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Abstract
Policy relevance is the raison d’être for the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), yet few studies have analysed what the concept entails, not least from the
perspective of key target groups for the IPCC. We present a framework which enables
analysis of how different actor strategies (heating up and cooling down) contribute to
shape relevance-making in specific political situations when IPCC knowledge is
interpreted and used. Drawing on empirical evidence from the reception and use of the
Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C (SR15) across three policy making levels,
the paper demonstrates different examples of creating policy relevance. First, the paper
analyses the origin of SR15 and the failed attempts to formally acknowledge SR15 in the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) process. Second,
it investigates how SR15 has been used to develop and legitimize the EU net-zero target
and the European Green Deal. Third, the paper demonstrates how SR15 has been used
both for legitimizing and challenging climate policy at the national level, using the
example of Norway. In sum, the reception of SR15 demonstrates that while IPCC outputs
have resulted in controversy at the international level, they have been highly relevant at
regional and national levels. The analysis shows that policy relevance is context-
dependent and indirect—created through processes involving many actors, institutions,
and types of knowledge. Situating these findings within the larger shift in the international
climate regime implied by the Paris Agreement, the paper concludes with a set of
empirically grounded recommendations for how the IPCC may approach the goal of
policy relevance post-Paris.
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1 What is policy relevance, and how is it made?

Since its inception in the 1980s, global climate policy has been dominated by ideals of a strong
link between scientific expertise and political decision-making (Agrawala 1998a; Miller 2004).
The idea of a scientifically driven response to climate change is easily discernible in the close
relationship between the scientific assessment work of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) and the policy processes taking place under the auspices of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (Agrawala 1998a, 1998b). Today,
parties in the Paris Agreement recognize “the need for an effective and progressive response to
the urgent threat of climate change on the basis of the best available scientific knowledge”
(UNFCCC 2015 p. 21, emphasis added). Correspondingly, “the objective of the IPCC is to
provide governments at all levels with scientific information that they can use to develop
climate policies” (IPCC 2021a, emphasis added). That said, the official IPCC self-image is that
the work of the organization is “policy-relevant and yet policy-neutral, never policy-prescrip-
tive” (IPCC 2021b), which means that a clear boundary is set up between science and policy.
Science should inform policy but not intervene in, nor be influenced by political decision-
making.

The IPCC has maintained an important role in establishing “dangerous climate change” as a
concern that needs to be mitigated at the global level (Edwards 2010), and particularly in
defining what “dangerous climate change” might mean, for example in terms of temperature
limits or tolerable levels of risk (Mahony 2015; Randalls 2010). This role has implied a direct
relationship to policymaking at the international level (Miller 2004), on the assumption that the
primary audience of the IPCC’s reports is to be found among UNFCCC negotiators develop-
ing common rules and targets in a “top-down”, monocentric multilateral policy regime.

With the adoption of the Paris Agreement in 2015, however, a move away from the
previous top-down model of the Kyoto Protocol and towards a more decentralized policy
regime has taken place (Jordan et al. 2018; Guillemot 2017). This change in the structure of the
climate policy regime places new requirements on the IPCC to provide information that is
more specifically oriented towards geographically diverse contexts (Livingston et al. 2018).
This new phase in the relationship between the IPCC and the UNFCCC has been referred to as
a “solution-oriented” mode (Jabbour and Flachsland 2017), which according to some com-
mentators is changing “the very meaning of policy-relevant science” (Livingston et al. 2018 p.
89). Also, the chair of the IPCC has indicated that a focus on solutions will be important part of
his tenure, and that the IPCC can “better serve global policy-makers by providing a more in-
depth, and clear, understanding of the solutions” (Lee 2015 p. 1007).

An important reason for this sharper focus on solutions is the “bottom-up” structure of the
Paris Agreement, in which targets and policies primarily are developed and adopted nationally,
but assessed globally. The Paris Agreement institutionalizes a set of global goals to which
national policies should contribute: to keep global temperature rise to “well below 2 °C”
compared to pre-industrial levels, to “pursue efforts” to limit warming to 1.5 °C, and to achieve
a global “balance” between sources and sinks of greenhouse gases (GHGs) by the end of this
century (the “net-zero” goal). This shifts attention from diagnosing the problem and establish-
ing goals (in terms of a definition of “dangerous climate change”) towards defining potential
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pathways for how specific goals could be reached (Beck and Mahony 2018). This implies a
fundamental restructuring of the international climate regime, with important implications for
the role of scientific advice in the policy process. The IPCC is now in a position where
national-level policy processes will be decisive, while the international level will continue to
play a role in assessing, coordinating and increasing the ambition of national efforts. How the
IPCC can fulfil its mandate and be policy relevant in this more complex, polycentric, and
nationally oriented policy terrain post-Paris, where impacts of and responses to climate change
become more diverse, is a question of great importance.

When the world’s governments hammered out the agreement in Paris, the UNFCCC also
directly requested the IPCC “to provide a special report in 2018 on the impacts of global
warming of 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission
pathways” (SR15) (UNFCCC 2015 p. 4). This is the first time the UNFCCC formally invites
the IPCC to produce a (specific) report in response to a clearly specified question. In this report
the IPCC presents possible pathways to limit global warming to 1.5°C showing that the
ambitious goal is possible to reach, and by what potential means. By accepting the invitation
and producing a report presenting potential solutions to specified (however ambiguous)
political ambitions make SR15 a clear example of the IPCC in a more solution-oriented mode,
and thus a prominent case through which to investigate the IPCC’s policy relevance post-Paris.
The aim of this paper is to investigate the new development in the IPCC-UNFCCC trajectory
after 2015 by studying policy relevance in relation to this specific IPCC report.

Previous empirical analyses of the policy relevance of the IPCC have suggested that the IPCC
seems to presume that policy relevance is made through the very processes of producing the
reports, for instance the scoping process, multiple rounds of review (both experts and govern-
ments), and the approval process of the most prominent document in terms of policy relevance,
the Summary for Policy Makers (SPM) (Sundqvist et al. 2015; Hermansen et al. 2018). More
recent studies conducted post-Paris have engaged with the notion of policy relevance from the
perspective of the IPCC and its contributing scientists (Livingston et al. 2018; Lahn 2020) or
discussed how policy relevance can be interpreted or achieved (see, e.g., Riousset et al. 2017).
While these perspectives have made important contributions to understand policy relevance, they
have largely neglected the specific situations in which policy relevance is made, and the
significance of actors other than the IPCC for making policy relevance. In line with the
bottom-up structure in the Paris Agreement, such situations of relevance-making will take place
at the regional and national levels (and beyond), just as much as at the global level, and involve
numerous actors and strategies within and across levels. This implies to focus more on outcome
compared to process when discussing and judging the policy influence of the IPCC (Agrawala
1998b). “Outcome” has so far not been a prioritized focus for the IPCC’s self-understanding of
being “policy-relevant and yet policy-neutral, never policy-prescriptive” (IPCC 2021b). Nor has it
been an important topic for social science research. In addition, the focus on “process” has mostly
been limited to the global level (Hermansen et al. 2018). We argue that to grasp what policy
relevance means post-Paris we must study in empirical detail how IPCC knowledge is made
relevant for policy—and for climate actionmore broadly—across levels and contexts. This means
studying the situations in which policy relevance is produced, including the actors involved and
the strategies they employ in these situations

The main objective of this paper is to analyse policy relevance of the IPCC post-Paris,
focusing on different impacts of SR15. The topic is analysed through examples across three
governance levels (global—UNFCCC, regional—EU, national—Norway), which are then
discussed within the larger context of climate governance post-Paris. Methodologically, we
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take an interpretive qualitative approach, grounded in a close reading of key policy documents.
For the regional and national examples, submitted Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs) and the policy documents on which they build were analysed to identify instances
in which the IPCC and SR15 were invoked, and how. For the global-level example, a similar
reading of UNFCCC decisions relating to SR15 was combined with insights from participant
observation at COP 21 (Paris, 2015), SBSTA 48 (Bonn, 2018) and COP 24 (Katowice, 2018).
For all three examples, the original material was combined with extant literature and media
reports in order to reconstruct the political situation in which the policy documents were
developed and to identify actor strategies as further defined below.

In the next section, we review the most relevant literature and lay out a conceptual
framework for analysing policy relevance in political situations by focusing on actor strategies.
Next follows the three empirical examples, which are analysed in the final section. We
conclude that the IPCC should take a broader perspective on policy relevance, as something
that is not only achieved through scientific consensus and formal policy processes, but also
through feedback cycles between science and policy, and not least outside policy processes,
through contestation and actions by a multitude of actors.

2 Conceptualizing IPCC policy relevance post-Paris

Due to the important role ascribed to climate science in the development of international
climate policy, and the institutionalized role of the IPCC as the primary provider of scientific
knowledge in the policy process, the IPCC’s policy relevance and impact on policy develop-
ment has often been understood in accordance with a linear model of expertise (Beck 2011).
IPCC as the “producer” or “sender” of scientific information is positioned in relative isolation
from the “consuming” or “receiving” policymakers. From this perspective policy relevance
means communicative effectiveness, analysed for example through the framing of reports
(O’Neill et al. 2015). Knowledge production is seen as prior to and distinct from
policymaking, and the challenge thus is to overcome communicative or other barriers that
may otherwise prevent “turning science into policy” (Watson 2005; cf. Edenhofer and Minx
2014). This view is an important component in the dominant IPCC self-image of being
“policy-relevant and yet policy-neutral”.

However, the assumption of a linear transmission from a scientific “sender” to “receiving”
policymakers has been questioned as being a too simplified or even false description of
science-policy interactions, and for not serving the climate issue well (see, e.g., Beck 2011).
An alternative understanding has been proposed, focusing on how scientific and political
processes interact to establish climate change as both knowable and governable, i.e., a co-
production of science and social order (Jasanoff 2004). The co-productionist perspective has
primarily been developed within the interdisciplinary field of Science and Technology Studies
(STS), where the mutual interaction between the IPCC and the UNFCCC is seen as a
paradigmatic case of co-production (Mahony and Hulme 2018).

In a co-productionist account, policy relevance becomes a relational achievement that
emerges in the interaction between scientific knowledge and situations of policymaking. Such
interactions should not be studied as something static, but rather as evolving through trajec-
tories (Sundqvist et al. 2015). The adoption of the Paris Agreement, which has been described
as “a fundamental re-alignment of the relationship between international climate science and
policy” (Beck and Mahony 2018 p. 1), can be seen as a new development in the trajectory of
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the IPCC-UNFCCC relationship, which merits a renewed discussion about what policy
relevance means and how it is achieved.

In this paper, when analysing the policy relevance of SR15, we want to elaborate on ways
to understand relevance from a co-productionist approach by focusing on the concept of
political situations as “a way of understanding the role of the production of knowledge in
the practice of politics” (Barry 2012 p. 330). Controversies over the application of scientific
knowledge are then situated in a larger context marked by a high degree of indeterminacy. Such
controversies should not be understood in isolation, but must “be conceived in terms of its relations
to a moving field of other controversies, conflicts and events”which “have occurred elsewhere and
at other times” (Barry 2012 pp. 330–324) – while avoiding the “mistake to assume that specific
knowledge controversies are simply the manifestation or expression of larger scale forces” (Barry
2012 p. 333). The challenge, in other words, is to take seriously the details of how some knowledge
comes to matter and some does not, while at the same time situating these controversies in the field
of diverse political disagreements in which they play out.

Applying this approach to the study of policy relevance, we see relevance as something that
is achieved in specific conjunctures of policy processes. Relevance-making thus requires an
active effort, not just by the scientific “sender” of information, but just as much by actors
traditionally seen as more passive “users” or “recipients”, as part of these actors’ work to
“establish connections between distinct disputes, building up a sense of a temporally and
spatially extended political situation” (Barry 2012 p. 330). The political situation helps
determine which knowledge is relevant, while at the same time being co-constituted by the
same knowledge. To comprehend policy relevance, therefore, we propose to study relevance-
making in the political situations in which it occurs.

The focus of this paper is therefore placed on actor strategies that render IPCC knowledge
more or less useful in political situations outside the IPCC process. To better grasp these
strategies, we distinguish between attempts of “heating up” and “cooling down” (Sundqvist
2014). The first strategy, cooling down, seeks to establish a clear separation between the
scientific and the political. Science is made relevant as a resource for stabilizing political
situations, by appealing to scientific authority in order to overcome disagreement or “anchor”
specific policy ambitions (van der Sluijs et al. 1998). By contrast, the strategy of heating up
employs scientific knowledge explicitly to strengthen a specific position in a political contro-
versy. Implicit in this latter strategy is a recognition that in a political situation about a science-
related issue, such as climate change, a clear separation between science and policy—as
assumed in the linear model—is questioned. A heating-up strategy seeks to create relevance
for science by connecting more closely with other relevant and central actors, often by
simultaneously broadening the frame of the issue (Marres 2007). In short, the heating-up
strategy means to include more actors and more issues. The two strategies display different
ways to manage science-policy interactions, and in political situations of conflict, uncertainties
and tensions, the strategies become more visible.

The SR15 report stands out as a particularly relevant case for analysing these dynamics.
The report was requested specifically by the UNFCCC as part of the decision that adopted
the Paris Agreement, and in direct response to the Agreement’s new goal of pursuing
efforts to limit warming to 1.5°C. It has been argued that this request is representative of a
new situation in which the IPCC is expected to “more directly service the needs of
governments”, and that it therefore “refocuses attention on the function and status of the
IPCC as an institution that mediates between climate science, governance and policy”
(Hulme 2016 pp. 222–223).
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Taken together, the concept of political situations and the strategies of “heating up” and
“cooling down” will inform our analysis of how relevance-making occurs. The framework
equips us with conceptual optics to study the suggested shift in the IPCC’s position between
science and policy by focusing on SR15 in three different contexts, or political situations. In
the following, we use the report to investigate what policy relevance is and how it is created in
connection to the IPCC and climate action.

3 Political situations of relevance-making: three examples

In this section, we present empirical examples of relevance-making in political situations across
three governance levels—the global (UNFCCC), the regional (the EU), and the national (Nor-
way)—and discuss actors’ strategic use of SR15 in light of the notions of “cooling down” and
“heating up”. The examples represent different spaces within the varied “epistemic geographies of
climate change” (Mahony and Hulme 2018) that may be used to highlight differences in how policy
relevance plays out and the strategies actors make use of. They can be said to represent a “most-
likely” case selection (George and Bennett 2005 pp. 121–122) for the investigation of IPCC
relevance, in that all three governance levels have historically had strong links with the IPCC and
emphasized the value of IPCC knowledge (Eckersley 2016; Lövbrand 2011;Miller 2004). As such,
they are not meant to provide a comprehensive picture of how IPCC reports are used always and
everywhere. Rather, they illustrate differences which point to the need for discussions about policy
relevance to take into account the specificities of political situations in which relevance is at stake
and IPCC knowledge is put to use.

3.1 The UNFCCC: requesting an unwelcome report

Our first example of a political situation in which the relevance of SR15 was at stake is the
UNFCCC negotiations following the adoption of the Paris Agreement. Although not explicit in
the Paris Agreement, an important reason why the UNFCCC invited the IPCC to provide SR15 in
the first place was to arrange for the report to feed into a so-called “facilitative dialogue” at COP 24,
with the aim “to take stock of the collective efforts of Parties in relation to progress towards the long-
term goal” of the Agreement (UNFCCC 2015 p. 4). In other words, parties to the UNFCCC had
direct expectations to the IPCC in terms of policy relevance post-Paris.

The “facilitative dialogue” (later dubbed the “Talanoa dialogue”) was agreed as part of the
adoption of the Paris Agreement and was regarded by many as a “dress rehearsal” for the so-called
Global Stocktake (hereafter GST). The GST is at the heart of the Paris Agreement, as it is the main
mechanism throughwhich parties will collectively assess the adequacy of national mitigation efforts
in relation to the global goal of the agreement (Rajamani 2016). The process will take place every
five years (starting in 2023) and form the basis for subsequent adjustments (and strengthening) of
parties’ NDCs. According to the Paris Agreement, the GST will be undertaken in the light of “the
best available science”, of which the IPCC’s reports are assumed to be central (Lahn 2018). It was
expected that SR15 would play a similar role as a key input to the Talanoa dialogue. This is evident
in the foreword to the report, which states that the IPCCworked in “record time” to present the report
in time for COP 24 (IPCC 2018 p. vi).

Against this background, it may seem surprising that when SR15 was formally presented to
the UNFCCC at COP 24 in Katowice, Poland, December 2018, it was not universally praised
as important input to the Talanoa dialogue. On the contrary, the report became a contentious
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topic in itself, as the COP could not reach a decision about how the report was to be received.
In short, a handful of major fossil fuel producing countries (including the USA, Russia,
Kuwait, and, perhaps most visibly, Saudi Arabia) refused to accept a text in which the COP
“welcomed” the report, insisting instead on a less welcoming decision that would “take note”
of it. The reasons they gave was that the report highlighted significant knowledge gaps about
the 1.5 target and did therefore not represent a full scientific basis in the same way as “regular”
IPCC assessment report would (Hickman 2018).

After a series of failed attempts at reaching agreement on the issue in Katowice, it was
postponed to a lower-level meeting in Bonn, June 2019. Also at this meeting, disagreement
about the report resulted in a high level of conflict. Eventually, the COP ended up thanking the
IPCC for responding to the invitation made in Paris and acknowledging that the report reflects
“the best available science”, however without adopting any decision regarding how to act on
the knowledge. This led influential commentators to conclude that “climate science was buried
at a meeting in Bonn” (Farand 2019).

How can we understand the reluctance at COP 24 to welcome a report that the UNFCCC
explicitly had invited the IPCC to produce as input to the meeting, andwhich the same governments
had approved in an IPCC plenary just a few weeks back? Does the disagreement about the report
mean that SR15 failed to gain relevance at the level of theUNFCCC and the Talanoa dialogue it was
expected to inform? We propose a different answer, namely that the heated controversy over the
report itself is suggestive of a particular way in which the report was made relevant. In order to
understand this, we need to analyse the disagreement in Katowice not as an isolated controversy but
as part of a political situation with ties back to the negotiation of the Paris Agreement itself, and even
further back in the history of the UNFCCC.

The decision by COP 21 to invite the IPCC to provide a special report on 1.5°C must be
seen together with the Paris Agreement’s ambition to “pursue efforts to limit the temperature
increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels” (UNFCCC 2015 p. 22). The inclusion of the
1.5°C ambition in the Paris Agreement was in turn the culmination of many years of
disagreement over how to interpret the objective of the UNFCCC to “prevent dangerous
anthropogenic interference with the climate system”, going all the way back to the establish-
ment of the UNFCCC in 1992 (Oppenheimer and Petsonk 2005).

In the Copenhagen Accord from COP 15 in 2009, the objective of the UNFCCC was
operationalized into the 2°C target, which had been promoted as a limit for “dangerous climate
change” by the EU in particular (Randalls 2010). Several developing countries had however
been pushing for a stricter definition of dangerous climate change, most notably the Alliance of
Small Island States (AOSIS) who had been promoting a 1.5°C target, and the Africa Group
who argued for a 1°C limit. As a concession to these groups, the Accord also contained a
provision that the implementation of the Copenhagen Accord would be assessed by 2015,
including “in relation to temperature rises of 1.5 degrees Celsius” (UNFCCC 2009 p. 7). This
was later followed up through the “Structured Expert Dialogue” between IPCC scientists and
UNFCCC policy makers in the period 2013–2015 (Tschakert 2015; Guillemot 2017;
Livingston and Rummukainen 2020).

The final references to the 1.5°C ambition in the Paris Agreement and the corresponding
invitation for the IPCC to produce SR15 is a political compromise that “pleased nearly
everyone” (Guillemot 2017 p. 5). Put bluntly, the most vulnerable countries won a concession
through the explicit mentioning of 1.5°C ambition and the corresponding IPCC report, while
developed countries avoided explicit commitments to financial compensations, and countries
reluctant to strong global targets were satisfied that the 1.5°C ambition was sufficiently non-
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binding. In other words, the invitation to the IPCC to produce SR15 was an integral part of an
attempt to “cool down” a political situation at the heart of the UNFCCC negotiations, by
delegating a detailed consideration of the more radical target to the scientific authority
of the IPCC. It was part of a compromise in which some parties—the island states
and several other developing countries—were clearly more attached to the 1.5°C
target, whereas some larger countries and fossil-fuel producers were highly sceptical,
and yet others were in a more neutral position.

Consequently, the production, reception, and use of SR15 in itself must be understood as
part of making the 1.5°C target more or less relevant in relation to the overall global goal of the
Paris Agreement. Examples to confirm this understanding can be found throughout the IPCC’s
process of producing the report. When the IPCC accepted the invitation to produce SR15 at its
first plenary session after COP 21 in Paris, Saudi Arabia had strong opinions about the title of
the report, seeking to balance the reference to 1.5°C with reference to other principles and
objectives such as sustainable development and poverty eradication (ENB 2016 p. 10). At the
following IPCC meeting, which was set to agree on the outline of the report, parts of the text
that would ensure that the report considered “strengthened response options” was removed
along with other elements, following lengthy negotiations.

Finally, in the report’s approval meeting the report faced an “unusually difficult review” in
which “much of the underlying tension was fed by spillover from unresolved issues in the
UNFCCC process” (ENB 2018 p. 20). Saudi Arabia strongly opposed direct reference to
NDCs and the Paris Agreement, and the USA “underscored that the Panel’s acceptance of the
SR15 does not imply its endorsement of the report’s findings” (ENB 2018 p. 19).

Again, we see that disagreements about the status of the report are not isolated controversies
over knowledge relevant to climate policymaking. Rather, they are enmeshed in a wider
political situation and a longer historical trajectory. Within the UNFCCC, SR15 was always
directly related to disagreements about the global temperature target, and more precisely about
the status of the 1.5°C ambition in relation to the 2°C limit. Linking the report to the Paris
Agreement (in the IPCC process) and linking the UNFCCC negotiations to the report (by
“welcoming” it or using it in the Talanoa Dialogue in Katowice) were both acts of “relevance-
making” because they made the high-level message of 1.5°C as a necessary and achievable
target more relevant, and thus strengthened the status of 1.5°C within the Paris Agreement. In
order to appreciate them as acts of relevance-making, however, they must be understood in
relation to a political situation in which the delicate compromise of Paris is constantly being
challenged and renegotiated. In this context, the relevance lies not so much in the specific
findings of SR15, but in the report itself and how it is being invoked within the UNFCCC
negotiations.

3.2 The EU: developing its pathway to net-zero in 2050

The EU has for many years been seen as a leader in UNFCCC processes and set ambitious
climate targets for the union closely aligned with key IPCC findings and processes
(Randalls 2010; Lövbrand 2011). In the Paris Agreement negotiations, the EU was among
the actors who pushed for inviting the IPCC to produce SR15. Just a few days prior to the
IPCC approval of SR15 in October 2018 a spokesperson for the European Commission
(hereafter EC) said in an interview: “The IPCC special report, once adopted, will present
crucial scientific input for our long term strategy” (emphasis added) (Mathiesen and Sauer
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2018). About a year later, the EC presented its proposal for a European Green Deal
(hereafter EUGD), aiming for the EU to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050.

A typical situation in which the IPCC may be expected to become relevant post-Paris is in the
process of preparing and developing NDCs and underlying policy documents. Comparing NDCs
that were submitted in 2015 (before the Paris Agreement) and the updated version submitted in 2020
(after the publication of SR15) can therefore shed light on how SR15 figures in the formulation of
overarching climate policy targets. The EU submitted its enhanced NDC in December 2020. The
main substantial difference from the 2015 to the 2020NDC is that themitigation target is raised from
40 to 55% net domestic reduction of GHG emissions by 2030 compared to 1990-levels, and that the
EU’s objective of becoming climate neutral by 2050 is stated.

Notably, there is also a change in how the EU argues for the fairness of its contribution. In
the 2020 NDC, under the subheading “Fairness considerations, including reflecting on equity”,
there is explicit reference to SR15: “The IPCC Special Report on global warming of 1.5°C
shows that pathways limiting warming to 1.5°C typically achieve net zero greenhouse gas
emissions at global level in the second half of this century. This enhanced NDC is in line with
the EU’s agreed objective of achieving a climate-neutral EU by 2050. The EU therefore
considers the enhanced NDC to be a fair contribution towards the global temperature goal of
the Paris Agreement” (EU 2020 p. 18). In other words, the EU uses SR15 and its global
pathways as a metric for legitimizing that the new long-term goal of the EU is a fair
contribution to the global effort—a powerful example that pathways from the IPCC are used
as an anchoring device (van der Sluijs et al. 1998) for justifying climate targets.

Also, in the 2015 NDC the EU uses the IPCC to legitimize the fairness of its NDC, but in a
different manner, namely “in the context of necessary reductions according to the IPCC by
developed countries as a group, to reduce its emissions by 80-95% by 2050 compared to 1990”
(EU 2015 p. 3), and “consistent with the need for at least halving global emissions by 2050
compared to 1990” (ibid.). This comparison of the EUs 2015 and 2020 NDC demonstrates a
transition from a 2°C target to 1.5°C. In this manner the EU contributes to establish the 1.5°C
aspirational target as the most prominent of the two temperature goals in the Paris Agreement.
This shift is framed as a response to SR15, confirming the observation above that SR15 is
made relevant partly to increase the relevance of the 1.5°C target relative to the 2°C target of
the Paris Agreement.

The targets of the 2020 EU NDC rests on a large body of underlying policy documents and
processes. In the EC’s proposal to put the net-zero target of the NDC into law, the target is
argued to be “in line with scientific findings reported by the IPCC” (EC 2020 p. 2), and SR15
is described as providing a “strong scientific basis for tackling climate change” (EC 2020 p. 9).
The EU’s overarching climate policy framework thus establishes a strong link to the IPCC and
SR15 findings, however without being specific regarding which parts of SR15 it refers to. This
indicates a rather generic form of policy relevance, using SR15 primarily as an anchoring
device for a specific target.

The specific uses of SR15 become clearer as we follow traces of SR15 in other policy
documents underlying the EU’s targets. The EUGD Communication, for example, presents the
climate challenge as “urgent” (EC 2019 p. 2) and “this generation’s defining task” (EC 2019 p.
2), referring to SR15 when summarizing the consequences and challenges of climate change.
In the communication “A Clean Planet for All”, SR15 is referred as what “confirms” (EC
2018a p. 5) the need to limit climate change to 1.5°C. In the Communication it is stated that
SR15 “has been duly taken into account” (EC 2018a p. 5) when the EC was “preparing this
EU strategy” (EC 2018a p. 5). An accompanying in-depth document refers to SR15 as “new
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scientific evidence” (EC 2018b p. 17) which makes this the “time to update the evaluation of
the EU’s possible contribution to global action” (EC 2018b p. 17), i.e., the Paris Agreement.

The in-depth document consistently focuses on mitigation pathways; about half of the
almost 400 pages is devoted to pathways. However, the in-depth document does not directly
use pathways from SR15 but presents and discusses self-commissioned pathways in a separate
chapter (EC 2018b pp. 53–230). SR15 is referred to and compared against in general terms on
several occasions together with other knowledge sources, such as the International Energy
Agency (IEA) (see, e.g., EC 2018b, p. 273 and p. 355).

The policy documents refer to SR15 mostly as a way of giving an overview of the
challenges, urgency and scale of climate change, repeatedly referring to the IPCC as a provider
of the “best available scientific evidence”. Key messages from SR15 are transformed into
implicit imperatives in the policy documents, by employing verbs such as “confirming” and
“emphasizing” the need for a strengthened response. However, the documents do not specify
concrete policies or response measures with reference to SR15; that seems to be commissioned
and crafted in-house. In all, our analysis of the policy documents points to a specific way in
which SR15 is invoked and made relevant: as a way of stabilizing or “anchoring” the EU’s
climate policy ambition. The most prominent actor in this instance, the EC, can thus be said to
employ a “cooling down” strategy, based on a linear view of science-policy interactions in
which authoritative science is used to justify its overall targets.

Why would the EU craft such a comprehensive policy response, besides the Paris
Agreement obligation to submit an enhanced NDC? Clearly, the EC is not the only
actor to react to SR15. The report and its key messages have also been used by non-
state actors to “heat up” the political situation, by demanding a comprehensive policy
response to steadily growing GHG emissions globally. The most prominent example
of this is probably the Fridays for Future movement. In August 2018, a couple of
months before SR15 was released, Greta Thunberg performed the first school strike in
front of the Swedish Parliament, alone. School strikes became a world-wide phenom-
enon in a short period of time. In September 2019, about two months after Ursula
von der Leyen was elected President of the European Commission, Angela Merkel in
Germany responded to public protests by launching a €54 billion climate mitigation
package. According to Deutsche Welle, “Merkel highlighted Greta Thunberg’s plea to
“unite behind the science”” (Niranjan 2019). Fridays for Future Germany on their side
“criticized the climate package as insufficient” (ibid.). About two months later, van
der Leyen presented the first draft of the EUGD, in what she referred to as “Europe’s
man on the moon moment” (Ekblom and Baczynska 2019). The Fridays for Future
engagement can be seen as a heating up strategy: public engagement for dealing with
a controversial situation, that is, record high GHG emissions completely at odds with
the obligations in the Paris Agreement, while von der Leyen’s response can be seen
as a cooling down strategy.

The analysis of the EUGD policy documents alone may leave the impression of routine
policymaking. However, the process of developing the EUGD has clearly taken place in a
wider political situation. It was expected that some EU countries would be reluctant to take on
more ambitious climate obligations. Consequently, the documents have been on several public
hearings and consultations among member states and other interested parties, which is a
process of heating up. These broad hearings have generated changes to the initial Green Deal
proposal from the EC. For instance, several member states, and most notably Poland, have
protested against the net-zero 2050 target (Rankin 2019). Consequently, the final Green Deal
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documents specify that not necessarily all EU countries will reach net-zero simultaneously.
Also issues such as “just transition” have become central parts of the EU Green Deal because
of processes of heating up by member states. For instance, just transition was made a
significant topic by the Polish presidency at COP 24 in Katowice, the coal heart of Europe.

Overall, the impact of SR15 on EUGD and its thorough knowledge base can be seen as an
attempt at cooling down a long-lasting hot political situation: soaring global GHG emissions
and lack of action. The EUGD was made possible through several heating up processes (more
actors and issues were dealt with)—and is highly likely to cause more heat in the future.

3.3 Norway: stabilizing national policy ambition

Like the EU, Norway has historically followed the ideal of a scientifically driven climate
policy—emphasizing international commitments and the scientific authority of the IPCC
(Eckersley 2016). At the same time, the country has struggled to contain its domestic
greenhouse gas emissions due to a large oil and gas sector with soaring GHG
emissions. This has resulted in a strong emphasis on a globally cost-efficient approach
to climate policy, based on flexible commitments and various forms of carbon trading,
as well as heated political controversy over the level of domestic emission reductions
(Boasson and Lahn 2017).

When Norway submitted an updated NDC in 2020, it was among the very first countries to
officially raise the ambition of its targets following the adoption of the Paris Agreement. In its
NDC prior to Paris (Government of Norway 2015), Norway had pledged a 40% emission
reduction from 1990 levels by 2030. In the updated NDC (Government of Norway 2020), this
target was strengthened to a 50–55% emission reduction.

Both the first and second version of Norway’s NDC refers explicitly to the IPCC and its
latest reports. The first version states that the “scientific basis” for assessing the fairness and
ambition of an NDC “is the most recent assessment report by the IPCC” (Government of
Norway 2015 p. 5)—which at the time was the AR5 report. The second version of the NDC is
even more explicit, stating that “Norway’s climate targets and polices are developed in the
context of best available science and hence the IPCC Special Report on 1,5 degrees, has been
central to the assessment of the nationally determined contribution” (Government of Norway
2020 p. 10, emphasis added).

At the same time, the NDCs also reveal a specific pattern when it comes to which elements
of the IPCC reports they relate to. In both cases, the NDCs refer directly to global emission
pathways laid out in the respective IPCC reports. In the first version, this includes only
pathways for keeping warming below 2°C, which was Norway’s preferred global goal at that
time of writing as well as the main focus of AR5. The NDC states that Norway’s − 40% target
is “well in line with” the AR5 pathways for 2°C, and that therefore “Norway is doing its fair
share for the global goal of keeping global warming below 2°C” (Government of Norway
2015 pp. 5–6). In the second version, the NDC refers to SR15 pathways for both 2°C and
1.5°C. The NDC then states that “Norway’s nationally determined contribution is in line with
the emissions pathways towards 2050 and onwards that correspond to keeping global warming
in line with the global long-term goal of the Paris Agreement”—without specifying whether
this refers to the 2°C or 1.5°C goal (Government of Norway 2020 p. 15).

Comparing the two versions of Norway’s NDC, in other words, provides two insights of
particular interest. On the one hand, the updated NDC does rely on SR15 to justify Norway’s
ambition level. It is invoked in the context of increasing Norway’s ambition, which can be said
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to be in line with the adoption of the 1.5°C target and the findings of SR15 since its first NDC
was submitted. On the other hand, because of increased ambiguity in terms of how the long-
term global goal of the Paris Agreement should be interpreted (whether it is 1.5°C or 2°C, what
kinds of pathways—overshoot or not, etc.) the specific target of the NDC is less directly
connected to the quantified ranges provided by SR15 than it was connected to the AR5 ranges
in the first NDC.

In other words, SR15 became relevant in the process of updating Norway’s NDC specif-
ically through its quantified emission pathways. The report helped justify an increase in
Norway’s climate policy ambition, although it also led to increased ambiguity regarding
exactly how Norway’s NDC relates to global temperature targets. What, then, was the specific
situation in which SR15 came to be relevant in this particular way?

As mentioned above, the question of national reduction targets for greenhouse gas emission
has a long and contentious history in Norwegian politics. While there has been broad political
agreement that Norway should pursue an international role as a climate policy “front-runner”,
the country has seen intense political conflict over how this role should be pursued. The larger
political parties (Labour and Conservative) have generally guaranteed a policy of modestly
ambitious targets achieved through various forms of carbon trading. They have however been
constantly criticized by several smaller left and centre parties, as well as by the environmental
movement, for not making more ambitious cuts in domestic emissions (Boasson and Lahn
2017).

Following the publication of SR15 in late 2018, the climate issue took on increasing
importance in Norwegian politics. The report received wide media coverage and was also
frequently invoked by a growing youth movement associated with the “Fridays for Future”
school strikes. In early 2019, tens of thousands of children and youth skipped school and
marched in Norwegian cities. The main demands they presented to the Minister of Climate and
Environment was for Norway to increase its 2030 emission reduction target from the existing
40 to 60%, and to cease further oil exploration (Bøyum et al. 2019; Holmes 2019). The
demands were taken up by opposition parties in Parliament, who demanded that the govern-
ment increase Norway’s 2030 ambitions in light of the Paris Agreement and SR15 (Holmes
2019).

Around the same time, the coalition government led by the Conservative party was
expanded to include two of the smaller parties traditionally in favour of more ambitious
domestic emission reduction targets. The political negotiations about forming an expanded
government coalition led to a declaration, adopted in January 2019, which concluded that the
government should “submit a strengthened climate target to the UN in 2020”. The declaration
directly referenced the recent publication of SR15, which “shows that climate change will be
dramatic” and that “the world needs a quicker and more wide-reaching transition than
previously assumed” (Government of Norway 2019 pp. 83–84, our translation).

Norway’s updated NDC, in other words, was shaped in a political situation at the
confluence of several important factors: a historical trajectory of recurring political conflict
regarding the level of emission reductions and what this would mean for the future of
Norwegian oil production; a new mass mobilization among youth using SR15 to demand
bolder climate action; and a change in government by which two of the “greener” parties in
Norwegian politics became involved in negotiating a new government platform. In this
situation, SR15 was made relevant by several actors seeking to “heat up” the discussion about
Norway’s climate policy. The greener political parties used the report’s findings about the
difference between 1.5°C and 2°C to underpin a sense of urgency and need for change in
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governmental negotiations. The school strikers invoked the report’s carbon budgets to argue
for a halt to oil exploration and a strengthened emission reduction target. Based on the report’s
emission pathways, as well as principles of justice discussed in the report and elsewhere, they
further demanded a Norwegian emission reduction target well above what would be required
globally. Thus, in these processes of “heating up”, a wide array of the report’s findings was
made relevant and connected to other knowledge claims and principles.

As soon as government negotiations had concluded and a new target of 50–55% emission
reductions had been agreed, we see a different form of relevance-making. As shown above, the
updated NDC submitted in 2020 only invokes the global emission pathways found in SR15,
while leaving ambiguous whether Norway’s NDC now relates primarily to the 2°C or the
1.5°C target. It does not discuss the crucial differences between the two targets, nor does it take
up discussions of justice which would suggest that a rich country like Norway should go
beyond the emission reductions that are required globally. The relevance of SR15 in this
regard is as a device for “cooling down” the political situation of 2019, i.e., to let science talk
without including more actors and issues in the process. It serves to stabilize Norway’s climate
policy ambitions and to justify them by reference to the monolithic authority of an IPCC report
as an acceptable contribution to the goals of the Paris Agreement.

4 Conclusions: policy relevance post-Paris

The three examples demonstrate that policy relevance is not achieved in a linear way. Instead,
policy relevance needs to be understood as a contextual matter, shaped by past events, and
shaping future events—which we refer to as political situations. The invitation to the IPCC to
produce SR15 was itself part of a political situation shaped by long-lasting conflicts within the
UNFCCC, and likewise was the reception in Katowice, which again will shape future political
situations.

Moreover, the examples have showed that policy relevance is constructed by a multitude of
actors, applying different strategies: cooling down, such as the production of the vast array of
policy documents underpinning the EU net-zero 2050 target; and heating up, such as multiple
rounds of public hearings for re-shaping and creating legitimacy of the policy documents. In
the Norwegian example, school strikers and political parties with high climate ambitions using
SR15 to heat up the political situation, and the government attempting to cool it down by
invoking SR15 to justify their level of ambition in a new NDC.

All examples demonstrate that policy relevance is a relational issue. The policy relevance
of SR15 has not been direct, instrumental, and linear, but rather indirect, contingent and shaped
by past events in feedback loops between scientific reports and political events, shaped by
actors both in and beyond the IPCC, i.e., co-production. Relevance has been made through
setting the societal agenda, by repackaging certain elements of SR15 and introducing these in
new contexts, and legitimizing policy targets. In this way, SR15 has been made relevant at all
three levels. Globally, it has strengthened the standing of the 1.5°C target relative to 2°C as the
central goal of the Paris Agreement. In the EU, it has been a factor both in raising new
demands for stronger climate policy and in legitimizing the EU Green Deal. At the national
level, it has been used to raise Norwegian climate mitigation ambitions and further fuelling the
discussion about how to manage Norwegian petroleum resources from a climate perspective.
The fact that the circumstances shaping this particular outcome are specific to the national
political situation, and therefore cannot be readily transferred to other countries, strengthens
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our argument that relevance must be understood contextually and relationally and by focusing
on what actors do.

The notion of political situations captures these contextual dynamics, dynamics which are
shaped by a multitude of actors engaging in processes of heating up and cooling down. Some
actors want to “heat up”, using IPCC knowledge as firewood, and other actors want to “cool
down”, by using IPCC knowledge as a device to stabilize political situations. In both
strategies, IPCC knowledge is made relevant to support specific political purposes. The crucial
difference is in how this happens: Using SR15 for the purpose of “heating up”, as seen with
Fridays for Future or green political parties in Norway, rests on a close interaction between
science and political processes that aims to bring more actors or perspectives into
policymaking. In contrast, the strategy of “cooling down” implies to keep the knowledge base
stable and at and arm-length’s distance from politics, using this supposed distance to stabilize
and legitimize a specific political position and thus close off controversy. An example is how
the EC claims to have taken SR15 “duly into account” when producing the EU Green Deal,
thereby mobilizing the authority of the IPCC to fend off claims that its targets should be more
or less ambitious.

Crucially, the finding that SR15 has been “made relevant” does not amount to a claim that
SR15 was necessarily decisive in shaping the end-result of policymaking. By showing how
actors employ different strategies, we point to the fact that policy relevance cannot be
understood as a uniform phenomenon—for example, as shaping policy in a distinct way. It
can also take the form of challenging policy to open up a space for contestation, or to anchor
and justify existing practices. In such instances, invoking the IPCC in a policy context may
have symbolic significance that goes beyond the actual content of IPCC knowledge. We argue
that this, too, must be understood as part of the IPCC’s relevance—particularly in the current
post-Paris landscape.

As several commentators have pointed out, the Paris Agreement may mean that the
IPCC will be increasingly expected to contribute directly to assessing and evaluating
policy implementation and progress (Beck and Mahony 2017, 2018; Livingston and
Rummukainen 2020). This can happen through the Paris Agreement’s built-in mecha-
nisms for assessing progress, such as the Global Stocktake. It can also happen at a more
symbolic or discursive level, as pointed out by Aykut et al. (2020): An important aspect of
the Paris Agreement is the way in which it aligns actors’ expectations and enacts a certain
view of “responsible conduct” (cf. Death 2011) by shaping ideas about how climate goals
should be achieved. The IPCC is integral to how both these aspects of the Paris Agreement
can be expected to play out—both by delivering knowledge for assessing progress under
the Global Stocktake and by providing authoritative pathways that shape expectations
about responsible climate action.

On this basis, we expect that the IPCC may increasingly come to be made relevant
through “heating up” strategies in which IPCC knowledge is used to challenge policy at
various levels. Consequently, IPCC outputs will more often be used in ways that run
contrary to the IPCC’s self-understanding of a clear separation between science and
policy. The core objective of the IPCC, to produce consensus-based assessments reports
for the governments represented in the UNFCCC, implies a mode of work that is primarily
adapted to a cooling-down strategy. The more the IPCC becomes an integral part of
situations of “heat”, the more difficulties the organization may have keeping political
processes at arm’s length distance. This clearly raises new challenges for the IPCC’s quest
for policy relevance. Our approach to understanding policy relevance does not provide a
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universal solution to these challenges, but it does provide some lessons that may be
relevant for charting the direction ahead.

From a perspective that sees policy relevance as always relational and co-created in
specific political situations, the IPCC should acknowledge that the relevance of its reports
is not simply a matter of how the reports themselves are developed, framed, and
communicated (relevance as process), but also depends on how reports are used by
different actors in political situations that stretch well beyond the IPCC’s reach (relevance
as outcome). Seeing relevance as something that is created in these situations does not
mean that it is fully outside the IPCC’s own control or that its efforts to produce or
maintain relevance are useless. What it does mean, in our view, is that the IPCC should
be open to more than its current dominant image of envisaging policy relevance and
science-policy interactions. When COP 24 was unable to reach agreement on whether to
“welcome” SR15, several IPCC contributors expressed dismay that their work was
disregarded or devalued by the UNFCCC. As we have argued, however, it is misleading
to see the conflict about how to receive the report as a failure to produce relevance.
Rather, it was precisely because the report was made relevant in the on-going struggle
over the status of the 1.5°C target that it became controversial at the UNFCCC level.
While the IPCC and its contributors may still prefer the linear mode in which the science
is clearly delineated from the translations and appropriations it undergoes in the heat of
political controversies, such situations of “heating up” may in many cases be an integral
part of making the IPCC’s reports relevant.

Against this backdrop, we have some recommendations for the IPCC. First, the IPCC
should acknowledge that policy relevance is a relational and contextual issue in which diverse
actors—far beyond policy makers—contribute to produce relevance through different strate-
gies. The IPCC is co-creating these political situations, and this is in itself part of its “policy
relevance”. Neither cooling down nor heating up is inherently good or bad; rather, both
strategies are inevitable parts of situations of relevance-making. Therefore, the IPCC should
not regret or shy away from heated processes, as relevance is produced also in political
situations; heat may in fact be a sign of relevance.

Second, the IPCC can anticipate and work constructively with heated political situations by
working less closed-off from key actors such as civil society and the private sector. This could
for example take the form of co-producing derivative products (such as targeted materials and
events) with key actors, including with national IPCC focal points. There is scope for such
activities in IPCC strategy documents, but these options may be explored and employed more
frequently and systematically.

Third, although the IPCC is a small organization, it coordinates an enormous network of
scientists. The IPCC can to a larger extent train and encourage the scientists in its network to
anticipate and stand in the heat in political situations, and not least to engage with other actors
in such situations—as both scientists and citizens. In the Fridays for Future demonstrations,
several climate scientists joined, giving legitimacy to the initiative, thus helping create policy
relevance of the IPCC.

Finally, systematic and reflexive organizational learning may help anticipate and prepare
for political situations. A good start, which is also a recommendation for future research, is to
encourage and embrace systematic study of how IPCC reports are made relevant—beginning
with AR6 in order to feed further lessons into the next assessment process. In this way,
learning loops for policy relevance and a more reflexive engagement with the political
processes both within and beyond the UNFCCC can be developed.
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