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'Future proofing' EU policies  
The why, what and how of stress testing 

INTRODUCTION 
Policy-makers are increasingly using stress-testing methods to 
better anticipate events, and to better equip themselves to 
respond to plausible futures.  

Stress testing can promote the resilience and robustness of EU 
policies. 

Stress testing can support the European Parliament in 
designing bold initiatives that exploit unused potential in the 
Treaties and generate European added value.  

In a nutshell 
Stress testing is a foresight practice that can enhance the 
performance of legislation in the face of plausible futures.1 Such 
futures may include moderately to highly uncertain events, 
which may have significant and even transformational impacts 
on society. 

This briefing presents an introduction to stress-testing methods 
and how they can be applied by the European Parliament.   

The problem 
Recent years have witnessed a number of disruptive events and 
developments. More could be expected materialise in the 
future (see Figure 1). Low-probability, high-impact events in 
particular – also known as 'black swans' or 'wild cards' – are 
especially difficult to anticipate, and disruptive.  

Despite the high stakes, traditional policy design and 
assessment tools are ill-equipped to deal with such risks. As 
evidenced during the coronavirus pandemic in the EU, Better 
Regulation tools such as ex-ante impact assessment and 
stakeholder consultation are often sidelined during a crisis due 
to the urgency to act. 

 

 

  

Figure 1 – The past and the future 
is affected by disruptive events 
and developments 

 

Source: EPRS. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690529/EPRS_BRI(2021)690529_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/better-regulation-why-and-how/better-regulation-guidelines-and-toolbox_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/better-regulation-why-and-how/better-regulation-guidelines-and-toolbox_en
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Why stress test?  
Stress testing can help identify weak points of a policy and suggest ways to reinforce it. Policies that 
have been stress tested could be more robust and withstand shocks, or be more resilient and adapt 
to the post-crisis reality.2 Policies should be stress tested for several reasons:   

 Policies should be able to withstand a range of shocks. Disruptive events, while 
challenging to predict and plan for, are likely to occur. However, legislation and policies 
are typically designed for non-crisis scenarios.   

 We live in an increasingly complex and interconnected world. A simulation of a 
disruptive event can expose interdependencies and linkages between sectors that are 
not evident during non-crisis periods.  

 Poor policy performance can call the system of governance into question. The need 
for effective government intervention is heightened in times of crisis.  

 The capacity to carry out impact assessments, modify legislation and design 
evidence-based measures is limited during a crisis. The proper application of 
regulatory policy tools requires time, which is limited in times of crisis. Policy-makers 
must respond quickly. 

State of play  
At the global level there is growing interest in foresight methods, including stress testing, and 
embedding their application in policy making. The Government Foresight Community of the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
facilitates the sharing of good practices. 

In the EU, strategic foresight is being used to define long-term 
strategies, as reflected in the European Commission's annual 
Strategic Foresight reports and in the forthcoming revision of the 
Better Regulation Guidelines and Toolbox. The European 
Commission is supported in its efforts by the Joint Research Centre's 
Competence Centre on Foresight, which has developed a range of 
guides, games and tools. Foresight capacities have also been 
established in other EU institutions, including the Council, the 
European External Action Service and the European Parliament.  

The European Parliament set up a Strategic Foresight and 
Capabilities Unit, which carries out foresight activities, such as 
publishing the Global Trendometer. In addition, the Panel for the 

Future of Science and Technology, 
in existence since the 1980s, considers the future impacts of 
emerging technologies. The European Parliament is also a member 
of the European Strategic and Policy Analysis System (ESPAS), a 
framework for interinstitutional collaboration on foresight. 

Recent publications from the European Parliament have mapped 
potential structural risks facing Europe, identified capabilities and 
gaps in the EU's capacity to address the most pressing of these 
risks, and options to enhance resilience in a selection of 25 key 
policy areas.  

In January 2020, the European Parliament administration 
organised an internal workshop where experts shared their 
experiences with stress testing EU policies. A forthcoming study 
will present how stress-testing methods can be applied in the 
European Parliament's work. 

https://www.oecd.org/strategic-foresight/our-work/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/strategic-planning/strategic-foresight/2020-strategic-foresight-report_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/662638/EPRS_BRI(2021)662638_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/662638/EPRS_BRI(2021)662638_EN.pdf
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight/about_en
https://epthinktank.eu/author/eprsglobaltrends/#:%7E:text=The%20Strategic%20Foresight%20and%20Capabilities,makers%20in%20the%20years%20ahead.
https://epthinktank.eu/author/eprsglobaltrends/#:%7E:text=The%20Strategic%20Foresight%20and%20Capabilities,makers%20in%20the%20years%20ahead.
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU(2019)646111
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/stoa/en/about/history-and-mission
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/stoa/en/about/history-and-mission
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/649405/EPRS_BRI(2020)649405_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU(2020)653208
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU(2020)652024
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU(2020)652024
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU(2021)659437
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Stress testing: Key elements  
Foresight practices can support policy-making by (1) gathering and monitoring intelligence in a 
systematic manner, (2) assessing the gathered knowledge and understand consequences of future 
events on a selected policy and (3) developing and testing policy options that could deliver a 
desirable future. Stress-testing methods are most relevant in this third stage.  

Developing and testing policy options: The performance of a policy or set of policies 
is considered in relation to different scenarios of a shock. This process may be guided by 
criteria such as robustness, resilience and effectiveness. Such criteria should be set in 
advance to support an objective assessment. It may not be possible to define a policy 
option that performs well under all scenarios.3 

Necessary contributions to systematic stress testing 
Imagining the future: Stress testing requires critical thinking about how disruptive 
events may unfold in the future, how they may affect the performance of policies and how 
key actors may respond. This exercise 

can be facilitated by designing hypothetical 
scenarios. Scenarios can be built with 
quantitative methods as well as with qualitative 
techniques such as expert opinion and 
brainstorming. Scenario design can be supported 
with tools such as the Futures Wheel (see Figure 2) 
or the Scenario Exploration System. A stress-
testing exercise typically defines at least four 
scenarios, extending from the most undesirable 
to the ideal. Attention should not be limited to 
potentially negative consequences – crises may 
have positive consequences as well.  

Involving policy-makers and 
stakeholders: As with other foresight 
exercises, stress testing requires input 

from a broad and diverse set of policy-makers and 
stakeholders. These persons should not be limited 
to well-known experts, but also include citizens 
and business representatives. This could increase 
society's futures literacy and strengthen stakeholders' involvement in improving policies and 
laws. Stakeholder input can be gathered through surveys, games, workshops, and Delphi 
panels. The exercise should encourage 'out of the box' thinking and adjustment of views. 
Involving policy-makers can sensitise them to 
uncertainties and support the communication and 
implementation of the findings.  

Sharing the findings: The process and 
outcomes of the stress-testing exercise 
should be documented in a report that 

can be shared with policy-makers playing a 
potentially key role in acting on the results of the 
stress testing, as well as with businesses and 
society to inform them of how policies perform 
against plausible futures. The report should 
indicate where consensus was reached and where 
it was not and for what reasons.  

Figure 2 – Futures Wheel 

 

Source: MindTools. 

 
Source: JRC, FuturGov game. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328709001402#fig1
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/futures-wheel.htm
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight/tool/scenario-exploration-system-ses_en
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_95.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_95.htm
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/futures-wheel.htm
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight/topic/futurgov-game_en
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Stress testing: Application along the EU legislative cycle 
Stress testing can add value at all four stages of the EU legislative cycle and could be overlaid onto 
existing regulatory policy tools such as ex-ante assessment and ex-post evaluation (see Figure 3). 
It is an anticipatory exercise that should be carried out regularly in advance of a disruptive event, 
rather than as a one-off exercise or following a disruptive event.4  

When a legislative proposal is in development, stress testing can be applied as a future-proofing 
exercise to assess the robustness and resilience of proposed measures. When the proposal is 
announced by the Commission, stress testing could support the co-legislators (the European 
Parliament and the Council of the EU) in proposing amendments for the final legal text. At the end 
of the legislative process, existing EU laws can be tested against future scenarios within the scrutiny 
and review process. 

Agenda setting stage: To set a successful political agenda, policy-makers must think 
broadly and consider different perspectives. Identifying the right intelligence, key 
trends and megatrends, challenges and gaps is key. Useful tools at this stage include 
trend analysis, futures wheels and scans which can help describe what the future might 

be like and enable the development of scenarios for stress testing.  

The European Commission, Council and European Parliament all have agenda-setting tools and 
have also presented a joint declaration on priority legislative files for some time. This year, for the 
first time, an agreement on broader policy objectives up to 2024 was reached. The European 
Parliament communicates its interest at the early stage of policy-making, mainly through own-
initiative (INI) resolutions that help shape the political agenda. To prepare such initiatives, the 
European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS) produces cost of non-Europe reports – these 
analyses map and assess impacts of existing gaps in EU action, and are intended to support 
Parliament's committees and Members in preparing INI resolutions. 

Consultation and impact assessment stage: In this phase, the basis for a new EU action 
is established where the EU's role is in coordination, primary action and/or 
complementary executive capacity. According to the EU Treaties, it is the European 
Commission that proposes Union acts as an honest broker. It therefore has the primary 

responsibility to underpin its legislative and non-legislative proposals with public consultations and 
ex-ante impact assessments.  

Nevertheless, the European Parliament has a Treaty-based right at its disposal to take initiative by 
requesting the European Commission to propose a new EU law or an amendment of existing 
legislation. The own-initiative legislative resolution (INL) requesting the European Commission to 
submit a legislative proposal is automatically accompanied by a European Added Value 
Assessment. These assessments identify the benefits of future action by the EU and thus strengthen 
the evidence base of the associated reports and resolutions.  

A stress-testing exercise can be included – and be most impactful – at this stage of the policy 
development process. Stress testing can be used to check which of the policy options and measures 
under consideration are robust and resilient across analysed scenarios and which would need to be 
adjusted. The future scenarios imagined for this purpose mirror long-term trends as well as 
unexpected changes that could occur in the policy area studied. The selection of policies to stress 
test should be accompanied by an anticipation of impacts that an unexpected future may have on 
them. If the impacts are considered high, stress testing might indeed be a rewarding exercise.   

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20201217IPR94201/eu-institutions-establish-common-priorities-for-2021-and-until-next-elections
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Figure 3 – The legislative cycle from a stress testing perspective 

 
Source: Authors' own elaboration. 

Legislative stage: Policy-makers participating in a stress testing exercise could review or 
eliminate some policy options or propose amendments to the proposed legal text. 
Moreover, when Members of the European Parliament and ministers in the Council adopt 
amendments that substantially change the proposed legislative text, assessing impacts 

of these amendments, and even stress testing them if appropriate, could better prepare new EU 
legislation for contingency. Stress testing could be integrated in the European Parliament's ex-ante 
impact assessment approach.5  

Scrutiny stage: The European Commission regularly checks if EU action has achieved the 
desired objectives and whether it remains fit for purpose. In addition, the European 
Parliament also scrutinises EU policies by launching own-initiative implementation 
reports that are underpinned by European Implementation Assessments – factual 

background studies that examine how specific EU laws or policies have operated in practice.  

Existing laws, policies and other EU action (e.g. spending activities) could be stress tested against an 
uncertain future while being evaluated ex-post. This can be carried out as part of the assessment of 
relevance and effectiveness evaluation criteria.  

Stress testing: Potential added value in policy areas  
Crises in recent years have motivated the use of stress testing and adjustment of legislation in 
specific policy areas. For example, the 2008 global financial crisis triggered the use of stress testing 
to help ensure that banks in the EU are resilient to potential, future shocks and severe economic 
downturns. The heightened risks of climate change motivated the use of stress testing to assess 
the vulnerabilities of society across a range of scenarios.6  
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Coronavirus pandemic: 'Live' stress testing 
The ongoing coronavirus pandemic is a 'real life' example of stress testing for EU policies. It has 
reshaped society and accelerated trends already under way, such as the digital transformation. The 
shock of the pandemic on financial markets exceeded the simulated shocks of the European 
Banking Authority's stress-testing exercises and has prompted reviews of the European banking 
system.7 While the EU's agri-food supply chain has proven to be resilient, the coronavirus 
pandemic has identified the need for a crisis reserve that is separate from direct payments to 
farmers.8  

Getting 'ahead of the curve': From ad-hoc to systematic 
application of stress testing 
Stress testing can be applied as an anticipatory governance tool in all policy areas. It can identify 
weaknesses and opportunities to reinforce the legislative framework. In policy areas where the 
Treaties grant the EU a weak competence, stress testing may justify a stronger role for the EU.   

The European Parliament has identified options to enhance resilience in 25 policy areas. In the area 
of public health, the coronavirus pandemic dramatically illustrated the risk of a reduction in 
healthcare capacity over time. This recent shift is in line with the long-held position of the European 
Parliament in favour of greater European solidarity in the health sector. While many changes in the 
health sector are under way, points of blockage remain. For instance, one such point – the shortage 
of health workers – could potentially be addressed by a legislative initiative on legal labour 
migration, under way in the Civil Liberties and Home Affairs Committee (2020/2255 (INL)).  

Stress testing can highlight cross-sectoral links and where horizontal collaboration in institutions 
and governments is needed. The EU has a well-established competence to address climate change. 
A key objective of the European Commission during this legislative term is to prepare the political 
and legislative basis for decarbonisation of the EU economy, to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050. 
The EU is on track with its 2030 climate and energy targets, but they are not ambitious enough to 
minimise the EU's contribution to global warming. The European Parliament has declared a climate 
and environment emergency and called for immediate and ambitious action. Transatlantic 
cooperation, with the United States' recent shift to act again on climate change, can help mitigate 
climate change risks, as well as harness some opportunities such as cooperation on critical raw 
materials and energy security.9 

As shown in these two examples, stress testing can suggest:  

 The EU can play different roles by offering coordination, primary action and 
complementary executive capacity. 

 Different levels of governance and cooperation may be required from Member States, 
the EU, governments outside the EU and international institutions. 

Stress testing can help clarify how disruptive events can have varying impacts on different levels of 
governance, and how they can assist each other to provide an effective response. At present, EPRS 
is investigating the application of stress-testing methods in three policy areas: robotics and artificial 
intelligence, better information for and consultation of workers, and competition policy. The 
findings will generate lessons learned and recommendations for stress testing in all EU policy 
areas. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU(2021)659437
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0078_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0078_EN.html
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ENDNOTES 

1  The term 'plausible future' follows the taxonomy of four types of future depending on their level of uncertainty (from 
least to highly uncertain) 1) projected future, 2) probable future, 3) plausible future, 4) possible future, developed by 
C. van Dorsser, P. Taneja, W. Walker, V. Marchau, An integrated framework for anticipating the future and dealing with 
uncertainty in policymaking, Futures, 2020, vol. 124.  

2  G. Capano & J.J. Woo, Resilience and robustness in policy design: a critical appraisal. Policy Sciences, 50(3), 2017, 
pp. 399-426. 

3  The exercise of stress testing EU policies against high-end climate change scenarios in the IMPRESSIONS project (see 
H. Carlsen, J. Jäger, L. Juhasz-Horvath, Assessment of current policies and strategies using stress-testing methods, EU 
FP7 IMPRESSIONS Project Deliverable D5.3, 2017.) showed that appraising policy performance using only quantitative 
data 'risks giving a spurious, ultimately unhelpful, and even dangerous illusion of confidence or certainty'. Moreover, 
the assessment found that 'finding "optimal" policy solutions based on modelling is unlikely under high-end 
scenarios' and that a qualitative approach is more nuanced and captures better how to reflect about potential political 
solutions in result of stress testing exercise. 

4  The latest European Commission communication on Better Regulation. Joining forces to make better laws of 
April 2021, envisages improvements including integrating strategic foresight in policy-making so that existing and 
new EU legislation is fit for the future. 

5  Upon Committee request, the European Parliament Secretariat carries out three types of ex-ante impact assessment : 
complementary impact assessments in addition to those prepared by the European Commission, substitute impact  
assessments when the Commission does not add one to its proposal, and impact assessments of substantial  
amendments, to estimate the impacts of substantial European Parliament amendments on the proposal before it is 
adopted by the co-legislators. 

6  H. Carlsen, J. Jäger, L. Juhasz-Horvath, L., 2017, op.cit. 
7  D. Aikman & E. Muzzupappa, Do central bank stress tests encompass Covid crisis?, King's College London, 2020. 
8  Preliminary impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on European agriculture: a sector-based analysis of food systems and 

market resilience, Policy Department for Structural and Cohesion Policies, Directorate-General for Internal Policies of 
the Union, European Parliament 2021. 

9  T. Latici, Harnessing the new momentum in transatlantic relations: Potential areas for common action during the 
Biden presidency, European Parliamentary Research Service, European Parliament, 2021. 
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