reality over the coming years.  

The four scenarios developed here can also be usefully analysed in combination with scenarios 
for global governance, such as the ones developed by Rosa et al. (2021) in the context of the 
TRIGGER project, which provide an outlook until 2050. The scenarios developed in this report 
focus specifically on EU integration and governance; we have no ambition to attach 
probabilities to these scenarios, but rather to alert policymakers that these scenarios may 
materialize. At the same time, there is obviously an element of endogeneity in the scenarios 
presented: knowing what may happen, and the related consequences for the EU as an actor in 
different policy domains, may prompt proactive policy measure by EU policymakers, which may 
affect the likelihood that the future looks like one of the scenarios presented in this report.  

The analysis presented in this report suggests that the overall success of the vaccination 
campaign in all Member States is key to determining the future direction of EU governance. At 
the same time, better internal coherence of EU action, as well as suitable communication of 
the added value of a strong Union are essential to avoid that national leaders attempt to 
‘nationalize’ all successes, and ‘Europeanize’ all failures, thus securing consensus at the 
expense of EU integration. The EU can secure a bright future ahead for its project only if it 
makes the necessary moves to strengthen the overall coherence of its internal and external 
action, as well as its institutions and financial resources (especially in the domains of 
development and health). That said, the two brighter scenarios for the EU entail different 
governance features: in the Optimistic New Deal, centralization of competences is greater and 
the EU moves towards a more cohesive and federal Union in most policy domains; whereas in 
the United Force scenario, the EU level focuses on global public goods and Member States rely 
on inter-governmental agreements to foster convergence on many other policy domains. While 
both configurations are potentially compatible with a strong EU role in global governance, the 
former appears to be more consistent with the ambition of a geopolitical Commission (and 
Union) and requires that the EU strengthen its presence on the ground in developing countries 
in addition to building more internal coherence at home. The Optimistic New Deal scenario is 
thus the most compatible with the idea of a Union that actively promotes global public goods 
and becomes pivotal in orchestrating mission-oriented public-private initiatives to speed up key 
results such as mobilizing technology and resources to fight climate change, eradicating poverty 
and inequality by empowering local communities and stepping up global health emergency 
preparedness.  
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