Targets as drivers of future progress or reflections of past action?
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Overview

Ratcheting up climate ambitions is necessary to meet the Paris Agreement goal of limiting global warming to 1.5
degrees. Countries have, therefore, set themselves targets to limit emissions and, in some cases, increase their shares
of low-carbon energy. However, the process behind and function of targets are complex and affected by disparate
factors like each country’s economic situation, the climate ambitions of the current government, the development
and outlook of the needed technologies, and national or international political aspects. Studies, such as (Meckling
and Nahm, 2019; Nascimento et al., 2023), suggest that countries use such targets and commitments to signal to the
international community and internal actors that they prioritize specific issues or industries, and sometimes an
implementation gap exists. Importantly, the relationship between targets and their actual implementation is under-
researched, so that presently the meaning and importance of targets remains unclear and often speculative. This is
important, because the causality may go in two directions: possibly, targets can reflect ambition and help guide
actions towards faster progress on the ground; or targets might rather reflect past progress, thus instead being more
virtue signals than signals to guide future actions. In this paper, we address the question of what targets represent
and affect, specifically asking whether targets drive decarbonisation progress, or if they are rather reflections of past
achievements?

Methods

We build a dataset of renewable electricity and climate (carbon emissions) targets for approximately 150 countries
to empirically study the relationship between targets and performance. Importantly, our dataset includes almost all
countries, including the severely understudied regions outside the OECD and G20 worlds, especially low-income
countries. To allow conclusions for the role of targets in specific types of countries, or during specific phases of the
climate and energy transition, we empirically analyze and cluster our target datasets to examine how countries set
targets and whether they drive progress.

Results and Conclusions

We find that the role of targets has shifted over time. Initially, up to around 2020, targets were not drivers of future
progress but reflections of past achievements. In most cases, the upcoming target had already been achieved at the
time of target setting, or it was at or below the linear extrapolation of past progress.

For post-2020 targets, we observe that targets have shifted from reflecting past achievements to signal future
ambitions. Some targets, including the EU 2030 targets and all net-zero emissions/100% renewables targets for
2050, exceed past trends significantly, although many countries still have non-ambitious targets following the same
logic as before. This requires much faster progress than recent trends, and such targets thus follow a different
rationality than before — signalling ambition and seeking to guide future actions, rather than reflecting past progress.
In sum, our results offer a nuanced view of the necessity and role of climate and energy targets, as both signals for
the future and reflections of the past.
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