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EU POLICY LAB

The EU Policy Lab is a space for cross-disciplinary exploration and innovation

in policymaking. We apply collaborative, systemic and forward-looking approaches
to help bringing the scientific knowledge of the Joint Research Centre into

EU policymaking.

We experiment with the new, the unprecedented and the unknown. We seek
to augment our understanding of the present, challenge and reinvent the way
we think about the future.

The EU Policy Lab is also a mindset and a way of working together that combines
stories and data, anticipation and analysis, imagination and action. We bring new
practical and radical perspectives to tackle complex problems in a collaborative

way. Together, we explore, connect and ideate to create better policies. policy-lab.ec.europa.eu
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ABSTRACT

The Water Resilience Experiment aims to
contribute to the European Commission’s
Water Resilience Strategy through the lens of
design for policy and behavioural insights. The
project focused on increasing cross-DG collabo-
ration around the water topic and reducing the
policy-implementation gap by engaging stake-
holders across different levels of governance.
The project adopted a holistic, cross-cutting, and
systemic approach. The experimentation built
on various workstreams generating qualitative
insights from governance across local, regional,
national, and international levels. Workstreams
included the collection of citizen stories, partic-
ipatory research conducted by innovation labs
engaging numerous regional stakeholders, an
analysis of the media discourse on water in
9 EU languages, and a collection of case studies
as basis for a serious game. During workshops

ABSTRACT

and serious gaming sessions, 55 policymakers
and over 60 scientists collaboratively analysed
research outcomes using systemic and visual
thinking approaches, fostering deeper insights
and strengthening collaboration. We identified
three essential dimensions for a comprehen-
sive approach to water resilience: the framing
of the topic, common internal organisational
practices, and the interplay between EU and
local knowledge in implementation. Based
on these observations, the Water Resilience
Experiment proposes eight transformative
actions to strengthen the Commission’s internal
and external water resilience efforts, directed at
policymakers, water-focused groups, and com-
munities within and beyond the Commission.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

POLICY CONTEXT

The water resilience experiment was an exploratory initiative that aligned with the
European Commission’s water resilience strategy and deployed an approach based on
‘design for policy’ and behavioural insights. The project aimed to increase collabora-
tion across directorates-general (DGs) and reduce the policy-implementation gap by
engaging stakeholders across multilevel governance and applying participatory, design-
driven approaches through fieldwork across Europe, workshops and a serious game with
policymakers.

Water resilience connects deeply with diverse human and ecological activities, from
agriculture to health and energy. Recognising this, the European Commission has used
water resilience as a key paradigm for decision-making and public governance of water.

METHODOLOGY

To tackle the complexity of water-related
challenges, the project adopted a holistic,
cross-cutting and systemic approach as a guid-
ing analytical framework. The goal was twofold:
to investigate the organisational culture within
the Commission and to understand and address
the barriers to implementing water resilience
policies in the EU. By experimenting with organ-
isational methods and frameworks, the project
explored innovative approaches to support this
integration.

2. Addressing the policy—implementation gap
Recognising the gap between EU policy and
implementation, the project used a multi-
level governance framework and fieldwork
approach across various EU Member States
to gather citizen and stakeholder perspec-
tives and experiences. This approach relied
on the following elements.

® Water stories from EU citizens
Narratives were collected to understand
how individuals and communities relate to

1. Promoting collaboration across water in daily life. This went beyond the

DGs within the Commission

To address water policy fragmentation, the
project explored new, collaborative methods
across DGs of the Commission.

® Workshops and creative

and visual tools

Design-driven workshops engaged poli-
cymakers in visual and systemic thinking
through different activities, ways of col-
laborating and ways of taking decisions.
This allowed participants to go beyond
textual, linear and verbal reasoning to
tackle complex contemporary challenges.

® Gamification
The ‘Water Reflections’ serious game
helped policymakers role-play water-re-
lated scenarios, promoting teamwork and
innovative problem-solving for complex
water resilience challenges.
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current consultation practices, enriching
the policy discourse with personal and
professional insights.

® Regional innovation labs
Five design labs were selected across
Member States to facilitate design-driven
participatory strategies among stakehold-
ers and gauge the maturity and regional
responses to water resilience issues.

® National media analysis
Water-related media discourse was ana-
lysed in six languages across the EU to
identify public concerns and the variety of
topics across different Member States.



KEY CONCLUSIONS

To tackle the complexity of water-related
challenges, the project adopted a holistic,
cross-cutting and systemic approach as a guid-
ing analytical framework. The goal was twofold:
to investigate the organisational culture within
the Commission and to understand and address
the barriers to implementing water resilience
policies in the EU. By experimenting with organ-
isational methods and frameworks, the project
explored innovative approaches to support this
integration.

The research identified three dimensions that
are essential for a comprehensive approach to
a holistic, cross-cutting and systemic approach
to water resilience. We present them as working
tools to contribute to internal organisational
transformational initiatives:

1. Framing the topic
The way that we frame water-related topics
significantly influences our understanding of
and the way we tackle water issues.

2. Internal organisational culture
The internal practices within the Commission
have an impact on how cross-cutting water
policies are developed and implemented.

3. Implementation and local knowledge
The dynamics between the different levels
of governance, specifically how integrating
regional and local experiences could build
trust, can improve public engagement and
align policy implementation with local needs.

Based on these conclusions, the water resil-
ience experiment proposes eight transformative
actions to strengthen both internal and external
water resilience efforts. These proposals are
directed at individual policymakers, water-re-
lated groups and communities both within
and beyond the Commission. Each proposal is
designed to be as practical as possible, offer-
ing a set of actions and experiments aimed at
multiplying initiatives and encouraging greater
participation, collaboration and integration
of evidence into policymaking. The proposals
include the following.

® Expanding participatory methods
Design-driven approaches, visual tools and
role-playing games could be adopted more
broadly to foster systemic thinking.

® Enhanced collaboration tools
Initiatives that encourage cross-DG coop-
eration and involve local communities and
Member States in iterative policy feedback
could strengthen resilience strategies.

® Localised implementation support

By continuously gathering feedback from
the regions and interacting with key actors
in public administrations where policies are
implemented, the Commission can align its
strategies more closely with ground realities
and work on mitigating implementation
barriers.

Nc
'4C7§ EXPERIMENT PROPOSES SEVERAL
ONS TO STRENGTHEN BOTH INTERNAL

R RESILIENCE EFFORTS.
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MAIN FINDINGS

When framing the topic, we found that:

® the perception of water is often reduced to
‘urgent and visible’ water events,

® water is mainly seen as a resource for human
activities,

® water discourses differ across European
regions,

® specific water topics enhance the quality of
engagement;

When focusing on internal organisational cul-
ture, we found that:

@ interactions often focus on negotiation rather
than collaboration,

@ initial project set-ups influence how different
DGs participate,

® specific conditions motivate cross-DG
initiatives,

@® visual tools help transform collaboration;

When focusing on implementation and local
knowledge, we found that:

® the behavioural dimension of barriers to
policy implementation is often lacking,

@ citizens’ concerns sometimes go beyond
policymakers’ perceptions,

® integrating experiences of people and places
could enhance public engagement,

® regional and local concerns should be tackled
in a tailored way,

@® valorising local knowledge could help to build
trust across governance levels,

® water events can shape identities of places.

Beyond water resilience, this experiment
provides valuable insights for imagining and
experimenting with other policy areas through
a broad lens. By building on these learnings and
fostering transformative actions as a basis for
discussion, this project can provide potential
internal solutions and interventions, support-
ing more holistic, cross-cutting and systemic
approaches at the Commission.

RELATED AND FUTURE JRC WORK

The JRC’s work on water resilience ties into
broader policy efforts, including upcoming EU
proposals and other collaboration and imple-
mentation projects, including beyond water

specific. Future steps include spin-off projects
on water-related topics, integrating design for
policy and behavioural insights with JRC’s tech-
nical scientific expertises.

QUICK GUIDE

The project integrated methods from design
for policy and behavioural insights to reach its
objectives. To tackle water policy fragmentation,
it promoted collaboration across DGs within
the Commission. Design-driven workshops,
visual tools, and the ‘Water Reflections’ seri-
ous game engaged policymakers in systemic
thinking and problem-solving. To bridge the

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

policy—-implementation gap, a multilevel gov-
ernance approach gathered citizen narratives,
facilitated design-driven participatory strate-
gies in different member states, and analysed
national water-related media discourse. These
methods enriched policymaking by integrating
diverse perspectives and fostering innovative,
cross-sectoral strategies for water resilience.
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he water resilience experiment was an
T exploratory initiative led by the Joint
the Directorate-General (DG) for Environment
(DG Environment) of the European Commission.
The initiative, which took place from July 2023 to
June 2024, aimed to contribute to the European
Commission’s work on the definition of a water
resilience agenda through an approach based on
‘design for policy’ and behavioural insights, rely-
ing on the expertise of the teams that are part
collaborative, systemic and forward-looking
approaches to help bringing the scientific knowl-
edge of the JRC into EU policymaking.

The project focused on using and building holistic,
cross-cutting and systemic approaches to water
resilience at the European Commission. It served
as an additional and complementary approach
in early policymaking to bring participatory and
qualitative evidence into the policy cycle. It
focused on co-producing knowledge with stake-
holders and incorporating their experiences.
This approach differs from and complements
traditional feedback-oriented, one-way tools
like impact assessments and public consulta-
tions. From workshops, serious gaming sessions
with policymakers (FIGURE 1), system mappings
(FIGURE 2) and citizen narratives on water to
European media discourse analysis and partici-
patory multistakeholder initiatives in EU regions,
the research team explored different ways of
investigating water resilience. Across the differ-
ent phases and workstreams of this initiative, a
wide range of stakeholders contributed to the
project, including 55 policymakers from 17 DGs
of the European Commission, one agency and
one executive agency of the Commission?®; more
than 60 scientists from the JRC; five innovation
labs in five EU Member States mobilising more
than 125 regional stakeholders; and 2 666 citi-
zens and 85 stakeholders through a survey. This
report is the summary of this initiative, which
aimed to develop new ideas that could contrib-
ute to the development of a water resilience

! The participant DGs and agencies were DG Agriculture and
Rural Development, DG Climate Action, DG Competition, DG
European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations
(ECHO), DG Energy, DG Environment, DG Internal Market,
Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs, DG Migration and
Home Affairs, DG International Partnerships, the JRC, DG
Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, DG Mobility and Transport, DG
Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations, DG Structural
Reform Support, DG Regional and Urban Policy, DG Research
and Innovation, DG Health and Food Safety, the Secretariat-
General, the European Environment Agency and the European
Research Executive Agency. For further information about the
organisation of the European Commission, please consult the
European Commission’s website.
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agenda for the Commission and inform further
policymaking for the development of the water
resilience strategy announced by President von
der Leyen in her political guidelines for the
next Commission (2024-2029). It starts with
a snapshot of how water is being addressed
today in the EU, and specifically at the European
Commission, in various settings. It then pro-
poses some practice-oriented transformative
actions for introducing design-driven, qualitative
insights that support holistic, cross-cutting and
systemic ways of tackling water resilience, as
well as implementation of related policies and
organisational change at the Commission.

® The report is structured in six sections, of
which this introduction is the first. @ The second
section outlines the context and the objectives
of the initiative. ® The third section details
the experimental strategy and the methods
employed, as well as how and why they com-
plement each other. Interested readers are
encouraged to consult the detailed reports for
each workstream that explore different methods
for different scales of governance (Arrigoni et
al., 2025; Dupoux et al.,, 2025a; Dupoux et al,,
2025b; Hamarat et al., 2025). ® The fourth sec-
tion presents the experiment’s main learnings,
which provide a better understanding of holistic,
systemic and cross-cutting policymaking for
water resilience and identify opportunities for
the Commission’s water resilience strategy
to be developed. ® The fifth section focuses
on translating our work into action at the
European Commission. We suggest ways for
policymakers working on water and other policy
areas to experiment with these results, as well
as potential avenues to explore in the context
of the water resilience strategy. ® In the final
section, we summarise our work and propose
next steps.

We acknowledge that some parts of this work
are based on a limited number of observa-
tions. Some learnings and insights are treated
as working hypotheses to inform and support
innovation in public services. We use this proj-
ect’s outcomes to better frame and design the
upcoming interventions and necessary resources
to deploy water resilience and innovative policy-
making at the European Commission.

1. INTRODUCTION
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FIGURE 1. Water Reflections serious game, step 2: sorting and prioritising cases before investment.

1 )
R

Source: Authors

55 60 2 666

POLICYMAKERS SCIENTISTS CITIZENS
DGS REGIONAL STAKEHOLDERS INNOVATION LABS

FIGURE 2. The use of system mapping to reveal connections between actions and consequences.

Source: Authors
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WATER RESILIENCE
AT THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION

ater resilience, as a concept and think-

ing tool, has become a key paradigm

for decision-making and public gover-
nance of water while remaining a widely debated
concept with multiple definitions (Rodina, 2019;
Poch et al., 2023). At the European Commission,
the water resilience concept started to be used
in policy documents in 2010 and the concept has
been widely mobilised since 2017, progressively
integrating into policymaking discourses over
the past decade 2. During the summer of 2024,
the JRC created a new working portfolio focusing
specifically on water resilience. Importantly, with
the announcement of the new Commission for
2024-2029, water resilience is now expressly
indicated as part of one of the commissioners’
portfolios 3. Given the cross-cutting nature
of water, in the Commission, like in all public
administration at different levels, the responsi-
bility for water and water-related policies falls
under the remit of different DGs. While the bulk
of the EU legislation in the field of water falls
under the remit of DG Environment and this
DG also leads on other important legislation
that has a direct impact on water (nature con-
servation and restoration legislation, chemicals
legislation, industrial emissions legislation, etc.),

2 We conducted keyword research on the European Commission’s
intranet platform Intracomm, the JRC Publications Repository
and the EUR-Lex platform to identify documents mentioning
the water resilience concept. Our pre-screening highlighted
the following documents: a DG Climate Action in-house doc-
ument for the United Nations Summit (2010), a JRC report
entitled The Challenge of Resilience in a Globalised World

(2017). During 2017 and 2018, there were several internal
documents mentioning ‘water resilience’. In addition, the ad
hoc task group on water scarcity and drought was established
in 2022 and converted into an official working group in 2024;
the List of voluntary commitments for the Water Action

JRC established a work portfolio dedicated to water resi ience
in the summer of 2024; and the 2024 Drought+10 Resilience
Conference took place in the winter of 2024. Even though
this approach was limited, it provided a brief overview of the
concept’s history at the Commission.

3 As of October 2024, Jessika Roswall is Commissioner-
Designate for Environment, Water Resilience and a Competitive
Circular Economy.

4 The water framework directive and the following related
daughter directives: the drinking water directive, urban
wastewater treatment directive, water reuse regulation,
nitrates directive, floods directive, marine strategy framework
directive and bathing waters directive.
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other policies under the remit of other DGs also
have an impact on water and water resilience
(e.g. policies on agriculture, energy, industry, cli-
mate adaptation, navigation, research, regional
policy and international partnerships). This
institutional structure and division of policies,
as many others, is continually being challenged
by the complexity and interdependency of eco-
logical and socioeconomic systems, as revealed
by the environmental polycrisis.

Water resilience has, however, evolved: while
it previously focused solely on adaptability
to uncertainties and technology-driven prob-
lem-solving for restoring an original state, it now
focuses on water as a social-ecological system
(Saikia and Jiménez, 2023). This new paradigm
highlights the dynamic adaptive capacity of
both infrastructures and governance. As socio-
cultural transformations are identified as one of
the most effective leverage points of systemic
change (Baird et al.,, 2023), the interdependen-
cies between social (human) and ecological
(non-human) dimensions of water resilience are
increasingly highlighted when tackling water
crises. Human activities, pollution, cultural and
social practices, and climate change are still not
fully integrated into the global water cycle, mak-
ing it difficult to demonstrate the contribution
of human interactions to the global water crisis
(Abbott et al., 2019; Gleeson et al., 2020). In this
context, and as part of the overall landscape of
public sector innovation, the increasing number
of experimental cross-DG initiatives, along with
social and human sciences, instruments, tools,
creative methods and participatory platforms,
allows a holistic and systemic approach to be
taken in addressing the global water crises.

2. CONTEXT
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AND THINKING 7,

For the reasons described above, we focused
on a holistic, cross-cutting and systemic under-
standing of water challenges. In this context,
holistic means capturing and considering mul-
tiple perspectives, scales and entities — human
and non-human (Tepes and Neumann, 2020) (e.g.
water professionals, biodiversity in water bod-
ies, ground water and humidity). Cross-cutting
means connecting elements of the system that
have traditionally evolved separately ‘across
government departments and levels of govern-
ment’ (Boyle, 1999) (e.g. drinking water, fishery
policies, sociocultural dimensions of water and
pollution). Systemic means considering interac-
tions between and impacts on these elements
by taking a global overview and looking beyond
the details (Meadows, 1999) (e.g. urban density
and water pollution). We could not cover all of
these dimensions in all of the workstreams, but
they provided us with an analytical framework
and a quiding research question that steered the
entire project: How can a holistic, cross-cutting
and systemic approach to water resilience be
integrated?

During the set-up phase of this work, we con-
ducted both one-on-one interviews and group
discussions with 24 policymakers and eight
scientists across the European Commission.
These initial interviews highlighted a few key
challenges related to water resilience that went
beyond the systemic change requirements and
were therefore used to further define the goals
of this work. The most common challenges and
opportunity areas identified by the Commission
policymakers working on the topic of water,
from different sectors, enabled us to set the
following priorities for the project.

2. CONTEXT

P 0(
D PUBL] ,

® There is a need to address water-related
policies in the Commission in a holistic way
across DGs. It appeared that policymakers
working on environmental cross-cutting top-
ics such as water, as well as on the resulting
policy tools, were lacking spaces to discuss,
truly collaborate and co-decide. Due to their
cross-cutting nature in particular, some of the
topics and policy actions have fundamental
repercussions across sectors, competencies
and degrees of responsibility. It is therefore
necessary to analyse these consequences
and connections.

® The gap between water-related policies and
implementation in EU Member States needs
to be addressed. While it was agreed by
most of the people involved that efforts at
the European policy level were well explored,
the following two points were prominent:
first, the need to better understand Member
States’ reasons for the lack of implemen-
tation and, second, the need to identify
leverages for actions. It was clear that, for
the interviewees, practical learnings and
possible interventions/approaches need to
be identified. We therefore focused the work
on better understanding how experience and
maturity differ across governance levels.

The project investigates these two key chal-
lenges and, through a hypothesis-led approach,
tries to identify possible ways to experiment
and learn by mobilising design and behavioural
science methodologies.

17



(2)

DESIGN FOR POLICY

ne of the public sector transforma-
O tion pathways to tackle complex and

multi-faceted problems such as the
ecological crisis, migration, ageing and equity
involves using elements from the design field in
public administrations (Kimbell, 2016; Hermus
et al.,, 2020; Romme and Meijer, 2020). The
design field is recognised as being in a posi-
tion ‘to deal with wicked problems and create
more responsive policies and services’ and ‘to
transcend organisational and procedural silos,
established hierarchies or bureaucratic catego-
ries’ (Hermus et al., 2020). Therefore, the design
field’s process, methods and tools are adopted
by different levels of governance to improve
public administrations’ ways of working and ser-
vices. In addition, public administrations’ ways
of dealing with solution-oriented problem-solv-
ing are also considered as a design science
(Simon, 1969; van Buuren et al.,, 2020). This
approach provides a complementary perspective
and opportunity to drive innovation within the
public sector. Over the last 20 years, the use of
design for public sector transformation and pol-
icymaking has been crystallising into the field
of ‘design for policy’. However, at the European
Commission, the design field - as a transforma-
tional practice and a form of research beyond
graphic and communication design - is a recent
and growing field of knowledge compared with
other well-established areas, such as statistics
and modelling.

THE DESIGN FIELD

IS RECOGNISED AS
BEING IN A POSITION
‘TO DEAL WITH
WICKED PROBLEMS
AND CREATE MORE
RESPONSIVE POLICIES
AND SERVICES'.

18

Implementing the design field in public admin-
istration in practice involves @ setting up an
iterative process with quick prototyping and
early materialisation of ideas, allowing an
anticipatory approach to be taken; @ deploying
participatory practices by gathering diverse
perspectives from a variety of citizens, stake-
holders and affected communities, ensuring a
multifaceted view of issues and opportunities
and accommodating a wide spectrum of needs
and challenges; ® bringing rich ground-level
data and experiential and embodied knowledge
that quantitative approaches and statistics often
cannot capture, reflecting local real-world views
from a social and cultural perspective; ® visu-
alising, mapping and materialising information
to change perspective, thereby revealing new
knowledge; and ® using visual tools, objects,
gamification and creative methods to shift
from linear and verbal thinking to exploring
through making (Bason et al., 2014; Howlett and
Mukherjee, 2018; Kimbell et al., 2023). In this
initiative, we deployed these dimensions of the
design field at different levels to explore a more
socioecological approach to water resilience at
the European Commission °.

5 A socioecological approach to water resilience refers to the
idea that social systems (human communities, institutions,
policies and cultural practices) and ecological systems (nat-
ural ecosystems, biodiversity and environmental processes)
are interdependent and must be considered together to build
resilience in water management. In contrast, for example,
an ecological approach might neglect human social or eco-
nomic systems’ interactions with the water cycle and their
impacts on water systems by focusing solely on non-human
ecosystems.
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BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS

ehavioural insights offer a crucial lens
B for understanding how human behaviour

affects policy design, implementation and
outcomes. Rather than assuming that people
act purely rationally in response to policies,
the behavioural insights approach recognises
that human decisions are often influenced by
emotions, cognitive biases, social norms and the
complexity of information. For public administra-
tions, this perspective allows @ policy design to
more accurately reflect how people truly behave
and perceive the world and @ improvements to
be made to policymakers’ own decision-making
processes by addressing unconscious tendencies
and institutional patterns.

/,
Yo %)

//17,0

In practice, applying behavioural insights to pub-
lic policy involves several key elements (Dupoux
et al., 2025c): @ identifying behavioural barriers
that hinder decision-making, collaboration, pol-
icy effectiveness or implementation; ® finding
behavioural levers to make both decision-mak-
ing and policy interventions and implementation
more effective; ® recommending, designing
and testing interventions, whether behavioural
(e.g. nudges) or traditional (e.qg. regulations and
bans), to generate quantitative evidence on
their effectiveness; and, when possible, ® map-
ping behavioural systems to understand the
relationships between key actors, behaviours
and influences on behaviour, allowing better
identification of leverage points and feedback
loops.

In this initiative, we focused primarily on the
first dimension - identifying behavioural barri-
ers to policy implementation and policymakers’
perceptions of citizens’ concerns - and have
provided recommendations on how to move
forward with implementing the second and third
dimensions. The goal is to lay the groundwork
for future behavioural research and interven-
tions that are both behaviourally informed
and systemically integrated. In the context
of implementation of EU water policies, this
ensures that we address not only the financial,
political, technical and administrative barriers
that Member States might encounter, but also
the behavioural factors that shape these chal-
lenges. When it comes to citizens, behavioural
insights helps us to understand their concerns,
perceptions, willingness to act and behaviour,
thereby supporting the development of commu-
nication strategies that are aligned with their
perspectives.

A~ 'S0
Y OM/HUFFER A CRUCIAL LENS FOR
Ly, MAN BEHAVIOUR AFFECTS

ENTATION AND OUTCOMES.
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e employed a design-driven explor-
atory strategy to meet the trans-
formational needs of the existing
organisational set-up and understand current
situations and ways of working. In other words,

while investigating water resilience, we also
experimented with ways of working to tackle
water resilience as a socioeconomic/ecological
system at the European Commission . The proj-
ect timeline and phases are set out in FIGURE 3.
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SHOW &
TELL #2

- WORKSHOP

& This system integrates all pillars of sustainable develop-

ment — economic, social and environmental - into the project.
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FIGURE 3. An overview of project planning and the timeline.
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3. EXPERIMENTATION STRATEGY

PHASE

METHODS

23



In this section, we present how we conducted
this experiment and an overview of the methods
deployed. We undertook a multisite fieldwork
strategy inspired by multisite ethnography prac-
tices (Marcus, 1995) and multiscale governance
theories (Allen et al.,, 2023; Piattoni, 2009) to
engage stakeholders at multiple levels and
mobilise different knowledge and experiences.
This approach allowed us to build a holistic
and systemic understanding of water-related
issues, going beyond mere legislative framings.
While investigating European policymaking, it
is important to consider the challenges faced
by different levels of governance beyond

the EU (Matti et al., 2023), including Member
States, regions, local authorities and citizens,
particularly their limited capacity to manage
a multitude of responsibilities (OECD, 2017).
By interlocking the different levels of water
governance, overarching political objectives can
be adapted to the specific conditions of local
contexts (OECD, 2011). FiIGURE 4 shows the inter-
actions between the different areas of fieldwork
and different levels of governance. TABLE 1 pro-
vides an overview of the levels of governance
that we covered and their focus, as well as the
methods that we employed for each level.

TABLE 1. An overview of workstreams and the focus and methods of each.

GOVERNANCE LEVEL

FOCUS

METHODS

EU LEVEL

Organisational change at
the European Commission.

Understand how the water topic
is addressed and how science
can be more closely embedded
in the policymaking process,

going beyond recommendations.

Interviews, setting up a work
team, workshops, serious

game, show and tells, system
mapping, data visualisations.

NATIONAL LEVEL

Understand how the water topic
is addressed and experienced.

Media analysis based
on the Latent Dirichlet
Allocation model.

REGIONAL /
PROVINCIAL LEVEL

Organisational change.

Understand how the water topic
is addressed and experienced.

Collaboration agreement
with innovation labs,
workshops in Member States
with local stakeholders.

LOCAL LEVEL

Understand how the water topic
is addressed and experienced.

Citizens’ and stakeholders’
stories collected with
SenseMaker, a narrative-
based method.

Source: Authors’ own conceptualisation
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FIGURE 4. Relations between the fieldworks.
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Source: Authors’ own conceptualisation
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One of the characteristics of design-driven
and behavioural methodologies is involving
and studying the people affected by the topic.
In other words, we employ a user-centric
approach to water resilience. Our aim was to
deploy participatory initiatives in each of these
levels of governance to explore what different
stakeholders in these places have to say about
the current local water challenges that they are
facing. Through the active engagement of stake-
holders in design and research processes, the
participatory dimension creates ownership of
responsibility and allows rich, grounded knowl-
edge from the people affected to be identified
and collected. The European Commission, for
ethical and procedural reasons, has long-estab-
lished procedures and tools to engage citizens

groups (e.g. Member States or sector repre-
sentatives). We wanted to widely explore what
different people, beyond the current groups and
frameworks (e.g. consultation on existing poli-
cies), could bring to the internal discussion and
how other methods and ways of working could
change the integration of the insights and the
work of policymakers.

THE FOCUS OF

THE PROJECT IS

ON COLLECTIVE
INTELLIGENCE,
PARTICIPATORY SENSE-
MAKING AND MOVING
BETWEEN EUROPEAN
AND LOCAL INSIGHTS.

26

ONE OF THE
CHARACTERISTICS
OF DESIGN-DRIVEN
AND BEHAVIOURAL
METHODOLOGIES
IS INVOLVING AND
STUDYING THE
PEOPLE AFFECTED
BY THE TOPIC.

This project is composed of four workstreams,
mentioned under “Methods” in TABLE 1 and
briefly described in ANNEXES 1, 11, 111, Iv and v that
are summarised in separate individual reports
(Arrigoni et al., 2025; Dupoux et al., 20253;
Dupoux et al.,, 2025b; Hamarat et al,, 2025).
These reports provide an overview of how water
is addressed and experienced at these levels of
governance and outline objectives, processes,
methodologies and learnings. We also include
visuals of our tools and a summary of what
worked and what did not to demonstrate how
a design-driven project was implemented and
the learnings.

In summary, the focus of the project is on collec-
tive intelligence, participatory sense-making and
moving between European and local insights.
These methods come from social and human
sciences and allow for the collection of a mix
of qualitative and quantitative evidence. Beyond
their design and behavioural perspectives, the
methodologies were also selected based on
other factors, such as @ previous experience
with some methods providing rich and insight-
ful evidence (SenseMaker tool), @ the internal
availability of some tools (data mining), ® col-
laboration opportunities (the internal need to
build a design network) and @ the capability of
grouping and considering various countries in a
short period of time (Europe Media Monitor and
SenseMaker tool). The participatory dimensions
could not be integrated into all scales of the
experiment; therefore, we found ways of using
the results of these studies in participatory
set-ups with policymakers. In addition, during
this experiment, we could not cover the global
international governance level beyond the EU.
However, we identified some insights related to
global water challenges.
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G

DESIGN AND BEHAVIOURAL

DIMENSIONS

This section provides an overview of the design and behavioural dimensions of the water resilience

experiment.

TABLE 2. An overview of the design and behavioural insights methods deployed during the water resilience experiment.

GOVERNANCE LEVEL

METHODS

DESIGN AND
BEHAVIOURAL
DIMENSIONS

EU LEVEL

19 interviews, setting up a
work team, five workshops,
three serious game sessions,
four show and tells, three key
system mapping and data
visualisation sessions at the
European Commission.

Gamification, data
visualisation, co-analysis
of different evidence tracks
by policymakers, co-design
and participatory activities,
decision through making.

Analysis of policymakers’
perceptions.

NATIONAL LEVEL

Media analysis (latent Dirichlet
allocation) of the six most
spoken languages in the EU,
covering eight Member States.

Data visualisation, sense-
making and clustering of
results and their use in
workshops with policymakers.

National communication
patterns.

REGIONAL /
PROVINCIAL LEVEL

Collaboration agreement
with five innovation labs
from five Member States.

Workshops in Member States
with local stakeholders.

Co-design of methodologies and
research strategy with the labs
and participatory approaches.

Design process, visualisation
and mapping.

LOCAL LEVEL

2 751 citizen and stakeholder
stories collected from

27 Member States using
SenseMaker, a narrative-
based method.

Self-interpretation
of citizens’ stories.

Analysis of behavioural
drivers in citizens’ stories.

Focus on and detailed
description of experiences
and storytelling, as well
as sense-making and
analysis by policymakers.

3. EXPERIMENTATION STRATEGY
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AT THE LOCAL LEVEL

We collected stories to explore how citizens and
stakeholders across the EU experience water in
their daily lives. This allowed us to collect both
personal and professional life stories in which
citizens shared their individual experiences of
water, providing us with an overview of how
EU citizens connect to water and build their
water culture. Framed through a behavioural
lens to identify patterns and attitudes, we col-
lected 2 751 stories from EU citizens (2 666)
and stakeholders (85) from all 27 Member
States. Participants were presented with a
prompting question to describe a ‘moment or
experience where they felt very aware of the
importance of water’ and were then asked to
fill in further clarifying questions to help them
self-interpreting their stories. We then analysed
the patterns, trends and narratives behind the
data. We also conducted a sense-making work-
shop with policymakers to delve deeper into
specific sets of stories.

> For further details, see the summary in ANNEX 1
or the full report (Dupoux et al., 2025b).

AT THE REGIONAL/PROVINCIAL LEVEL

We selected five innovation labs in five dif-
ferent Member States: Denmark, Croatia, Italy,
Lithuania and Portugal. These labs collabora-
tively set up a multistakeholder design-driven
participatory strategy and investigated different
aspects of water resilience linked to their local
area, involving citizens, local communities or
key national stakeholders. The objective was to
understand the perception and maturity of the
response to water challenges across Member
States and to identify the opportunities arising
from the gaps in the implementation. An addi-
tional aim was to determine how actors at the
subnational level are using the existing space
to deal with the challenges, while gathering lat-
eral insights on what the Commission could do,
beyond the current frameworks and directives.

> For further details, see the summary in ANNEX 11
or the full report (Arrigoni et al., 2025).

AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL

We used the Europe Media Monitor? to collect
relevant articles related to water and explored

7 The Europe Media Monitor is a piece of text-mining software
that analyses traditional and social media. The platform allows
one to explore and understand current news reported by the

world’s online media. Monitoring thousands of news sources

28

how media outlets are reporting on water in the
six most spoken languages of the EU (Dutch,
French, German, Italian, Polish, and Spanish)
covering eight Member States (Belgium,
Germany, Spain, France, ltaly, the Netherlands,
Austria and Poland). The objective was to
understand how the media was discussing
water and what issues were capturing pub-
lic attention, which were critical for setting
priorities. Another goal was to anticipate areas
of public concern, controversy and opportunities
and to identify cross-country homogeneities
and heterogeneities in the media discourse. By
highlighting the dominant narratives and gaps
in media coverage, media analysis can indicate
where public discourse might be lacking or mis-
aligned with policy needs.

> For further details, see the summary in ANNEX 111
or the full report (Dupoux et al,, 2025a).

AT THE EUROPEAN LEVEL

We deployed different strategies related to
ways of working, collaboration and deci-
sion-making at the European Commission. We
conducted 19 interviews (including one-on-one
and in groups, with 24 policymakers and eight
scientists). These interviews allowed us to
keep the initial discovery phase open and
to follow an iterative design and research
process. It allowed us to collect and understand
policymakers’ perspectives and expectations
regarding water resilience at the Commission
and to reframe the project scope. In addition,
these interviews allowed us to gather a wide
group of multidisciplinary water experts across
DGs. With regard to ownership of responsibility,
which is one of the requirements of partici-
patory design approaches, the core team also
defined three different levels of engagement
for these stakeholders across the Commission,
as shown in FIGURE 5, to increase clarity on the
collaboration requirements: ® a ‘work team’
to operationalise the practical delivery side
required, @ an ‘extended team’ to engage in
participatory activities and content work and
® an ‘informed team’ to create feedback loops,
share knowledge and follow the project through
semi-regular show and tells and a digital space
in a Microsoft Teams group.

— in over 70 languages, the system uses advanced information
classification and extraction techniques to automatically
determine what is being reported in the news, where things
are happening, who is involved and what they are saying. It
provides a unique and independent viewpoint of what is being
reported in the world right now.
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INSIDE THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION

FIGURE 5. The project’s community and their engagement levels.
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Work time and
meetings.

Meeting: weekly
working time 2h +
catch up 30min.

3 WORK TEAM 9
- Dedicated work force on
the project/team (e.g,,
policymakers, engineers,
~designers). They drive
_ the project process and
. logistics, produce and
. or request content.

Time for participation
and feedback /
editing on content
~4h a month.
European commission
workshop / Other

ad hoc interactions.

EXTENTED TEAM
Regularly providing input or helping
to move work forward, they are
co-decoders and co-researchers but
this project is not their sole focus.

Updates on teams.
Monthly show and
tell not mandatory.
Occasional feedback
& interactions in
online platform.

INFORMED TEAM
_ Wants to stay up to date and will provide
_ feedback/ input when necessary.

OUTSIDE THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION

INNOVATION LABS
ACROSS THE EU
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voices that counts.

® External designer.
® External experts.
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@
CONTRACTORS
Sub-contracting some
parts of the missions
if access to budget.

Source: Authors’ own conceptualisation
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Workshops

Workshops have become one of the primary and
indispensable tools of participatory initiatives.
Design-driven workshops have the particularity
of bringing visual and systemic thinking together
with collaboration through making using creative
and playful tools, allowing participants to go
beyond textual, linear and verbal reasoning to
tackle complex contemporary challenges. During
this project, five workshops with policymakers
were organised. These collective moments cre-
ated a safe and open space for policymakers
to explore alternative ways of working, outside
their usual meeting places, with different work-
ing tools and undefined deliverable objectives.
Among other activities, we asked them to
® write water poems, @ co-analyse research
data to build a shared understanding and collec-
tively own the results (FIGURE 6), ® draw water
bodies and ® use systems mapping.

Visualisation and materialisation

Visualisation and materialisation are other
characteristics of design-driven projects that
allow a holistic and systemic approach to be
taken for complex topics. We created three key
mapping and data visualisation tools to promote
visual and systemic thinking: we visualised and
used the outcomes of the media analysis pre-
sented earlier in a media topic sheet (FIGURE 7
AND 8), created a visual map of the European
Commission’s work on water, including DGs,
units, policies, the water cycle and water bodies
(FIGURE 9) and transformed the communica-
tion draft of the Interservice Group on Water
Resilience into a visual map (FIGURE 10).

> For further details, see the summary in ANNEX IV.

FIGURE 6. Co-analysis of different data streams by policymakers.
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FIGURE 7. EU Media discourse analysis, overview of topics.

The blue dot indicates that water is central to the topic.
The percentage indicates the frequency of the topic in the whole corpus of articles we collected.
The emoji indicates the tone or sentiment associated with the topic.
One topic was deleted as it gathered articles with no specific topic.
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FIGURE 7. EU Media discourse analysis, overview of topics.
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EU OBJECTIVES

EU POLICIES

34

FIGURE 9. Visual map of the European Commission’s work on water.
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FIGURE 9. Visual map of the European Commission’s work on water.
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FIGURE 10. Workshop in which participants analysed the communication draft
crafted into a visual map using the theory of change format.
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FIGURE 11. Water Reflections serious game playing session.
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Gamification

Gamification is another creative way to unlock
barriers to collaboration through visual tools
and making (Xu et al,, 2017). We designed Water
Reflections, a two-hour role-playing strategy
game for policymakers, with the purpose of
enhancing the Commission’s water resilience
strategy. Serious games aim to ® engage
users at a deeper level of knowledge, @ improve
collaboration and work experience, ® allow
players to learn and use educational content,
® allow players to practise problem-solving
skills (in challenging problems) and ® support
behavioural change (Xu et al., 2017). This seri-
ous game aims specifically to provide players
with scientific evidence from local initiatives
(cards provide information on concrete projects
related to water), improve collaboration between
DGs (through role playing, sorting and playing),
identify implementation avenues (by selecting
and investing in cases to scale up or down
these initiatives) and foster systemic thinking
(by analysing the strategy through the systemic
change theory of Donella Meadows (1999)). The
game was played by 79 colleagues from the
Commission between January and June 2024
(FIGURE 10).

> For further details, see summary in ANNEX V
or the full report (Hamarat et al., 2025).

3. EXPERIMENTATION STRATEGY

CROSS-ANALYSIS

By running multiple research workstreams at
the citizen, regional and national levels, while
conducting participatory workshops at the
Commission level, we were able to identify key
learnings across various aspects and groups.
This approach helped us to identify patterns
and insights, while also providing a compre-
hensive representation of perspectives from
policymakers from different policy areas. In the
following section, we provide a cross-analysis
of the workstreams presented above. During
two half-day sessions, the project work team
core members (n = 3) conducted an inductive
collaborative analysis and categorised the
observations, learnings and actions that might
contribute to a holistic, cross-cutting and sys-
temic approach to water resilience at different
levels of governance. This work was reviewed
during two work sessions: one with two other
work team members from DG Environment,
who followed the entire project, and one with
three colleagues from the EU Policy Lab. These
sessions allowed us to update and reorganise
the project outcomes, identify opportunities and
prioritise specific dimensions.
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uring the water resilience experiment,
D we identified three dimensions that

have an impact on setting up a holistic,
cross-cutting and systemic approach to water
resilience in both specific and multiple levels of
governance that we investigated. The first is the
framing of the topic. The second is the internal
organisation at the European Commission, which
is likely to reflect similar patterns in national
and regional/local administrations. The third is
the implementation of EU policies in Member
States and local knowledge. An overview of
these dimensions, framed as observations and
learnings, is presented in FIGURE 11.

The observations across the three dimensions
are often interdependent. For example, the
framing of the topic and the internal organisa-
tion are intimately interconnected. Work division,
habits and tools might not allow the tackling of
water issues from a water cycle perspective and
may hinder a holistic approach. Similarly, the
way the water topic is framed at different levels
of governance (e.g. EU versus local) might have
an impact on the collaborative efforts between
levels and create gaps between policies and
implementation.

Before presenting these observations, we want
to highlight that some of these learnings are
based on limited data and some are formu-
lated using a hypothetical approach to avoid
premature generalisations. We present them as
working tools to contribute to internal organi-
sational transformational initiatives. We provide
a description and examples from our multilevel
fieldwork for each observation and learning. In
summary, the observations outlined above aim
to provide a better understanding of how we can
improve public administrations’ ways of tackling
water resilience with a holistic, cross-cutting
and systemic approach.

Following these observations and learnings,
eight practice-oriented transformative actions
are proposed in Section 5 to contribute to
the European Commission’s water resilience
strateqy.

BETTER UNp
J\DE A ERs
?Rguc ADMINISTRATIOp 12/4/\/0//\/6 o

L
R\‘i‘%\ ~ySTEMIC APPROACY
N

40

C
' QPOSSTACKLING WATER

“CUTTING

4. OBSERVATIONS AND LEARNINGS



TABLE 3.

An overview of the observations and learnings.

FRAMING THE TOPIC

INTERNAL
ORGANISATION

IMPLEMENTATION AND
LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

The perception of water is often
reduced to ‘urgent and visible’
water events across Europe

Interactions often focus
on negotiation rather
than collaboration

The behavioural dimension
of EU policy implementation
barriers is missing

Water is mainly seen as a
resource for human activities

Initial project set-ups influence
how diff erent DGs participate

Policymakers’ assumptions
about citizens’ concerns
are not always correct

Water discourses differ
across European regions

Specific conditions motivate
cross-DG initiatives

Integrating experiences of
people and places could improve
the public engagement approach

Specific water topics
instead of broad concepts
and framings enhance the
quality of engagement

Visual tools help transform
collaboration

There is a need for tailoring
approaches to regional
and local concerns

WORKING TOOLS
TO CONTRIBUTE
TO INTERNAL
ORGANISATIONAL

TRANSFORMATIONAL

INITIATIVES.

4. OBSERVATIONS AND LEARNINGS

Source: Authors’ own conceptualisation

Valorising local knowledge
could help build trust
across governance levels

Water events can shape
identities of places and help
those affected to recognise the
role of water in these identities
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FRAMING THE TOPIC

The way we frame water-related topics significantly influences our understanding of and

the way we tackle water issues. We observed four practices:

1. the perception of water is often reduced to ‘urgent and visible’ water events across

Europe;

N

. water is mainly seen as a resource for human activities;

3. water discourses differ across European regions;
4. specific water topics, instead of broad concepts and framings, enhance the quality of

engagement.

1. THE PERCEPTION OF WATER IS OFTEN
REDUCED TO ‘URGENT AND VISIBLE’
WATER EVENTS ACROSS EUROPE

The discussions undertaken and the data we
collected at the different levels of governance
primarily focused on specific water issues and
lacked a holistic approach. Actions and decisions
seem to be predominantly focused on immedi-
ate and urgent issues such as floods, droughts
and water scarcity, as they are visible (in terms
of impacts) events. We call these situations
water-related events and they have their own
timescales. These urgent situations foster
short-term thinking and decisions, and the
interconnections between urgent water issues
and broader and long-term ecological issues
are often overlooked.

For example, citizens very often mentioned
water shortages when asked about an experi-
ence that emphasised the importance of water
in their personal or professional lives. The most
common association with water in media dis-
course revolves around natural disasters like
floods and droughts, water management and
citizens’ preparedness in such events. Water

42

pricing, water in international relations, water
consumed or used for tourism, water conflicts
and the destruction of water supplies in wars are
less predominant topics. This is not surprising
given the very different geographical, ecolog-
ical economic and social circumstances of EU
Member States and explain why in most cases
EU water policies relies on a strong application
of the principle of subsidiarity (e.qg. directives
rather than regulations) and the application of
integrated water management at the level of
river basins. The Water Reflections game results
show that policymakers mainly focus on the
first six categories of systemic transition® and
neglect actions promoting the cultural change
necessary to tackle water resilience with a
sustainable long-term approach. In the game,
policymakers selected, debated and invested in
cases mostly related to infrastructures, informa-
tion and requlations, focusing mainly on drinking
water, restoration and depollution. Cases related
to artistic initiatives, cultural beliefs, social con-
structions and water’s legal entity were often
discarded and were labelled as not a priority or
urgency, thereby creating a barrier to tackling
water resilience via a systemic and holistic
approach.

¢eM TO BE PREDOMINANTLY
D URGENT ISSUES SUCH AS FLOODS,
Q\C\T\(’ AS THEY ARE VISIBLE.

8  The Water Reflections serious game was designed using sys-
tem change principles based on the work of Donella Meadows.
For gaming purposes, we simplified the 12 leverage points
into 7. See the detailed report for more information (Hamarat
et al.,, 2025).
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2. WATER IS MAINLY SEEN AS A
RESOURCE FOR HUMAN ACTIVITIES

Even though environmental dimensions and
orientations were dominant throughout the proj-
ect, the discussions undertaken and the data
that we collected mostly focused on treating
and reporting water as a resource for human
needs and activities. For example, in the work-
shops, the focus and discussions were related
to human challenges, such as drinking water,
cleaning, agriculture and heatwaves. Animals
or the planet’s biodiversity were barely evoked
across workstreams. In the Water Reflections
game, ‘drinking water standards’ was the most
selected card; the second and third most popular
cases were related to restoration and depollu-
tion of water, respectively. In only 8 % of stories
did citizens select ‘habitat of biodiversity’ when
they were asked to identify water’s role in their
stories, expressing a weak link with the non-hu-
man dimensions. Even when the role of water
in ‘supporting life’ was selected by citizens, the
stories mainly focused on human lives.

3. WATER DISCOURSES DIFFER
ACROSS EUROPEAN REGIONS

We observed a noticeable difference in the
most salient topics across countries (Belgium,
Germany, Spain, France, ltaly, the Netherlands,
Austria and Poland) or region. For example,
the media discourse differs between German-
speaking (i.e. Germany and Austria) and
Mediterranean countries (i.e. Spain, France and
Italy), with opposite topics prioritised: German-
speaking countries have a stronger focus on
water used in the energy and technology sector,
while Mediterranean countries mainly focus
on water management and related extreme
events. For example, articles mentioning

EVEN THOUGH ENVIRONMENTAL

water in the context of renewable energy and
hydrogen power dominate the media discourse
of German-speaking countries, accounting for
approximately 20 % of the water-related media
coverage. The second most prevalent topic is
climate policy in Germany (13.5 %) and water
in the context of economic and financial trends
in Austria (7.7 %). In contrast, in Mediterranean
regions, the most prominent topics include
water restrictions and alerts in France (18.6 %),
water management and irrigation in Spain
(12.9 %) and regional initiatives on water
management and infrastructure development
in Italy (11 9%). This discrepancy indicates that
there are differing priorities and perspectives on
water-related issues and opportunities across
the EU. This is not surprising, given the very
different geographical, ecological, economic and
social circumstances of Member States. It also
explains why, in most cases, EU water policies
rely on a strong application of the principle of
subsidiarity (e.qg. directives rather than regula-
tions) and the application of integrated water
management at the level of river basins.

The varying focus across regions results in
divergent policy directions and resource alloca-
tions. For instance, having one region pushing
for technological investments in water-efficient
infrastructure while another prioritises emer-
gency-response systems for flood management
requires a flexible and tailored approach at
the EU level. At the same time, these observed
disparities in regional media might make it
difficult to reach a common EU-level narrative
and mission and for there to be alignment on
the path forwards for more collective action
and coordination across the EU. This selective
tailored media coverage, without an EU-level
common mission, over time might be a barrier to
building a holistic approach to water resilience.

DIMENSIONS AND ORIENTATIONS WERE
DOMINANT THROUGHOUT THE PROJECT,

THE DISCUSSIONS UNDERTAKEN

AND THE DATA THAT WE COLLECTED
MOSTLY FOCUSED ON TREATING AND
REPORTING WATER AS A RESOURCE

FOR HUMAN NEEDS AND ACTIVITIES.

4. OBSERVATIONS AND LEARNINGS
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4. SPECIFIC WATER TOPICS,
INSTEAD OF BROAD CONCEPTS
AND FRAMINGS, ENHANCE THE
QUALITY OF ENGAGEMENT

Focusing on specific water-related topics and
carefully framing these issues enhances the
attention and willingness to act of citizens, the
media, communities and policymakers. We can
facilitate more engaging discussions between
stakeholders through topics that are of inter-
est to them and specific concrete situations.
These create more collaborative environments
and help to develop a shared understanding of
challenges, setting the conditions for working on
broader concepts.

The stories collected from citizens show that
people feel empowered to influence water-re-
lated situations. They express motivation and
a desire to act individually, sharing hope for
the future. Their stories mostly relate to topics
such as health and well-being, recreation and
tourism, housing and living conditions, the envi-
ronment and climate, and food and agriculture.
In media discourse, the most common topics
revolve around natural disasters like floods and
droughts, associated water management and
citizen preparedness for such events.

Beyond the specific topics, our observations
during gaming and workshop debates revealed
that the framing of these issues influences
collaboration. Providing a specific set of chal-
lenging situations or cases to initiate cross-DG
collaboration, rather than broad topics or
concepts, facilitated the integration of diverse
perspectives during discussions. Specific cases
enabled more content-based debates, allowing
knowledge and experience sharing to take place
and smoothing communication and the practical
grounding of the collaboration.

These insights might contribute to better shap-
ing the ‘economy of attention’? at different
levels of governance when it comes to water.
By acknowledging and leveraging these focal
points, we can make use of the untapped poten-
tial to enhance engagement and action in water
governance.

PROVIDING A SPECIFIC SET OF CHALLENGING
SITUATIONS OR CASES TO INITIATE
CROSS-DG COLLABORATION, RATHER

THAN BROAD TOPICS OR CONCEPTS,
FACILITATED THE INTEGRATION OF DIVERSE
PERSPECTIVES DURING DISCUSSIONS.
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9  Economy of attention refers to the management of limited
available human attention as hours in a day, treating it as a
scarce commodity and valuable capital, specifically in the con-
text of today’s global digitalisation of information (Davenport
and Beck, 2001).
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TABLE 4. An overview of opportunity areas by governance level.

GOVERNANCE LEVEL

OPPORTUNITY AREAS

EU LEVEL:
EUROPEAN
COMMISSION
POLICYMAKERS

The focus was on urgent and visible water events such as access
to drinking water, droughts and floods, which were understood
through the lens of water quantity, quality and accessibility and
framed by the food, energy and health needs of humans.

NATIONAL LEVEL:
EUROPEAN MEDIA

Media discourse was focused mostly on drought and water
management, followed by floods: damage and emergency
response were both associated with a negative tone. Renewable

DISCOURSE energy and hydrogen power, and sustainable development
and innovation were both associated with a positive tone.
REGIONAL/ The focus was on young people’s connection with water, living labs,

PROVINCIAL LEVEL:
INNOVATION LABS

local and regional multistakeholder collaborations around water bodies,
emergency responses for droughts, local identity and caring for water.

LOCAL LEVEL:
CITIZENS

Stories were mostly related to health and well-being, recreation
and tourism, housing and living conditions, the environment and
climate, and food and agriculture. Access to water, primarily
understood in citizens’ stories as short- or long-term disruptions,
was considered more important than water quality, which itself
was prioritised over water quantity (interpreted as issues of
water excess or scarcity but possibly misunderstood due to
wording). This emphasis is more pronounced in certain regions.

4. OBSERVATIONS AND LEARNINGS

Source: Authors’ own conceptualisation
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INTERNAL ORGANISATION

We observed four internal organisational practices that may have an impact on the
development of a holistic, systemic and cross-cutting approach to water resilience:

A WNR

. interactions often focus on negotiation rather than collaboration;
. initial project set-ups influence how different DGs participate;

. specific conditions motivate cross-DG initiatives;

. visual tools help to transform collaboration.

1. INTERACTIONS OFTEN FOCUS
ON NEGOTIATION RATHER
THAN COLLABORATION

During this project, we observed the strong role
that negotiation plays in the relationships and
collaborations between policymakers. During
workshop activities and other interactions, the
predominant approach to decision-making was
to divide resources and negotiate an agreement,
rather than decide collaboratively. To use an
example, during a serious game session, instead
of deciding collaboratively on how to invest
the 10 tokens given to the players, two groups
preferred to divide equally the 10 tokens so that
they could individually decide in which cases
to invest to ensure alignment with their DGs’
interests.

This dynamic was also observed during other
workshop debates, for instance when we asked
policymakers in the first workshop to collabo-
ratively map the common policy landscape and
the interconnection of DGs. In this instance,
each DG listed its own priorities and negotiated
the correlation and connections with the oth-
ers. We also observed that, during the game
when role-playing (playing another DG’s role),
policymakers struggled to identify other DGs’
missions and connections to water. They lacked
a comprehensive understanding of the different
priorities and missions, which led to a high-level,
stereotyped view of others’ work on water. This
limited their reference to ongoing initiatives,
often reducing their perspective to the common
associations with directives or policies.
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2. INITIAL PROJECT SET-UPS INFLUENCE
HOW DIFFERENT DIRECTORATES-
GENERAL PARTICIPATE

We observed three elements affecting the DGs’
involvement in cross-cutting initiatives. The first
is the origin of the project and its ownership by
a DG. As the water resilience experiment was
originally requested by DG Environment, this
led to the project being labelled, for example,
as an ‘ecology-driven’ project that, therefore,
‘neglects economy’. Second, the framing of
the project and the initial composition of the
project team sometimes acted as a barrier
to a holistic approach. For example, the cases
initially selected for the serious game’s first
testing session were mainly environmental, and
policymakers playing the role of DG Internal
Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs
and DG Energy were struggling to find interest
when playing. Third, tension exists between the
past and future work of the DGs. DGs need to
connect and give value to their past and ongoing
work related to water while at the same time
being part of and designing a coherent and
collaborative water resilience strategy for the
future. This situation creates tension, causing
individual DGs’ efforts to take precedence over
collaborative approaches. As a result, documents
and efforts intended to be collaborative become
fragmented collections to showcase and valo-
rise past and ongoing initiatives. Policymakers
are then tasked with the difficult job of inte-
grating these pieces to form a unified, collective
approach for a future-oriented outcome.

4. OBSERVATIONS AND LEARNINGS
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3. SPECIFIC CONDITIONS
MOTIVATE CROSS-DIRECTORATE-
GENERAL INITIATIVES

We observed three main motivations for policy-
makers to participate in collaborative cross-DG
initiatives. First, when the content produced in
these activities might be potentially useful
for policymakers’ own missions and projects,
policymakers take an active role and participate.
Second, when leaders have past participatory
experiences and know the value of these
approaches, they encourage and create space
for their teams to take part in the initiatives
and they usually also follow this up. Third,
when a policymaker is responsible for a topic
(in this case water) in their DG, there is a duty
to follow up on the project and engage, to
defend or promote interests. In the third case,
the policymaker’s participation is more reactive.
Policymakers seem to interact with content and
work to ensure their priorities and interests are
considered and visible.

4. OBSERVATIONS AND LEARNINGS
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4. VISUAL TOOLS HELP TO
TRANSFORM COLLABORATION

We visually mapped the communication draft
that the Interservice Group on Water Resilience
was working on as a visual map based on the
theory of change, breaking it down into actions,
intended outcomes and impacts (FIGURE 2
AND 10). We used this tool during two workshops
to allow policymakers and scientists to focus on
the existing and possibly missing correlations
between the actions and the intended goals. The
visualisation allowed policymakers and scientists
to collaboratively analyse the communication,
making connections between the actions and
priorities identified, on the one hand, and the
overarching intended impact required for the
scale of the challenge, on the other, as well as
their interdependencies.
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IMPLEMENTATION
AND LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

We highlight six observations and learnings related to dynamics between the different
levels of governance, and specifically between EU and local knowledge, which in turn
have an impact on the design and implementation of policies:

1. the behavioural dimension of EU policy implementation barriers is missing;
2. policymakers’ assumptions about citizens’ concerns are not always correct;
3. integrating experiences of people and places could improve the public engagement

approach;

4. there is a need to tailor approaches to regional and local concerns;

n

. valorising local knowledge could help build trust across governance levels;

6. water events can shape identities of places and help those affected to recognise the

role of water in these identities.

1. THE BEHAVIOURAL DIMENSION
OF EU POLICY IMPLEMENTATION
BARRIERS IS MISSING

There is a gap between the barriers stated in
official implementation reports (related to the
water framework directive and the floods direc-
tive) and what EU policymakers perceive as the
barriers to implementation. The former makes
little or no reference to behavioural factors,
while this project shows that policymakers raise
a number of behavioural barriers. We analysed
the implementation barriers mentioned in
different documents related to the water frame-
work directive and the floods directive *°. While
the Member States’ reports primarily focus
on structural and financial barriers — lack of
finance, governance issues, lack of mecha-
nisms for implementing measures, unexpected
planning delays, extreme events and lack of
effective measures - behavioural aspects may
explain or interconnect with these identified
barriers. This aligns with some of the conclu-
sions in the 2019 fitness check ! of four water

10 See Member States’ reports on the progress of the pro-
grammes of measures (POMs) during the second planning
cycle of the water framework directive (Section 1.2 on
obstacles to implementation of the POMs of the sixth
implementation report (2021)). We also take account of the
report from the Commission to the Council and the European
Parliament on the implementation of the water framework
directive (2000/60/EC), the environmental quality standards
directive (2008/105/EC, amended by Directive 2013/39/EU)
and the floods directive (2007/60/EC). All documents are
available from the Commission website.

11 A fitness check is a type of evaluation that assesses several
related actions. It focuses on identifying how different laws,
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policies }2 and the insights gained from the poli-
cymakers who participated in our first workshop:
behavioural factors were often perceived as
an obstacle to policy implementation. These
included diverging values and priorities, political
reluctance or avoidance, a lack of cooperation
or resource sharing, a lack of awareness and
communication, risk minimisation behaviour,
resistance to change, deeply anchored habits
and short termism. This lack of consideration
might slow down the process of addressing
implementation barriers by overlooking the
behavioural roots of decision-making at various
levels. The European Commission’s influence on
most behavioural barriers was considered low to
medium by our workshop participants, highlight-
ing the importance of direct cooperation with
Member States to effectively address these
behavioural challenges.

— policies and programmes interact, any inconsistencies or
synergies, and their collective impact.

12 The conclusions include that there is resistance to change,
a lack of political will and a lack of cooperation (see the full
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2. POLICYMAKERS’ ASSUMPTIONS
ABOUT CITIZEN CONCERNS
ARE NOT ALWAYS CORRECT

We asked 16 policymakers from various DGs,
whose work relates to water, to predict the
responses of 2 666 citizens to our water stories
collection and questionnaire. We then compared
their guesses to the actual answers. Although
the ranking of topics differed slightly, policy-
makers were relatively successful in predicting
the general themes that citizens would discuss.
Policymakers also correctly anticipated that
water availability would be a major concern
for future water use according to citizens.
However, an unexpected finding emerged:
most citizen stories focused on access to water
rather than its quantity or quality, which none
of the policymakers had predicted. However,
this discrepancy could be attributed to a lack
of a clear definition of these categories in the
survey or to a different interpretation of ‘access
to water’ between citizens and policymakers,
as highlighted in TaBLE 3. For policymakers,
access to water might be primarily associated
with a lack of access to drinking water on a
large scale or with a long-term, systemic issue
such as affordability. In contrast, citizens often
referenced short-term disruptions, such as
interruptions to water supply for a few hours
or days due to infrastructural problems. This
difference may also reflect a broader distinction
between citizens’ focus on practical, day-to-
day challenges and policymakers’ attention
to systemic, long-term concerns, such as
affordability. This insight could prove useful for
policymakers, allowing them to better align their
strategies with the public’s immediate concerns.
Additionally, policymakers predominantly
expected expressions of fear for the future
in the citizens’ stories, whereas most citizens
actually conveyed a sense of hope. This diver-
gence highlights the need for policymakers to
understand the more optimistic outlook that
many citizens have regarding water-related
issues. Most importantly, only two policymakers
predicted that citizens would be identified as
the most influential actors in the stories, while
the majority of citizens highlighted their own

individual responsibility. Most policymakers, on
the other hand, predicted that businesses and
governments would be identified as playing a
larger role, revealing a potential misperception
of the public’s sense of individual agency.

It is important to note that these insights are
drawn from a very limited number of observa-
tions (16 policymakers), and therefore broader
generalisations shall not be made.

3. INTEGRATING EXPERIENCES OF
PEOPLE AND PLACES COULD IMPROVE
THE PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT APPROACH

Personal beliefs and experiences largely influ-
ence people’s perceptions of water and their
capacity to act for water. More specifically,
both water disruption and water scarcity are
important factors in the public consciousness,
as observed in water stories from citizens.
Water use is also deeply integrated into daily
routines and habits (e.qg. drinking, cooking and
cleaning). The disruption of daily habits, due
to the absence of water, forces individuals to
consciously reflect on its importance and their
dependence on it. What mostly influences peo-
ple’s perceptions and actions in their stories is
personal well-being and health, followed by per-
sonal life experience, environmental concern and
climate change and, to a lesser extent, consid-
erations for future generations. Understanding
people’s experiences as reported in their nar-
ratives could help to foster a proactive, rather
than reactive, public engagement approach.

\ A
THE DISRUPTION OF DAILY HABITS, D\)\{ Qf</<<
FORCES INDIVIDUALS TO CONSCIOUS\’

AND THEIR DEPENDENCE ON IT.
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4. THERE IS A NEED TO TAILOR
APPROACHES TO REGIONAL
AND LOCAL CONCERNS

Concerns and motivators expressed by citizens,
as well as by the people involved in the labs
across Europe, depend on their surroundings
and contexts. This is particularly noticeable as
regards cross-border issues.

According to the citizens’ stories, in the Medi-
terranean region, environmental and climate
change concerns are most likely to shape
people’s perceptions, whereas health and water
quality are more likely to play a role in people
living in Baltic states. Another example is
respondents living in/near rural areas, who have
a slight tendency towards being more worried
about the future, compared with respondents
living in (sub)urban areas. Finally, people living
near freshwater tend to focus on conserva-
tion and mindful use, while those near the sea
are more likely to appreciate its importance
for life and enjoy recreational activities,
reflecting differing perceptions based on their
context.

The media has also highlighted how different
areas of the EU focus on different topics,
showing that there are thematic similarities
across geographical regions. German-speaking
countries (Germany and Austria), for instance,
focused more on energy, technology and
innovation, while Mediterranean and southern
countries (Spain, France and lItaly), in general,
mainly focused on water management, including
related emergencies. What is communicated in
the media, could influence the allocation of
resources and the focus of the topics, as well as
the public acceptance of action.

5. VALORISING LOCAL KNOWLEDGE
COULD HELP TO BUILD TRUST
ACROSS GOVERNANCE LEVELS

The collaboration deployed by innovation labs in
their fieldwork shows that engaging communities
and citizens and tapping into local knowledge
could help to build trust and agency. Activating
and empowering these groups contributes to a
holistic approach to water resilience.

For example, communities often establish
informal support networks to provide care
for each other, and they have cultural tra-
ditions and solutions for natural events and
situations. The concept of trust also emerged,
specifically the perception of trust between
the community and the local authorities, par-
tially shaped by how effective and efficient
the response to issues is. Quick and effective
responses to emergencies, such as immedi-
ate rescue operations and relief distribution,
demonstrate the skills of the local authorities,
thereby building trust. However, local authorities
might also face ethical dilemmas concerning the
allocation of resources and the order of prior-
ities, which can negatively affect trust levels.
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. WATER EVENTS CAN SHAPE
IDENTITIES OF PLACES AND HELP
THOSE AFFECTED TO RECOGNISE THE
ROLE OF WATER IN THESE IDENTITIES

As emerged in almost all of the labs’ fieldwork,
water events like floods, droughts and other
phenomena transform the social, cultural
and economic identity of places. They often
change the livelihoods and economic activities
of communities that are dependent on water
resources by banning, halting or diversifying
certain economic activities. In addition, mem-
ories of floods or droughts have also become
an integral part of local knowledge that have
shaped the cultural identity of the place itself.

For instance, from the collaboration with the
Lithuanian design lab, designing a flood man-
agement plan and early warning signs for all
that connects to local traditions and knowledge
could enable a stronger understanding and

Promoting water identity has emerged as an
entry point for taking care of water ecosys-
tems. By acknowledging their unique identities,
local actors can foster a deeper appreciation for
the ecological significance of water ecosystems,
promote sustainable management and care
practices, and encourage community engage-
ment. This construction of identity also varies
through time because water events, issues
and relations are also evolving. In some cases,
the local identities built in relation to water
have shifted from fishing to tourism. This link
between water events and identity shows the
deep cross-cutting and systemic dimensions of
water resilience.
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TRANSFORMATIVE
ACTIONS FOR
WATER RESILIENCE
AND INNOVATIVE
POLICYMAKING






o explore a holistic, cross-cutting and
T systemic approach to water resilience,

we identified and here propose a set
of tools and possible interventions based
on this project’s learnings. These proposals
target individual policymakers, water-related
groups and communities at the Commission
(e.qg. interservice groups, units and teams) and
water-related groups and communities outside
the Commission (Member States, international
organisations, etc.).

Each proposal is drafted in the most practical
way possible, to make it actionable, and each
sets out why we are proposing it, who could
benefit from it, when / for how long it could be
done, what it might entail, how to deliver it and
where to start. The main objective is to provide
a set of actions and possible interventions that
could improve current actions and encourage
more participation, collaboration and integration
of evidence into policymaking.

FIGURE 12. An overview of actions and possible interventions

CREATING A VISION TO SITUATE AND EVALUATE
A COHESIVE WATER RESILIENCE STRATEGY

Observations/learnings:
Lack of EU narrative, initial group frames the issue, ownership
of the project, present-future tension, short termism

ACTION 2

priorities

UNDERSTANDING AND VISUALISING ALL OF THE DGS’
AND THE ASSOCIATED STAKEHOLDERS’ PERSPECTIVES
AND INFLUENCES THROUGH THE WATER CYCLE

Observations/learnings:
A need for collective reflection, managing EU diversity,
misunderstanding of other actors, diverging values and

HOLISTIC
Providing an overview of and guidance for
the actions that allow coherence and accountability

BEYOND WATER AS A RESOURCE, RETHINKING
THE PLACE OF NATURE IN POLICYMAKING

Observations/learnings:
Utilitarian perspective, short termism, anthropogenic view
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CROSS-CUTTING

Connecting and coordinating actions across
policy areas and levels to empower implementation

SYSTEMIC
Integrating the multiplicity and interconnectedness
of perspectives and views to enable system change

ACTION 4

COORDINATING ACTIONS AND LEARNINGS
THROUGH PARTICIPATORY WORKSHOPS

Observations/learnings:
Policymakers divided by fields, reactive actions and strategy,
lack of proactive change approach

COLLABORATING WITH MEMBER STATE LABS AND
ORGANISATIONS TO INTEGRATE LOCAL LEARNINGS
AND FEASIBLE, SCALABLE BUSINESS MODELS

Observations/learnings:

A need to explore ways of collaborating and testing with
Member State labs, local organisations and projects to integrate
learnings and scalable models. Labs empower communities,
informal support networks, leveraging local authorities’ role

ACTION 6

ACTION 7

ORCHESTRATING CITIZENS’ AND COMMUNITIES’
ACTIONS THROUGH INTEGRATING THEIR EXPERIENCES

Observations/learnings:

Water use engrained and hidden in daily lives, people’s personal
and sociocultural experiences, viewed through a health and
wellness lens more than from a sustainability perspective, using
behavioural evidence

INTEGRATING SYSTEMIC APPROACHES WITH
BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS TO OVERCOME
IMPLEMENTATION BARRIERS TO EU GREEN
POLICIES IN MEMBER STATES

Observations/learnings:

Lack of understanding of behavioural aspects of
implementation, political reluctance, lack of cooperation, lack of
awareness, risk minimalisation, resistance to change

ACTION 8

USING SERIOUS GAMING TO FOSTER COLLECTIVE
SYSTEMIC APPROACHES TO WATER RESILIENCE

Observations/learnings:
Preformed ideas and structures, a struggle to see others’
perspectives, a need to integrate local knowledge

Source: Authors’ own conceptualisation
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FIGURE 13. Discussions generated by the systemic maps during workshop 2.

Source: Authors
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G0

HOLISTIC

PROVIDING AN OVERVIEW OF AND GUIDANCE FOR THE ACTIONS

THAT ALLOW COHERENCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY

CREATING A VISION TO SITUATE AND EVALUATE
A COHESIVE WATER RESILIENCE STRATEGY

Observations/learnings:
Lack of EU narrative, initial group frames the issue, ownership
of the project, present-future tension, short termism

WHY?

WHO?

WHAT?

HOW?

WHEN?

WHERE TO START?

SEE ALSO:

To ensure the coherence of the Commission’s water resilience strategy, it is
necessary to understand and map different DGs’ actions through a shared
framework focusing on outcomes and consequences. The aim is to establish
a clear and coherent vision that helps to position each DG’s strategies within
the European Commission’s broader water resilience mission.

Different policymakers, especially heads or leads of interservice groups, work-
ing on water, including the less ‘obvious’ DGs regarding sectors that will be
affected by water resilience challenges.

This action involves using vision and theory-of-change tools to write a coherent
water resilience strategy. The theory-of-change framework is applied to anal-
yse each decision, action or policy, and it is assessed and evaluated according
to the vision created and using the logical flow of the theory of change for
the impact and the desired consequences/impact.

It is implemented by following a participatory research and design process
to encourage policymakers to @ experiment with existing vision and theo-
ry-of-change tools during participatory workshops; @ co-design an adapted
vision and theory-of-change tool for water resilience, integrating different
actors and systemic change principles and thus enabling collaboration and
coordination; ® facilitate the organisation of sessions to evaluate DGs’
decisions and actions with the tool; and ® organise training sessions for
policymakers to integrate the tool in their daily ways of working.

Internal meetings, especially during the set-up phase of the collaboration, but
also each time a new action or decision is undertaken.

Contact Maciej Krzysztofowicz (JRC S1 — EU Policy Lab) to discuss collaboration
possibilities to experiment with existing frameworks.

- The Future of Customs in the EU 2040 (Ghiran et al., 2020);
> Contact Snezha Kazakova (JRC S2) to facilitate the organisation of sessions on a participatory
budget, allowing participants to assess the coherence of different actions.
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UNDERSTANDING AND VISUALISING ALL OF THE DGS’
AND THE ASSOCIATED STAKEHOLDERS’ PERSPECTIVES
AND INFLUENCES THROUGH THE WATER CYCLE

Observations/learnings:

A need for collective reflection, managing EU diversity,
misunderstanding of other actors, diverging values and
priorities

WHY?

WHO?

WHAT?

HOW?

WHEN?

WHERE TO START?

SEE ALSO:

The aim is to create a collective map and visual of the water cycle by engaging
the different DGs and bringing together their work to put all of their diverse
perspectives into context, as well as to better understand the influences
and how to tackle diversity in the water discourse both internally and at the
national level.

Policymakers who relate directly or indirectly to the water topic.

A visual map of the water-related work of each DG is created in a way that is
easily shareable and promotes peer learning. The final goal is to co-create
an inclusive visual representation of the water cycle, reflecting the work of
different DGs and showcasing overlaps, connections and opportunities. This
will lead to a shared visual understanding of the Commission’s approach
to water governance and management. The visual maps will serve as both
reflection tools and daily working aids for policymakers.

A graphic designer will be assigned to each DG for one month to visually map
their work. These visual maps will then be circulated across DGs, allowing
colleagues to revise, improve or enrich their own maps based on peer feed-
back. This process will foster integration of visual culture within the water
community, helping to identify synergies between DGs over time. Additionally,
three workshops will be held at which policymakers will explore past, present
and future representations of the water cycle and co-design a unified visual
that connects the Commission’s landscape.

Experiment to run for a six-month period.

Contact Maciej Krzysztofowicz (JRC S1 — EU Policy Lab) to discuss collaboration
possibilities and to find the right fit from the design for policy framework
contract.

> Visual toolbox for system innovation. A resource book for practitioners to map, analyse

and facilitate sustainability transitions (De Vicente Lopez et al, 2016);
> Value Network Mapping: A method for unravelling system relations (Galle and Matti, 2022);
> Cristian Matti (JRC B7) for further information about visual tools for stakeholder mapping.
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BEYOND WATER AS A RESOURCE, RETHINKING
THE PLACE OF NATURE IN POLICYMAKING

Observations/learnings:
Utilitarian perspective, short termism, anthropogenic view

WHY?

WHO?

WHAT?

HOW?

WHEN?

WHERE TO START?

SEE ALSO:

The aim is to enable policymakers to consider water as not just a resource and to
provide them with a common understanding of water beyond its utility. There
is also a need for exercising and collectively intervening to shift the mindset
and paradigm to a beyond-extracting approach.

Policymakers related directly or indirectly to the water topic, in individual DGs
and collective cross-DG initiatives, for example interservice group meetings.

A shift in thinking is encouraged, away from viewing water purely as a resource
towards seeing it as part of a broader natural ecosystem. The themes
addressed could include ‘water as life’, ‘nature’s cycles’ and ‘interconnected
ecosystems’ to highlight the intrinsic value of nature beyond its utility. Visual
maps or narratives could illustrate how water interacts with the environment,
cultural practices and ecosystems, moving beyond the ‘resource extraction’
mindset.

This action is implemented by conducting experience-oriented activities with
policymakers at the intersection of art, design and science. Examples include
® nature-centric exercises engaging participants in hands-on activities;
® introducing policymakers to ‘thing ethnography’ and ‘theory of parliament
of things’, that is, methods of exploring ways of integrating non-human
perspectives in the policymaking process; ® forward-looking experiences in
which participants imagine a future where water is treated as part of a living
system, not a commodity (e.g. using storytelling and artist approaches); and
® immersive nature experiences using virtual rooms, allowing an exploration
of the consequences of various actions (e.g. agricultural policy and industrial
impact) on natural systems in a simulated way.

At key points in time in the policy process, for example at an interservice meeting.

Contact Maciej Krzysztofowicz or Elahe Rajabiani (JRC S1 - EU Policy Lab) to hear
more about the ‘Futures Garden’ project or the NaturArchy project.

> Contact Hannah Nohlen to enquire about the Misflood project. Researchers at the EU Policy Lab are investigating people’s
susceptibility to misinformation during a simulated flood event in virtual reality. They are creating an immersive virtual
environment where participants receive visual and audio inputs through virtual-reality headsets, allowing them to ‘move’
and interact within the simulated space. This experience is typically perceived as highly immersive and enables participants
to engage with a flood scenario without being exposed to the real-world risks that such an event would entail.
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(2)

CROSS-CUTTING

CONNECTING AND COORDINATING ACTIONS ACROSS POLICY

AREAS AND LEVELS TO EMPOWER IMPLEMENTATION

ACTION 4

COORDINATING ACTIONS AND LEARNINGS
THROUGH PARTICIPATORY WORKSHOPS

Observations/learnings:
Policymakers divided by fields, reactive actions and strategy,
lack of proactive change approach

WHY?

WHO?

WHAT?

HOW?

WHEN?

WHERE TO START?

60

There is a need for DGs’ and Member States’ actions to be understood and
monitored through a shared and common framework focusing on outcomes
and practical local learnings to ensure that the European Commission’s water
actions are coherent. There is also a need for stable collaboration and coor-
dination on water within the Commission and with Member States to close
the feedback loop and encourage stronger implementation informed by local
learnings.

Policymakers related to the water resilience topic.

This action involves using systemic approaches and mapping the current efforts
and workstreams that the different key DGs are undertaking on water to cre-
ate an overview and a strategy for water resilience. It also involves creating
spaces for people to debate and focus on the specific topics, beyond editing
common documents, and coordinating and running this group with regular
cadence to enable a consistent approach.

This action is implemented by establishing ways of working and regular in-per-
son workshops and by creating collaborative and thematic activities that are
relevant for the different discussions, focusing more on active collaborations
and content discussions rather than updates. There will be a co-chaired group
with people from different DGs.

A regular monthly two-hour meeting in person to collaboratively work on the
common goal.

Contact Marco Inchingolo (JRC S2) for potential facilitation of these meetings. His
project on collaborative policymaking could help to develop better interaction
between DGs during these meetings.
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COLLABORATING WITH MEMBER STATE LABS AND
ORGANISATIONS TO INTEGRATE LOCAL LEARNINGS
AND FEASIBLE, SCALABLE BUSINESS MODELS

Observations/learnings:

A need to explore ways of collaborating and testing with
Member State labs, local organisations and projects to integrate
learnings and scalable models. Labs empower communities,
informal support networks, leveraging local authorities’ role

WHY?

WHO?

WHAT?

HOW?

WHEN?

WHERE TO START?

There are a number of innovative technical and social interventions and solutions to
water-resilience challenges for which practicalities and people’s perceptions are
not fully studied and tested. Action-based research to identify practicalities in
the designing of business plans and interventions for water-resilience challenges
could provide useful insights on the reasons for the lack of implementation and
ideation of interventions. There is a need to focus on iterative experimentation of
real-world practicalities to gather evidence on practical, scalable delivery needs
at the local level. Building on the learnings of the labs experimentation, further
experimentation and engagement with local organisations to test solutions in situ
or to investigate sociocultural reasons could provide information on the system’s
requirements. For example, the following could be investigated locally: water
reuse, system decentralisation, cultural barriers, water identities and the potential
for defining business models to engage communities that are centred on water,
such as being part of a ‘river’ community and identity.

Partnership and collaboration with innovation labs and other local organisations.

This action involves supporting local water conservation projects, encouraging
community-led water management, and fostering partnerships between
government and grassroots organisations, for example by establishing a
collaboration with the ‘New European Bauhaus’** community with a focus on
water. Experimentation could also take the form of establishing new relation-
ships with Member States for administrative capacity support to enforce rules
and implementation across Member States. Moreover, testing out possible
solutions and interventions to plan for future consequences is key, as is clos-
ing the feedback loop and bringing learnings into the process in areas with a
lack of implementation.

It will be implemented by targeting both the labs already in the network and
others to focus on this specific question in a participatory project involving
actively learning and gathering transferable and scalable learnings. Organising
and engaging communities and local projects could help in learning about
effective methodologies and instruments that could be deployed. For instance,
emergency governance models and case studies could be used to learn about
and create models for delivery based on bottom-up needs. Investigating how
place-based identities shape and are shaped by water events in turn allows
an understanding to be gained of how this reflects on resilient communities.

A six-month experiment with a small budget in a sample of multiple locations to
gather learnings by testing out potential policy interventions.

Contact Ottla Arrigoni (JRCS1 - EU Policy Lab) to set up an action-based research
project and for contact information for the existing network of labs.

13 New European Bauhaus (NEB) is a policy and funding initiative that makes green transition in built environments enjoyable, attractive

and convenient for all.
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ORCHESTRATING CITIZENS’ AND COMMUNITIES’
ACTIONS THROUGH INTEGRATING THEIR EXPERIENCES

Observations/learnings:

Water use engrained and hidden in daily lives, people’s personal
and sociocultural experiences, viewed through a health and
wellness lens more than from a sustainability perspective, using
behavioural evidence

WHY?

WHO?

WHAT?

62

In the current public consultation process, citizens are asked to provide their
input on existing and new EU policies. This approach might narrow the focus to
people’s experiences and current situations regarding what is provided, rather
than giving a complete picture of people’s perceptions on the topic. There is
a need to generate both quantitative data on and qualitative insights into
people’s experience to create a comprehensive understanding of their values,
perceptions, attitudes and behaviours. Studying and understanding people’s
experiences and following a human-centred approach that focuses on the lived
experience and the needs of individuals and stakeholders could empower mul-
tilevel action change by making full use of policy levers to encourage changes
in behaviours in society, especially through community- and citizen-driven
solutions. This approach could complement traditional public consultations,
ensuring policies resonate with and address more tangible aspects that the
public can relate to.

Policymakers interested in gathering citizens’ and communities’ insights through
qualitative methods.

This action involves integrating other ways to engage with citizens beyond large-
scale public consultations to understand cross-cutting issues and emerging
experiences. Based on our findings, we recommend and encourage further
exploration of the following approaches.

Leveraging hope and individual responsibility. Capitalise on the optimism
and sense of responsibility expressed by citizens by promoting and dissemi-
nating positive narratives on various water-related topics.

Focusing on access. Better reflect citizens’ immediate concerns about water
access, ensuring alignment with their everyday needs.

Connecting invisible issues. Highlight the connection between less visible
water issues and daily activities to make these topics more relatable to the
public.

Focusing on health and well-being. When possible, frame communications
about water through the lens of health and well-being, which resonates most
strongly with people.

Understanding place-based identities. Understand that identities can be
shaped by water events and the resilience of communities.

Targeting communication. Tailor communications to groups with a specific
identity related to water, emphasising these identity aspects to build stronger
public support, especially in communities where specific water issues are
significant.
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How?  Contracting experts or companies that are able to collect qualitative data from
citizens and communities could help interested policymakers to conduct
alternative, more qualitative, studies. Representative samples and qualitative
methods (e.q. story collection and the SenseMaker tool) can be used to inves-
tigate specific aspects. Transferable and scalable knowledge can be gathered
to understand the changes needed for a shift in perceptions and attitudes. By
identifying, mapping and analysing existing European Commission initiatives
and policies, the policy feedback loop can be closed and local initiatives can
be supported; if necessary, consider creating more platforms to empower
citizens’ action.

wHEN?  Other ways to engage with citizens beyond large-scale public consultations are to
be integrated at different stages of the policy cycle to understand cross-cut-
ting issues and emerging experiences to close the feedback loop.

WHERE T0 sTART?  Contact Marion Dupoux (JRC S1 - EU Policy Lab) if you would like to obtain
further details about the relevant insights, get access to the citizens’ stories
collected in 2024 or identify companies or experts that can collect data on
these types of insights.

SEE ALSO:
> #WaterWiseEU awareness campaign, managed by DG Environment. The water resilience experiment informed this campaign by

inviting the DG Environment communication team to a workshop on the results of the water stories collection, providing them
with access to citizens’ stories and disseminating the analysis and conclusions of the water stories report prior to publication.
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(2

SYSTEMIC

INTEGRATING THE MULTIPLICITY AND INTERCONNECTEDNESS
OF PERSPECTIVES AND VIEWS TO ENABLE SYSTEM CHANGE

INTEGRATING SYSTEMIC APPROACHES WITH
BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS TO OVERCOME
IMPLEMENTATION BARRIERS TO EU GREEN
POLICIES IN MEMBER STATES

Observations/learnings:

Lack of understanding of behavioural aspects of
implementation, political reluctance, lack of cooperation, lack of
awareness, risk minimalisation, resistance to change

WHY?

WHO?

WHAT?

HOW?

WHEN?

WHERE TO START?

SEE ALSO:

There is a lack of consideration of behavioural dimensions in the implementation
of water policies, which may hinder efforts to address implementation barri-
ers (e.g., financial, governance) effectively.

EU policymakers working on Green Deal or related policies and public adminis-
tration representatives and officials in Member States.

A comprehensive approach to investigate behavioural drivers leading to systemic
issues slowing down the implementation of policies within the green transition
context. By the green transition, we mean all initiatives aimed at environ-
mental sustainability and combating climate change. This includes EU Green
Deal policies but also sector-specific legislation (e.g. energy, agriculture and
transport) and more cross-cutting legislation such as the water framework
directive. Financial, technical and administrative barriers are often identified
in Member States’ implementation reports, highlighting the cross-cutting
nature of these issues and justifying the broader focus on the green transition
(rather than water) for this new project. This action also involves enabling
systemic interventions to strengthen multilevel governance models covering
different areas for collective action.

This action involves mapping the journey of a policy after its adoption to identify
the crucial steps and actors that influence implementation and to find the lever-
age points where behavioural and systemic approaches can make a difference
(Dupoux et al., 2025c). It also involves developing behavioural interventions
and traditional policy instruments to unlock the barriers identified and acceler-
ate the implementation process. Engagement across Member States would be
a key aspect in this process. ldentifying representative Member States would
strengthen the crucial role of regions and cities in creating synergies between
place-based innovation strategies and industrial and regional ecosystems.

This can be performed at different stages of the policy process. However, given the
numerous policies adopted but not implemented, it would be ideal to investi-
gate specific clusters of unimplemented policies to identify the current barriers.

Contact Marion Dupoux if you would like to follow or be involved in this ongoing
project in collaboration with The Reform and Investment Task Force. A work-
shop prepared the ground for this project (Dupoux and Martens, 2025). The
project is scheduled to begin in spring 2025.

> Strategic Foresight Report 2023.
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ACTION 8

USING SERIOUS GAMING TO FOSTER COLLECTIVE
SYSTEMIC APPROACHES TO WATER RESILIENCE

Observations/learnings:
Preformed ideas and structures, a struggle to see others’
perspectives, a need to integrate local knowledge

WHY?

WHO?

WHAT?

HOW?

WHEN?

WHERE TO START?

The aim is to support cross-DG collaboration, bring qualitative research into the
decision-making process, identify concrete actions for water resilience and
train policymakers on the systemic change principles. The game has already
been played by more than 100 policymakers and scientists, with positive
experiences and feedback.

Policymakers related directly or indirectly to the water topic in individual DGs and
collective cross-DG initiatives, for example interservice group meetings.

Water Reflections is a two-hour role-playing strategy game for policymakers and
water-related professionals. It is based on real cases, initiatives and practices
deployed across the globe to tackle water-related challenges. The game has
six steps: individual, collective, competitive and collaborative moments; prior-
itisation; and investment decisions. The game’s outcome is a water resilience
strateqy based on cases that the players decide to scale up or down across
the EU to implement water-resilient actions by the Commission. At the end
of the game, the players’ water resilience strategy is analysed using the
systemic change principles of Donella Meadows to reveal missing actions for
sustainable transition.

This action is implemented by identifying an internal or cross-DG meeting and
requesting that the meeting participants dedicate one of the meetings to the
game. The same colleagues can also be invited to a lunchtime game. However,
for more impact, the game should be organised in formal, already-established
interservice and official meeting groups.

The game can be played during meetings, water-related Commission events, unit
and directorate gatherings, and collaboration with external entities. During
autumn 2024, the EU Policy Lab organised three gaming sessions in the
Commission buildings.

Join one of the collective sessions organised by the JRC EU Policy Lab or contact
Alessandro Borsello to request a single kit or several kits to organise a larger
session. The EU Policy Lab will support you with the kits and facilitation.
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a unigue set-up to explore alternative

possibilities of what holistic, cross-cutting
and systemic approaches could look like for
water resilience.

T he water resilience experiment provided

The experiment was designed and run taking an
interdisciplinary approach, using an approach
based on design for policy and behavioural
insights and focusing on participatory, visual
and experience-oriented dimensions. It uncov-
ered insights on multiple scales and from
various stakeholders, including citizens, regional
innovation labs, national media discourse and
European policymakers. This approach allowed
us to analyse and learn from the various actors
in the system, specifically on how they currently
interact, their learnings and experiences from
across the EU, and how they could poten-
tially align with and provide feedback to the
Commission for a more holistic, cross-cutting
and systemic water resilience policy landscape
at the European level.

Our findings emphasise the need for the
European Commission to transform both internal
and external working practices, diversify meth-
odologies and create spaces for collaboration
with Member States and regions to learn and
address implementation challenges.

One key takeaway is the importance of partici-
patory, visual and exploratory methods to help
policymakers to integrate these approaches
into existing policy processes and tools.
However, incorporating these new methods into
established workflows is complex and requires
solutions to be co-designed with policymakers
from various DGs. This shift involves moving
from a client-service model to a model of
co-ownership of innovative initiatives, thereby
opening up the policymaking process.

6. CONCLUSIONS

The transformative actions aim to internally
trigger new practice-oriented collaboration
paths with interservice groups, DGs and relevant
stakeholders to follow up on this work for water
resilience. The actions also need to include both
internally facing and externally facing actions,
the provision of supporting tools and documents
through the EU Policy Lab, suggestions for alter-
native methods that complement traditional
tools used by the Commission, and the initiation
of projects that can support the implementation
process by incorporating quickly and more regu-
larly into the policymaking process any feedback
on where the policy is or should be implemented.

Beyond water resilience, this experiment has
provided valuable insights for imagining and
experimenting with other policy areas using a
wide lens. By building on these learnings and
taking transformative actions as a basis for
discussion, this project hopes to provide both
evidence and solutions regarding possible inter-
nal interventions and more holistic, cross-cutting
and systemic approaches at the Commission.
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ANNEXES

ANNEX 1

WATER STORIES FROM EU CITIZENS

WHY? THE VALUE,
AIM AND OBJECTIVES

The study aimed to explore how citizens
and stakeholders across the EU expe-
rience water in their daily lives, both
personally and professionally (Dupoux
et al., 2025b). It sought to understand
what the triggers were of awareness
of water’s importance and to identify
the key drivers shaping perceptions,
thoughts and actions related to water.
Additionally, it considered the diversity
of perspectives from different Member
States, highlighting regional variations
in water experiences and concerns. The
study was framed through a behavioural
lens to identify behavioural patterns
and attitudes. This can be crucial for
designing policies and communication
strategies that align with citizens’ views
and behaviours and that are more likely
to be adopted by the public.

WHAT DID WE DO AND WITH
WHOM? METHODOLOGY,
PARTICIPANTS AND LIMITS

Via the SenseMaker tool, we collected
2 666 stories from EU citizens across
all 27 Member States, facilitated by our
we gathered 85 stories from stakehold-
ers who participated voluntarily, with
dissemination assistance from various
DGs, including DG Environment, DG
Agriculture and Rural Development, DG
Regional and Urban Policy, DG Maritime
Affairs and Fisheries, DG Internal
Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and
SMEs, DG Energy and DG Research and
Innovation. Participants responded to
the following prompting question: ‘Think
of one moment or experience where you
felt very aware of the importance of
water in your personal or professional
life. Describe that moment and explain
why it is important to you. How has it
shaped or influenced your perceptions,
thinking and/or actions?’ They then
answered further clarifying questions
to help them to self-interpret their
stories with a primary focus on the
behavioural components of the narra-
tives (emotions, hopes/fears, individual
responsibility, social norms, personal
beliefs and habits). Voices That Count
created the questions and analysed
patterns, trends and the narratives
behind the data. It also conducted a
sense-making workshop with European
Commission policymakers to delve
deeper into specific sets of stories. A
dashboard with all of the data (stories,
patterns and socio-demographics) is
available upon request.
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The study’s methodology emphasises
personal stories, providing specific
insights into water’s importance in
people’s lives but not general public
opinions. The data are slightly limited
for some countries (Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, Slovakia and Sweden),
which affected the depth of the anal-
ysis. Stakeholder representation across
sectors was uneven, influenced by
voluntary participation and varying DG
cooperation in survey dissemination.

WHAT DID WE LEARN? INSIGHTS

Insight 1. In EU citizens’ and stake-
holders’ stories, water is predominantly
linked to health and well-being, high-
lighting its fundamental importance
for survival and comfort. This theme
appears in 37 % of stories, with 70 %
expressing a positive sentiment. People
acknowledge water’s critical role in
hydration, cleansing and stress relief,
finding comfort in activities like swim-
ming. The stories also underscore the
importance of clean water access and
infrastructure. There is a shift occurring
towards viewing water as a core part of
personal and community identity.

Insight 2. Water-related concerns vary
by region, emphasising the role of con-
text. In the Baltic states, water quality
and pollution are key concerns, while
the Mediterranean region focuses more
on environmental and climate change
issues. The latter region also reports
higher levels of worry and sadness
linked to water scarcity and its effects
on living conditions.

Insight 3. Personal beliefs and expe-
riences shape perceptions of water
issues, with both short-term disruptions
and long-term scarcity evoking strong
emotional responses. These experiences
highlight water’s integral role in daily
life and prompt reflection on its impor-
tance when disrupted. Countries more
exposed to water scarcity issues tend
to be less positive in their stories.

Insight 4. Half of the participants
felt that they could have a significant
impact on the situation in their water
story, often through educational efforts
to encourage change in others. This is
supported by the fact that citizens are
identified as the most influential actor
in stories.

Insight 5. There is little mention of eco-
nomic issues in water stories, especially
at sectoral levels. Only a few people link
their stories to industry, trade, economy,
finance or mobility and transport. The

link that is sometimes made is through
water bills or cost-saving measures.

REFLECTIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Framing communications. Communi-
cation strategies should consider the
diverse personal beliefs and experiences
that influence water-related attitudes.
By framing narratives that resonate
with people’s experiences and concerns,
as expressed in this study, it is possible
to build greater awareness and encour-
age behaviour change. For example,
if water pricing is a future necessary
water policy, then the economic aspects
should be more prominent in commu-
nications. As water is often taken for
granted, more emphasis should be put,
for example, on the link between water
coming from the tap and its source.

Complementing policy measures
with bottom-up approaches. There is
untapped potential in citizen influence
on water-related situations, highlighting
the value of engaging and empowering
citizens in addressing water challenges
and promoting sustainable practices.
Fostering community involvement
and leveraging individual actions can
enhance the effectiveness of water
management strategies. The EU strat-
egy represents a promising avenue to
expand both community-driven initia-
tives and cross-border coordination.

Supporting mental well-being. There
is a pressing need to support mental
well-being in regions with high environ-
mental concerns to mitigate the rise of
eco-anxiety among the population. The
EU4Health 2023 work programme is
contributing to this. We recommend that
European Commission policymakers
take a position (e.g. through recom-
mendations to Member States) on the
growing matter of eco-anxiety.

NEXT STEPS

Given the extensive number of data
collected, we will make them available
upon request for researchers to explore
as regards their specific areas of
interest. The interactive dashboard has
been shared with various policy DGs,
and we will continue to disseminate it
to facilitate more targeted analyses.
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ANNEX 11

LOCAL PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH ON WATER IN MEMBER STATES

WHY? THE VALUE,
AIM AND OBJECTIVES

The study’s objective was to understand
the perception and maturity of the
response to water challenges across
Member States, the opportunities aris-
ing from the gaps between policy and
implementation, and how actors at the
subnational level are using the existing
space to deal with the challenge (Arri-
goni et al, 2025). In tandem, the study
aimed to gather lateral insights on what
the Commission could do, beyond the
current frameworks and directives.

WHAT DID WE DO AND WITH
WHOM? METHODOLOGY,
PARTICIPANTS AND LIMITS

Five labs, which were identified and
selected through an open call, led
participatory processes in their local
areas on different aspects related to
water resilience. The labs were invited
to identify urgent water-related issues
in their Member States through a par-
ticipatory approach involving citizens,
local communities and/or key national
stakeholders. Due to the limited amount
of time and research set-up, each lab
selected the topic it wanted to explore
based on its local area, previous knowl-
edge and network of stakeholders. Each
lab brought unique perspectives and
expertise to the research work.

® Denmark: effective innovation
collaboration in ‘water living labs’. The
non-profit organisation Water Valley
Denmark explored means of making a
water living lab attractive for compa-
nies and students to join, with a special
focus on SMEs and start-ups.

® Croatia: the position of commu-
nities in revitalising riverscapes. The
research, led by the non-governmental
organisation Urbani Separe, investi-
gated how to bridge bottom-up and
top-down efforts to revitalise rivers and
make coalitions to establish sustainable
collaborations between local stakehold-
ers.

® |[taly: facing drought through
collaboration in Milan. The research,
led by the Design Policy Lab, part of
the Polytechnic University of Milan,
involved developing a case study on
the learnings of the city of Milan (Food
Policy Office) during the drought crisis
of 2022.

® Lithuania: what does the level of
water say about care? The focus of
the research, defined by the private
consulting firm Viktorija, Vilis & Co,
was on how to care for water in rural
areas in the west of Lithuania through
local responses to water events such as
floods.
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® Portugal: young people forge spe-
cific connections with water, intertwin-
ing notions of well. The environmental
and community non-governmental
organisation Rio Neiva Community Lab
investigated how the younger gener-
ation interacts with and perceives the
value of surrounding water ecosystems.

The EU Policy Lab research team held
regular online co-designing interactive
sessions with all the labs across the EU
to collaboratively design the research
strategy, support them in the delivery
and foster exchange and learnings
across them. The project process con-
sisted of three steps.

1. Pre-fieldwork. The labs defined and
coordinated their efforts towards the
research approach. This included setting
out the strategies, participants, tools
and methods according to the collective
and individual needs.

2. During fieldwork. The Labs carried
out their research activities, transcribed
the data and drew their conclusions/
insights, supported by the team, and
shared the learnings with the other labs.

3. After fieldwork. Collective sense-
making and reporting took place
between design team members and
insights from each lab were discussed
and cross-checked.

The study’s limitations include @ the
selection of the labs through the means
of an open call; @ the specific types of
labs engaged, their previous experience
and their geographical areas, which
influenced the selection of the topics
and types of insights; and @ the limited
amount of time allowed for this work,
which resulted in the engagement also
being limited and affected the depth of
the insights.

WHAT DID WE LEARN? INSIGHTS

Each lab identified the key insights
generated from its research. To draw
overarching learnings from the work,
the research team ran a cross-anal-
ysis and generated the following key
insights: @ engaging communities
and tapping into their local knowledge
fosters trust and accountability and
encourages agency; @ place-based
and alternative governance models can
deploy efficient emergency responses
and water management; @ identities of
places are shaped by water events, and
recognising an identity to water shapes
people’s response; and @ shifting
narratives on water could foster deeper
understanding, creating stronger con-
nections and collective actions.

REFLECTIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Integrating the power of local
knowledge and communities in the
response. This approach could enhance
resilience and recovery efforts by fos-
tering engagement and transparency to
enable agency and a sense of control
over safety, and would establish a
culture of communication and account-
ability about resource allocations and
decisions.

Creating roles and defining alterna-
tive delivery models and cooperation.
This involves considering actors’ differ-
ent protocols and instruments to enable
parallel efforts. It would help stakehold-
ers to retain a level of autonomy and
the outline of clear, well-defined roles,
while pursuing a collective common
outcome. It also involves rebuilding
relationships between local actors to
align priorities and experimenting with
models as nature based-solutions that
support climate resilience, ecosystem
services and policies centred on young
people.

Exploring and integrating water iden-
tities. Acknowledging and integrating
identities related to water is key to
promoting sustainable management
and care practices, both in community
engagement and in national and
regional strategies.

Examining water narratives and con-
nected values. Water is acknowledged
as a source of well-being, health and
beauty, as a connector of geographical
spaces and as an element affected
by destruction and pollution. These
different narratives can promote envi-
ronmental education programmes and
models of place-based approaches that
value the relationships between com-
munities and their water ecosystems.

NEXT STEPS

The following are potential next
steps: focusing on practical, specific
strategies to finding solutions in the
research space; focusing on solutions/
incentives in local places; using simple
tests to provide actionable and scalable
learnings (e.qg. creating delivery models
on how to integrate local traditional
knowledge with policy and defining
models for engagement based on water
community identities).
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ANNEX I11

EU WATER MEDIA DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

WHY? THE VALUE,
AIM AND OBJECTIVES

The objective of the study was to
understand how the media discusses
water and what issues capture public
attention, which can be critical for
setting priorities, especially in terms of
communication and public engagement
strategies (Dupoux et al,, 2025a). Addi-
tional goals were to anticipate areas of
public concern, controversy and oppor-
tunities and to identify cross-country
heterogeneities in the media discourse.
By highlighting the dominant narratives
and gaps in the coverage, media analy-
sis can indicate where public discourse
might be lacking or misaligned with
policy needs.

WHAT DID WE DO AND WITH
WHOM? METHODOLOGY,
COUNTRIES AND LIMITS

We identified prevalent topics in the
media coverage related to water,
assessed the frequency of these topics
in the media discourse and determined
how central water was to each topic.
Additionally, we evaluated the asso-
ciated sentiment, whether positive or
negative, linked to these topics.

Given the extensive volume of water-re-
lated articles in the media, we focused
on the eight Member States with the
most widely spoken languages in the EU
(Belgium, Germany, Spain, France, Italy,
Austria, the Netherlands and Poland)
and the period January 2019-January
2024 (five years), resulting in 383 749
articles.

We used the Europe Media Monitor to
collect these articles using specific
keyword-based queries for inclusion
and exclusion. To analyse the data, we
applied latent Dirichlet allocation, a
technique that uncovers hidden topics
within a large collection of text, such as
media articles. Finally, we interpreted
the topics generated by the model with
the assistance of ChatGPT, ensuring
accuracy through human verification.
We made an interactive platform avail-
able, through which users can explore
the keywords associated with each topic
identified.

The study’s limitations include the
potential for bias due to the five-year
data range, which may not represent
longer term trends. Additionally, the
dataset includes both newspaper and
scientific articles without distinction,
although the latter represents a small
proportion of the articles.

WHAT DID WE LEARN? INSIGHTS
The latent Dirichlet allocation model

identified 37 relevant topics (FIGURE 7,
PAGE 31 AND 32). Note that, in FIGURE 7,
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a blue dot covering topic number indi-
cates whether water is central to the
topic. The percentages displayed show
the frequency of the topic in the entire
corpus of media articles collected. The
face icon represents the associated
sentiment, indicating whether the topic
is perceived positively or negatively.

For each of the topics identified, topic
sheets were created to show how cen-
tral water is to the topic, the emotion
associated with the topic, its media
coverage both overall and in the dif-
ferent countries, and an example of an
article illustrating this topic (FIGURE 8,
PAGE 33).

Topics were then clustered according to
the three sustainable development pil-
lars, showing a relatively good balance
across pillars.

Insight 1. In EU media, water is most
associated with natural disasters like
droughts (water scarcity, topic 1) and
floods (water excess, topic 4), both
of which are viewed negatively. This
highlights the public’s focus on water
conservation and disaster preparedness.

Insight 2. About a quarter of articles
emphasise the positive role of water in
sustainable development, particularly
through technology and innovation in
areas like energy, water management
and climate change (topics 29, 33, 37
and 38).

Insight 3. Media coverage shows a
contrast between Germanic countries
(Germany and Austria), which focus on
renewable energy and technology, and
Mediterranean countries (Spain, France
and Italy), which emphasise water
management due to regional challenges
like water scarcity and pollution. This
reflects diverse environmental chal-
lenges and policy needs.

Insight 4. Along with energy, agriculture
and food production (topics 1, 5 and 26)
are also significant topics, especially in
countries like Spain and the Nether-
lands. This highlights water’s crucial
role in food production and the need for
targeted actions across sectors to raise
awareness and address water issues
effectively.

REFLECTIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Enhancing public engagement and
education. Public awareness cam-
paigns could focus not only on crises
and urgent issues but also on everyday
water conservation, sustainable prac-
tices and the importance of proactive
water management. The insights from
media coverage could be used to tailor
these campaigns to regional percep-
tions and concerns.

Leveraging technology and innova-
tion. We have highlighted the public
interest in technological and innovative
solutions, suggesting a receptive audi-
ence for policies promoting these areas.
This insight is valuable to policymakers,
as it can justify investments in research
and development or new technologies.

Strengthening support for regional
and local initiatives. While there is
EU-level recognition of the need for
region-specific water policies that
address local challenges, we recom-
mend that policymakers strengthen
frameworks for cross-boundary water
management, particularly in regions like
the Mediterranean, to address shared
challenges such as water scarcity.

NEXT STEPS

Recommendations drawn from media
analysis should be seen as one part of
a broader decision-making process. It is
crucial to complement media analysis
with other data sources, such as public
surveys, expert consultations and scien-
tific research, to gain a comprehensive
view of the issues. Parts of the water
resilience experiment complement each
other and highlight the need for new
evidence on specific aspects.
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ANNEX IV

INTERNAL ENGAGEMENT OF THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION’S POLICYMAKERS

WHY? THE VALUE,
AIM AND OBJECTIVES

The aims of the internal engagement
with policymakers were to @ achieve
organisational change through tools and
methods that policymakers might use to
experience and experiment with holistic,
cross-cutting and systemic approaches
to water resilience; @ understand
the current situation and practices
by observing and analysing ways of
working and identifying enablers and
obstacles to cross-DG collaboration;
and @ gather learnings from the use
of design methods and tools, combined
with behavioural insights, to understand
under what conditions these methods
are most insightful and improve
policymakers’ work, the policymaking
process and outcomes. Participatory
practices also provide alternative and
creative spaces and working methods
for policymakers to tackle complex
policy topics without the objective of
producing a traditional deliverable of
policymaking or legislative processes.
This allows policymakers to experiment
with different ways of working and to
explore different policy options.

WHAT DID WE DO AND WITH
WHOM? METHODOLOGY,
PARTICIPANTS AND LIMITS

The internal investigation and participa-
tory activities included @ one-to-one
and group interviews with 24 policy-
makers and eight scientists working on
water-related topics and policies; @ a
multilevel project management initia-
tive with different levels of engagement
and tools (working groups, Microsoft
Teams Groups, and show and tells);
@ three workshops with policymakers
and scientists to experiment with ways
of working and co-analysing different
evidence tracks; and @ a reflexive
analysis of design, behavioural insights
and institutional tools when deploying
participatory initiatives.

WHAT DID WE LEARN? INSIGHTS

The internal engagement process
allowed policymakers to learn
and collaborate in cross-DG set-
ups, providing alternative ways of
working together. Interdisciplinary
collaboration and knowledge sharing
between policymakers, scientists and
stakeholders remain key aspects of
improving the policymaking process.
The importance of participatory gov-
ernance, effective communication and
awareness-raising strategies was also
emphasised for water resilience. The
experiment highlighted the need for a
more comprehensive and coordinated
approach to water management in the
EU, addressing the interconnectedness
of water with other sectors such as
energy, agriculture and climate change.
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The difficulty in implementing policies
at the local level, due to conflicting
priorities, short-term thinking and a lack
of resources, was also noted. The use of
design-driven participatory workshops,
system mapping and theory-of-change
tools facilitated the exploration of
alternative ways of collaborating and
decision-making between different DGs
and stakeholders.

REFLECTIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Internal design-driven participatory
activities are key to deploying transfor-
mative actions within the Commission
when investigating topics. They allow
research to be conducted and for the
transformation of public services. How-
ever, deploying participatory practices
requires the time of and commitment
from both the project team and
policymakers who participate. It neces-
sitates developing the project with the
participants throughout the process,
which requires flexibility, adaptation
and management of uncertainties. This
demands a new project culture focusing
on the process instead of the outcome.
However, the project culture remains
focused on deliverables at the European
Commission, which creates difficulties
in implementing process-oriented
approaches.
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ANNEX V
WATER REFLECTIONS GAME

WHAT IS IT?

Water Reflections is a two-hour
role-playing strategy game for policy-
makers and water-related professionals
(Hamarat et al., 2025). It is based on
real cases, initiatives and practices
deployed across the globe to tackle
water-related challenges. The game
has six steps, which offer different
decision-making experiences: individual,
collective, competitive, collaborative,
through prioritisation and investment
of resources. The game’s outcome is a
water resilience strategy based on real
cases that the players decided to scale
up or down across Europe to implement
water-resilient actions. At the end of
the game, the players’ water resilience
strategy is analysed through the
systemic change principles of Donella
Meadows to reveal missing actions for
sustainable transition.

WHY? THE VALUE,
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

Serious games are ‘a set of cognitive
design properties to focus on changing
user behaviour and transferring knowl-
edge instead of the mere entertainment
function of traditional games’ (Xu and
Weber, 2017). Gaming engages users at
a deeper level of knowledge, improves
experience, improves learning and
collaboration, allows problem-solving
skills to be practised and supports
behavioural change (Xu and Weber,
2017). We used serious games during
the water resilience experiment for
organisational change and research
purposes. The game aims to bring
scientific evidence from local perspec-
tives and experiences into European
Commission policymakers’ discussions,
support collaborative policymaking
between DGs, improve decision culture
regarding and empathy for different
DGs’ needs, identify concrete actions
and implementation avenues for water
resilience, and bring systemic thinking
into the policymaking process for a
sustainable transition.

WHAT DID WE DO AND WITH
WHOM? METHODOLOGY,
PARTICIPANTS AND LIMITS

We conducted desk research to iden-
tify inspiring and controversial cases
implemented worldwide to tackle
contemporary water challenges. We
designed and improved the game
rules, steps and materials through
collaboration and testing sessions.
We organised five gaming sessions; in
total, 17 groups played the game, nine
of which were cross-DG groups. As a
result, 83 European civil servants from
the European Commission experienced
an alternative way of working on,
collaborating on and debating water
resilience. There were 28 players in a
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cross-DG set-up (DG Agriculture and
Rural Development, DG Energy, DG Envi-
ronment, DG International Partnerships,
the JRC, DG Migration and Home Affairs,
DG Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, DG
Mobility and Transport, DG Neighbour-
hood and Enlargement Negotiations, DG
Structural Reform Support, DG Regional
and Urban Policy, DG Research and
Innovation, European Research Exec-
utive Agency, the Secretariat-General
and the European). The quality of the
shared collective experience was gen-
erally good: laughing, debating, sharing
and confronting points of view. Of the
nine cross-DG groups, seven indicated
that they had a positive gaming experi-
ence. At the end of the game sessions,
the players produced water resilience
strategies based on cases that they
selected collaboratively. We observed
players’ ways of playing and took notes
and photographs of their discussions
and decisions. We analysed our data
and drew hypotheses based on these
limited sessions. We also set up an
online board to monitor past and future
gaming sessions’ results (Figure A16).

WHAT DID WE LEARN? INSIGHTS

The results of the role-playing game
revealed several key insights into the
players’ understanding of the European
Commission’s DGs and their approaches
to water resilience. Players struggled to
identify other DGs’ missions and con-
nections to water and often held ste-
reotypical views of their work. However,
they were surprised by the diversity of
topics that each DG could tackle. During
the game, players preferred to play the
roles of DG Health and Food Safety, DG
Environment and DG Agriculture and
Rural Development, which were seen
as more relevant to water resilience.
The cases generated vivid debates, with
some cards crystallising divergencies
and leading to compromises. Players
were more likely to make compromises
on subsequent cases after there had
been a highly debated case. The deci-
sion-making process was often char-
acterised by negotiation. Some groups
split tokens without collaborating on
decisions. The players mainly focused
on the first six categories of systemic
change, neglecting social and cultural
issues and paradigm shifts. The most
supported cases were drinking water
standards, watershed restoration, the
removal of pharmaceuticals, river
contracts initiatives and underwater
gardening. Drinking water standards
received the most investment, despite
an expert later highlighting that drinking
water quality is already good without
standards. Players had difficulties
understanding water resilience and pri-
oritised tangible and visible problems.
Some players associated their DG with
specific stakeholders and expressed
accountability towards them. Overall,

the game highlighted the need for a
common understanding of water resil-
ience and more collaboration between
DGs to address this complex issue.

REFLECTIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The experiment highlights the impor-
tance of understanding the systemic
change principles in relation to water
resilience. The game showed that play-
ers mainly supported cases related to
urgent, visible and tangible water prob-
lems related to human needs and were
often short-term oriented. We need to
develop more internal experiences and
activities, allowing policymakers to
understand and apply systemic change
and the diversity of leverage points for
ecological transition.

NEXT STEPS

In September 2024, the game was
broadcasted via the Commission En
Direct (the internal online communi-
cation media via My IntraComm, the
intranet of the European Commission
and its Executive Agencies). Several
gaming sessions were organised with
policymakers from different DGs. The
objective is to reach out 100 players
gaming in cross-DG sessions during
2025. The project also plans to provide
an overview of the results, assess the
quality of discussions and experiences,
and identify patterns for action to feed
into innovative policymaking research
at the European Commission.

ANNEXES



GETTING IN TOUCH WITH THE EU

In person
All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct centres. You can find the address of the

On the phone or in writing
Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union. You can contact
this service:
® by freephone: 0080067891011
(certain operators may charge for these calls),
® at the following standard number: +32 22999696,
® via the following form:

FINDING INFORMATION ABOUT THE EU

Online
Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on the Europa

EU law and related documents
For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1951 in all the official language

These can be downloaded and reused for free, for both commercial and non-commercial purposes.
The portal also provides access to a wealth of datasets from European countries.


http://european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/meet-us_en
http://european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/write-us_en
http://european-union.europa.eu
http://op.europa.eu/en/publications
http://european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/meet-us_en
http://european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/meet-us_en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu
http://data.europa.eu
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