
Faster than politics – Policy forecasting ahead of government formation?

Detlef F. Sprinz a,b,*, Max Krott c

a Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research, Potsdam, Germany
b University of Potsdam, Potsdam, Germany
c Department of Forest and Nature Conservation Policy, Georg-August University Göttingen, Germany

A R T I C L E  I N F O

Keywords:
Rapid policy forecasts
Forest climate policy
Payments for ecosystem services
Germany
Power-based decision
Interest-based decisions

A B S T R A C T

Will a new government potentially formed in 2025 pursue different forest policies as compared to its prede
cessor? Using the German government formation in spring 2025 as an example, we employ a negotiations 
prediction model to forecast specific forest policies ahead of their coalition agreement. As compared to pre
dictions about the policies of the immediately preceding government as of 2022, the scope for remuneration of 
forest carbon will be very mildly increased, the remuneration for forests adapted to climate change somewhat 
increased, and the predicted remuneration for forest conservation substantially reduced. We demonstrate that 
short-term policy predictions based on numeric negotiations models are feasible and outline the implications for 
the forest sector and science-based policy advice.

1. The usefulness of rapid policy predictions

It is often observed that scientific expertise takes too much time in 
view of the more immediate needs of policy makers. Legions of advisory 
councils can attest to it, including on forest policy (Böcher and Krott, 
2016; Hetemäki, 2019; Science Advice for Policy by European Acade
mies (SAPEA), 2019). Our article wishes to demonstrate how an applied 
negotiation model can contribute to close the time gap in terms of 
providing advice expeditiously on specific policy issues. Both natural 
and social science advice often relies on projects of multiple years of 
duration to generate new knowledge, corroborate existing findings, or 
reject received wisdom. The strength of forest policy research is to focus 
on forest issues and provide specific scientific information to forest 
policy-making as well as to suggest policy options. The issue of forest 
ecosystem services and payments for them is well researched. Sound 
scientific information about innovative payment instruments are avail
able, and strategies of forest as well as nature conservation actors are 
well analysed (Beland Lindahl et al., 2023; Forest Europe, 2019; Juerges 
et al., 2020; Loft et al., 2022). Regrettably, the scientific information 
produced by this kind of research will likely arrive too late for political 
actors if they have to make expeditious decisions when new windows of 
opportunity arise. Building on the foundations of Sprinz et al. (2024), we 
demonstrate the potential usefulness of a political negotiation model for 
forecasting government payments for forest ecosystem services during a 
government formation process.

Re-electing or electing new governments is standard democratic 
practise. Given the negotiations of a potential federal German govern
ment in April 2025 and the conclusion of the coalition agreement by 
early May 2025, we undertook a policy forecast for the likely federal 
government coalition regarding payments for forest ecosystem services 
in the first half of April 2025; we compare these forecasts with those 
from 2022 for the outgoing government. Negotiations on the coalition 
agreement are a classical window of opportunity to set the longer term 
agenda. We wish to predict whether and how a government coalition 
under formation will agree with or differentiate itself from its prede
cessor on an important aspect of forest policy. We will focus on the 
specific case of payments for forest ecosystem services (FES). For de
cades, basic scientific information about FES has been available, but the 
specific scientific information how the window of opportunities under 
conditions of conflicting interests influences policy formation remains 
missing. We aim to rectify this situation by offering predictions under
taken in April 2025 of the likely policy of an emerging federal coalition 
government - whose coalition program had been completed only in May 
2025. The government coalition agreement is likely to guide forest 
policies for the duration of the legislative period.

Building on Sprinz et al. (2024), we briefly summarize the negotia
tion model used for our predictions undertaken in 2022 and describe the 
changes made to the input data to arrive at predictions for the federal 
government coalition under formation in the first half of 2025. Subse
quently, we offer our predictions for the agenda of the new German 
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federal government for payments for FES as well as conclude with the 
broader implications for employing negotiation models to support 
policymakers.

2. The model: the Predictioneer’s Game

In Sprinz et al. (2024), we summarized the background on the Pre
dictioneer’s Game as well as the data employed for forecasting German 
forest policy in the fall of 2022 for the then current government 
configuration.

The Predictioneer’s Game is a rationalist, non-cooperative game- 
theoretic model that computes the bilateral interactions among all 
stakeholders round-by-round, based on their position, the salience of the 
issue under investigation relative to other issues, the actor’s flexibility in 
the negotiations, formal veto rights, and the potential influence that the 
actors bring to the negotiations. Each input is actor-specific, yet inter
comparable by way of common coding rules. The stakeholders included 
in the negotiations modelled comprise forest owners, the relevant trade 
union, political parties, environmental NGOs, relevant ministries, and 
the EU. In this commentary, we will particularly focus on systematic 
variation of the potential influence of select actors introduced by the 
results of the German federal Parliamentary elections in February 2025 
as compared to the governmental configuration of October 2022.

The particular coding of the potential influence rests on an adaption 
of Max Weber’s sources of power (Weber, 2000) as augmented by Krott 
et al. (2014) and further expanded in Sprinz et al. (2024). Summarized 
briefly, potential influence is derived from the sum of 

• coercion,
• material & immaterial (dis-)incentives,
• loyal information, and
• scientific information.

Each of these dimensions were coded in Sprinz et al. (2024) based on 
a study by Schaefers (2022).

Given the likely change in government configuration as a result of 
the outcome of the February 2025 federal Parliamentary elections to the 
German Bundestag, we made minimalist adjustments to the components 
of potential influence of select actors to generate novel insights - while 
otherwise continuing to use 2022 data for the potential influence of the 
remaining actors. For all other input variables (except potential EU veto, 
see below), we employ 2022 data as we had no reasons to believe in 
April 2025 that these entries would fundamentally change as compared 
to October 2022 (Sprinz et al., 2024).

3. The impact of the 2025 German federal Parliament elections

This project commenced shortly after the German federal Parliament 
elections on 23 February 2025 and was completed before the new gov
ernment was formed and sworn into office on 06 May 2025. The 

outcome of the elections made it likely that the former traffic light 
coalition (comprising Social Democrats, the Greens, and Liberals) might 
be replaced by a coalition of the Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU) with 
the Social Democratic Party (SPD). The Liberal Party did not re-enter 
Parliament, and party resolutions by the CDU/CSU forbid formal co
alitions at the federal level with the far right or far left political parties. 
In particular, the Green Party was not needed for the formation of a 
majoritarian government. This left exactly one configuration for a 
minimal winning coalition, comprising the CDU/CSU and the SPD. In 
order to make useful predictions on the likely forest policy of a gov
ernment under formation, we systematically changed the component 
sub-weights of potential influence of relevant actors as described below. 
All predictions were executed and logged on 11 April 2025, i.e., one day 
after the publication of the coalition agreement. Only the data on po
tential influence were partially changed as compared to the fall of 2022 - 
reflecting the new weights in Parliament (see below). At the time of 
computing the results, it remained unclear whether the coalition in 
formation will be approved by Parliament, who the federal ministers 
will be, and how the ministries will be (re-)shaped or transformed. We 
maintained the ministerial setup as of October 2022 as we had no 
knowledge at the time whether and how the various ministries will be 
composed.

3.1. Changes to data inputs

In a first step, we removed the Liberal Party as a stakeholder as it did 
not re-enter Parliament. Second, building on the coding explicated in 
detail in Sprinz et al. (2024), we accounted for the power of political 
parties that form a government by scoring each of them “2” for “coer
cion” and “material (dis-)incentives.” This is justified since they can 
marshal relevant Parliamentary majorities and thereby dominate the 
opposition parties on coercion and decide the federal budget, incl. 
payments for climate-adapted forests. This upgrading implies changes 
(from 2022 data) in both components of the potential influence score for 
the CDU/CSU from 0.1 (when it was an opposition party in 2022) to 2 
and a commensurate downgrading of the Green Party (as they are ex
pected to switch from the government to the opposition bench in 2025) 
from 2 to 0.1. The scores for the Social Democratic Party (SPD) remain 
unchanged as they formed a core part of the previous as well as the 
expected new government. As a result of the reweighted potential in
fluence, the SPD (as the new junior partner rather than the chancellor’s 
party in the previous government) is weaker than the CDU/CSU but 
substantially stronger than the parties on the opposition benches. Third, 
as environmental NGOs had direct access to the Green ministries while 
the Green Party was a government party in charge of the climate, 
environment, as well as agriculture/forestry ministries, we downgraded 
the loyal information they held in 2022 from “1” to “0.1” for three 
environmental NGOs. This is warranted by the expectation that direct 
access for the environmental NGOs will be much curtailed in a CDU/CSU 
government with the SPD (see Table 1) (Böcher and Töller, 2012).

Table 1 
Changes in data inputs: potential influence.

Components of potential influence Original values (Sprinz et al. (2024)) New values

Coercion CDU/CSU: 0.1 CDU/CSU: 2.0
Greens: 2.0 Greens: 0.1

Material & immaterial (dis-) incentives CDU/CSU: 0.1 CDU/CSU: 2.0
Greens: 2.0 Greens: 0.1

Loyal information BUND: 1.0 BUND: 0.1
NABU: 1.0 NABU: 0.1
Greenpeace: 1.0 Greenpeace: 0.1

Scientific information no changes

Source: If no change is indicated in Table 1, then the data in Sprinz et al. (2024) were retained.
Note: In Sprinz et al. (2024), we computed the results with potential veto rights for the EU. Since this veto option has been waived since 2023, our model runs for 2025 
do not code the EU as a potential veto player.
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In moving from our October 2022 input matrix to April 2025, we 
changed 7 values of the input matrix out of (18 stakeholders * 4 vari
ables =) 72 values of remaining stakeholders (omitting the veto score for 
each stakeholder, see below) – plus four values by omitting the Liberal 
Party which did not re-enter Parliament. As the European Commission 
has cleared the German forest ecosystem payment system since calendar 
year 2023 for payments in this program, no actor was given formal veto 
rights. All other variable scores (position, flexibility, salience) were 
retained from Sprinz et al. (2024). The changes to the potential influence 
scores was applied to all three issues under investigation.

3.2. Forecasting climate-adapted forest management for 2025+

The case for our forecasts are payments by the federal government of 
Germany for forest ecosystem services – which are of ecological and 
societal value. We focus on three forest ecosystem services which are key 
issues in German forest policy: (1) storage of CO2; (2) biodiversity 
conservation and (3) climate-resilient forest management (Sprinz et al., 
2024). We predict the degree of support of the government guideline for 
each of these three issues in the future – thereby allowing for a com
parison between the previous (Sprinz et al., 2024) and the expected new 
government. The predictions apply, in particular, to the funding pro
grams of the federal government in Germany and do not cover the 
funding programs which individual German states may develop in the 
future.

Employing the Predictioneer’s Game with these revised input 
matrices yields the following results (in comparison to Sprinz et al., 
2024).

On the first issue, namely the scope of financially rewarding the 
carbon sink function of forests, the revised predictions end the negoti
ations at 48.6 rather than 46.6 on a 0–100 scale, i.e., a mild broadening 
of the quantities for forest carbon to be remunerated as compared to 
2022. Substantively, this is a change of less than 5 percentage points (see 
Table 2).

Second, with respect to the payments for nature protection functions 
of forests, we forecast a sharp downturn from 47.0 to 33.0 on a 0–100 
scale. This predicted change represents a downgrade of ca. 30 percent
age points based on 2022 predictions, yet is very much in line with 
current regulations as of Oct. 2022/May 2023. This suggests that the 
new government barely has an interest in a change of the status quo on 
this issue.

Third, renumerating the climate resilience of forests as explicated in 
Sprinz et al. (2024) is expected to increase from 20.6 to 22.6 (on a 0–50 
scale) when comparing our 2022 predictions with our new predictions. 
Given these results, we expect that this aspect will gain increased weight 
in forthcoming regulations by the new German federal government.

Overall, we witness substantial similarity of results on the expected 
payments for forest carbon (issue 1) as compared to 2022, moderate 
upward changes on the payments for climate resilience of forests (issue 
3), as well as substantial downward changes regarding the payments for 
nature conservation aspects of forests (issue 2).

4. Implications for the forest sector

In this section, we concentrate on the relevance of the predictions for 
forest policymaking while the following section attests to the advantages 
of political modelling from an applied methods perspective.

On payments for forest carbon (issue 1), we witness unfulfilled scope 
for payment forest carbon with both the 2022 as well as with the new 
input data: substantial scope for financial payments for forest carbon is 
predicted. Like in 2022, it does not look very probable in the short run 
that such a program will be realized despite the carbon sink goals 
enshrined in Article 3a of the German Climate Law. The proposal by the 
EU Commission for the 2040 net emission goals for 2040 (European 
Commission, 2025) makes it likely that forest carbon sinks will play an 
important part for the EU on its way to greenhouse gas emission 
neutrality by 2050. It is worth noting that the EU Green Deal and related 
legislation mentions expectations about the contribution of forest car
bon to net emissions. The EU carbon removal and carbon farming 
regulation focuses solely on payments within voluntary markets. 
Consequently, it would be logical that a national government does not 
concern itself with this issue. However, as the member countries are in 
the lead on forests, we suggest that our prediction of payment for forest 
carbon remain plausible as long as forests contribute annual net sink 
increments.

On the payment for the nature conservation functions of forests 
(issue 2), the new model predictions are essentially congruent with the 
actual 2022/2023 payment system in place. Put differently, in 2022, 
Green ambitions were successful in driving results to new heights at the 
time, the times have changed, and the new realities lead to a sharp 
difference as compared to the predictions based on 2022 data. We 
should broadly expect the status quo to prevail on the payments for the 
nature conservation functions in Germany.

Finally, on the management for the climate resilience of forests (issue 
3), our predictions point to a moderate upgrade in the payments. As this 
third issue is of core interest to forest owners of managed forests, a 
moderate predicted upgrade for payments may be in line with the 2025 
coalition contract (CDU, CSU, and SPD, 2025), yet the latter is sub
stantially more imprecise compared to our rather precise predictions. 
Forest owners may be rightly on track to expect that the state and its 
taxpayers further enable climate-adapted forestry under climate change.

The prediction model indicates clear expectations about policy di
rections during the remaining legislative period. Since our changes to 
the input matrix are moderate as compared to October 2022 data, we do 
not take into account potential changes in the salience of the three issues 
due to external circumstances (e.g., military defence) or the impact of 
overall budget constraints on the positions of actors. Despite these 
limitations, the results of the prediction model indicate plausible di
rections for upcoming political decisions on payments for FES.

5. Implications on the use of policy forecasting models

In this article, we highlight four main findings on the use of policy 
forecasting models on the payments for forest ecosystem services, yet 
also more generally in the context of science-based forest policy support 

Table 2 
Comparison of predictions and actual policies.

Status quo ante legislation Guideline climate-adapted forests (2022/ 
2023)

Sprinz et al. (2024): predictions in 2022 Novel predictions for 
2025+

CO2 Storage 0 0 46.6 48.6
(Issue 1) (Scale 0–100) (Scale 0–100) (Scale 0–100) (Scale 0–100)
Biodiversity 

Conservation
30 35 47.0 33.0

(Issue 2) (Scale 0–100) (Scale 0–100) (Scale 0–100) (Scale 0–100)
Climate Resilience 12 15 20.6 22.6
(Issue 3) (Scale 0–50) (Scale 0–50) (Scale 0–50) (Scale 0–50)

Note: The scales and past findings are explained in detail in Sprinz et al. (2024).
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(Lentsch and Weingart, 2011; Stevanov and Krott, 2021): 

1. feasibility of forecasting on short notice,
2. complementarity of political modelling and natural science 

modelling,
3. assistance in investment decisions, and
4. precision of the predictions.

First, the derivation of novel results by forecasting under conditions 
of short lead times is entirely feasible. As long as the issues can be clearly 
delineated as well as the input variables be coded, policy forecasting 
models can deliver on short notice. Modelling political decisions enables 
us to ask structured “what if” questions: Which are the consequences of 
select changes to the configuration of the input matrix? This capability 
of computer experimentation has been long known in the natural sci
ences as well as economics. The political science profession has joined 
the field. Conversely, policy forecasting models enable the probing of 
policy designs and related negotiations, thereby elucidating the political 
feasibility space. While the data inputs in our examples are public 
knowledge, this is not necessarily always the case: Private actors may 
employ such modelling for their private benefits without informing the 
public. In an applied sense, computer experimentation also allows to 
learn from potential “errors” in the sense that particular changes 
induced into the model runs may lead to unwanted policy negotiation 
outcomes. In such cases, the advisor or academic may be able to advise 
on which roads to avoid.

Second, in forest modelling, the natural sciences and economics 
have, so far, been dominant (Blanco and Lo, 2023). Given the advent of 
political modelling, we can complement these efforts by way of asking 
whether recommended policy changes are politically feasible and 
potentially why.

Third, forests are long-term investment projects for the public and 
the private sectors. Investors of managed forests are likely to be inter
ested how they can generate sufficient returns under government 
regulation. Policy forecasting models allow for short- to medium-term 
policy forecasting, and current experiments focus on the feasibility of 
predicting emerging political properties over the next decades. Policy 
forecasting can thus practically assist investment decisions as relevant to 
forests (and many other policy areas).

Finally, as the current coalition agreement (CDU, CSU, and SPD, 
2025) shows, our predictions appear to find favour with the new 
German federal government’s published policy preferences. While the 
coalition agreement is broad and provides only very general directions 
on forest policy, our predictions are nuanced and more easily falsifiable 
than political declaration are. This may, indeed, be the greatest scientific 
strength of policy forecasting models. A conclusive assessment of our 
novel predictions has to await the end of the current regular Parlia
mentary legislative period.

Our experience with a numerical negotiations model shows that 
policy forecasting models can make a valuable contribution to forest 
policy research. Policy forecasting is able to complement the contribu
tions made by natural science and economic modelling of forests, and 
integration of all three would enhance our competence for science-based 
support of policymaking. Political decision-making models can be 
employed at local, regional, national, European, and global scales. And 
given data availability, such forecasts may be undertaken much faster 
than more slowly unfolding political processes.
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