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Abstract
This brief editorial introduces a set of articles dealing with territorial challenges in Europe. The EU and the member states
have put attention to a silent, but growing issue of inequality: The spatial disparities are in several member states con-
sidered able to provide wider political tensions and challenges. Consequently, the EU has launched a research theme in
its framework programme Horizon 2020 to cope with such matter. Most of the papers in this issue have their origin in
the Horizon COHSMO project “Inequality, Urbanization and Territorial Cohesion. Developing the European Social Model
of Economic Growth and Democratic Capacity.” While social or economic inequalities are recognized as a social problem,
spatial disparities are forgotten or ignored. However, territorial inequalities do boost social and economic differences and
add to growing tensions and contradictions inmany cases. Coping with such challenges is a difficult matter; most European
countries have had programmes aiming at rebalancing regional inequalities for many years. Despite major investments in
public services, infrastructure, education and culture, as well as targeted support for private investors, businesses raising
employment opportunities and so on. However, the success in terms of growing population and employment has been
limited. Instead, endogenous structures and relations receive more attention; in particularly local capacity to generate
solutions and means to promote economic and social development. This ability strongly links to the concept of collective
efficacy, i.e., a joint understanding and capability to organize and execute actions of mutual benefit.
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1. Introduction

It is evident that places differ in terms of qualities and
opportunities. Those born in backward regions facemore
obstacles on average compared to children living on
the sunny side. However, life chances for the individu-
al do sometimes differ considerably between neighbour-

hoods within the same city, just as villages and small-
er towns may offer very unequal opportunities despite
being located in the same region. The spatial impact is
visible as marked differences in employment, education,
income, health, living conditions and so on. Social rela-
tions and spatial structures influence even the personal-
ity of individuals.

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 178–182 178

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/socialinclusion
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i4.3747


Yet, in the best of all worlds, the place of birth or
living should have as little impact as possible on socio-
economic chances and public policies should be in place
to lessen such inequalities. This is obviously not the
case; a simple check on life expectancy reveals surpris-
ingly big differences both between countries and regions,
but also between neighbourhoods, as well as between
social classes. A strong spatial variation is similarly shown
concerning health status. Moreover, after a long period
of catching-up for most of the disadvantaged regions,
inequalities among regions in Europe are now grow-
ing again.

The geographies of economic, social and political
development change as new industries and technolo-
gies, social demands and opportunities, cultural, reli-
gious relations and so on replace older structures and
relations. Such changes have accelerated over the last
decades and produced new lines of division and contra-
diction; former successful regions have faced decline for
half a century now without significant progress while
previously-backward regions suddenly appear as new,
successful centres for high-tech manufacturing. Whilst
some regions experience rising conflicts, rising unem-
ployment and depopulation, others seem to have found
a ‘magic formula,’ a positive relationship between collec-
tive efficacy and governance that allows them to benefit
from territorial capital.

Several mega-trends have emerged over a short peri-
od; globalisation, which has removed or at least reduced
barriers for a free flow of capital and commodities, some-
times also for labour, has reframed conditions for local
politics and economics and thus for key components
of living opportunities at the national, regional or local
level. Moreover, globalisation has also reshaped media,
culture and education in many cases. Migration has
increased in number and made many metropolises tru-
ly multi-cultural, which further speeds up processes of
globalisation. In parallel to this, the ageing of developed
countries is rapidly producing new challenges in terms of
growing needs for care and health systems, the search
for alternative ways of financing welfare services than
via taxation. Many Western countries now require more
labour; a need that only migration can solve.

Industrial and economic changes togetherwith social
and cultural shifts have recently produced a period of
fast urbanisation. Urbanisation has, first of all, fuelled
the growth of larger cities. On the other side, rural dis-
tricts, inmany cases suffer from depopulation and conse-
quently of stagnation, sometimes of decline. A key effect
is a challenged territorial cohesion.

Most European countries have for decades attempt-
ed to better integrate various parts of their territory to
benefit from the advantages of a coherent and fairly
structured nation-state. A combination of marked ter-
ritorial disparities and simultaneous social and political
dissatisfaction may enhance disintegration and produce
new oppositions.

2. Territorial Cohesion—A Contested Concept

Territorial cohesion may simply be understood as
a conceptual development of the European Spatial
Development Perspective (ESDP) by adding a dimen-
sion of spatial justice (Davoudi, 2005). This adds a
clear normative element to the spatial policies of the
European Union. Moreover, territorial cohesion appears
as a replacement of the ESDP by connecting a spatial
perspective to the European social model. There are
numerous definitions of territorial cohesion, but the core
issue is that the uncertainty related to the concept per-
mits the concept to allow a wide range of interpreta-
tions. Thus, despite very different opinions and prior-
ities, many stakeholders and politicians can see them-
selves on board. Territorial cohesion is an abstract con-
cept, which does not challenge European agreement:
The political disagreement does not arrive before transla-
tion into practical policymaking; however, this challenge
is transferred to lower levels of government, i.e., nation-
al or most often the regional government. Territorial
cohesion has a strong positive connotation; it does not
include ideological U-turns or seriously challenge actual
regional inequalities. It just expresses thewish of fairness
between all territories; who would be against the noble
aim of spatial justice or coherent territories? The ques-
tion remains by which means, and at what cost.

Territorial cohesion is a policy term, which has
entered policy spheres at almost all scales and con-
cerning several dimensions: The European Union has at
times attempted to challenge the hegemonic position
of the nation-state and national scale as a default ref-
erence for politics, the economy and social and cultur-
al relations. By considering social scales other than the
national level, first of all regions, but also local scales as
well as cross-national scales as relevant for policy imple-
mentation, the European Union has launched new are-
nas for cooperation and policymaking. Yet, these ‘new’
or reactivated tiers of government were, and remain,
weak compared to national levels. Nevertheless, analy-
sis and facts show substantial similarities between and
across member states, in general since national govern-
ments formulate or promote the vastmajority of policies.
Only when the European Union co-finances cross-border
initiatives, e.g., the INTERREG-programmes, there have
been attempts to solve problems together and across
national borders.

While the diagnosis is clear, the correct treatment
remains unknown. Various governments have attempt-
ed several methods over time: Regional policies have
changed from financial support and infrastructure invest-
ments, exemption from restrictions concerning building
codes, environmental or labour market issues, to job
training, transfer of public institutions in order to increase
employment, and setting up of educational and cultur-
al institutions. Unfortunately, the overall picture seems
quite stable; few depressed regions have managed to
catch up or develop into thriving and prosperous regions.
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The OECD (2019) delivers an interesting approach in
Rural Policy 3.0; it concludes that policies based on sub-
sidies and protection are unable to counteract depopula-
tion and the decline of service provision. Instead, a rad-
ical shift was launched in 2006 with a focus on the com-
petitiveness of rural areas (OECD, 2006). The new policy
includes a shift from only economic objectives to encom-
passing social and environmental issues, a dismissal
of the rural-urban dichotomy in favour of a nuanced
view on the relationship between rural and urban areas
and finally a shift from government alone to the inclu-
sion of private business as well as civil society. Former
emphasis on competitiveness is replaced by well-being
in three dimensions: economy, society and environment.
The value of local embedded structures and relations
may explain the successes or failures of many localities.
Consequently, more soft relations, local cultures and tra-
ditions, have gained importance in policies for territorial
cohesion. This understanding is running through several
of the articles in this volume.

3. The Thematic Issue

This thematic issue is generally divided in three parts.
The first part delivers an overall understanding of terri-
torial cohesion, its first logical question being what ter-
ritorial cohesion is and how we should understand it.
The second part presents examples of territorial cohe-
sion in different types of areas and related to various
scales. The articles here draw on empirical data from the
Horizon 2020-funded programme COHSMO. The third
part of the issue consists of two articles: one on the
methodological challenges when researching territorial
cohesion and the other aiming to bridge the gapbetween
academic debate and policymaking.

Part one of this thematic issue presents the sub-
stance of an oft-used concept: territorial cohesion. It is,
as claimed by many, a concept easy to feel comfort-
able with since everyone can understand it from their
point of view. Yet, in an academic debate, concepts
have to be firmer and more stringent. How can we mea-
sure degrees of territorial cohesion unless we have a
strict definition? Weckroth and Moisio (2020) provides
an overview of how the concept is defined, framed and
justified in European Union policies. They base their
overviewon the analysis of official speeches by European
Union commissioners responsible for regional policies.
The focus is particularly on the meaning of territorial
cohesion and its justification. Boczy, Cefalo, Parma, and
Skovgaard Nielsen (2020) deliver an analysis of larger
cities as places for the global knowledge economy and
the challenges that follow rising competitiveness and
inequalities.While the narrow perspective inmost devel-
opment strategies is on economic performance, larger
cities have to consider social inequality as a potential
source for future tension. In practice, strategies that can
recognise and balance different concerns have better
chances to remain cohesive and competitive. Artelaris

and Mavrommatis (2020) examine territorial cohesion
as a policy narrative and the diverse narrative struc-
ture of the concept. The rhetoric of cohesion links to
sub-narratives, perhaps in order to produce a balance
between competitiveness and social well-being.

We continue on with four cases of how territorial
cohesion is treated in practice at different scales and
localities. Boczy and Cordini (2020) focus on cognitive
assets in regional or spatial policies and investigate the
mixed assets of cognitive relations and material struc-
tures concerning planning discourses. They study three
types of localities—urban, suburban and rural—in two
member states (Austria and Italy) in order to make
intra-regional as well as inter-regional comparisons.
Jørgensen, Fallov, Corsado-Diaz, and Atkinson (2020)
present a comparative analysis of two peripheral and
mostly rural localities in Denmark and the United
Kingdom. Their aim is to investigate endogenous devel-
opment and social cohesion in two different, national
settings, which face similar challenges of de-population
trends and lacking economic growth. The comparison of
the two cases highlight the importance of both formal
and informal forms of local leadership, and that collec-
tive efficacy might be a useful way to analyse the ‘soft
dimensions’ of leadership for rural territorial develop-
ment. Bucaitè-Vilkè and Krukowska (2020) compare sub-
urban governance in Polish and Lithuanian municipal-
ities: They find that the two governments have a dif-
ferent composition of vertical and horizontal networks,
of how local stakeholders perform and in particularly
collective action. Aksztejn (2020) aims at downscaling
spatial inequalities as well as the concept of territorial
cohesion to the municipal level. Her approach is to criti-
cise European understanding; this understanding directs
attention and funding towards the regional level, whilst
inequalities are present also at the local level and inter-
municipal differences are much larger than between
regions. Aksztejn does not focus on income, education
or employment, but on access to selected public services
and perceived inequalities among local stakeholders.

Finally, Atkinson and Pacchi (2020) notice the sepa-
rate treatment of three forms of cohesion: social, eco-
nomic and territorial. The missing incorporation of the
three dimensions into one coherent policy loses poten-
tial gains of relevance for an efficient spatial policy.
The authors admit that academic criticism of these con-
cepts has not made life easier for EU policymakers.
However, the policymakers have worked with concepts
like ‘functional area,’ which seem clarifying at first glance,
but later on, only provide further frustrations whenever
attempts are made to delineate a region. de Neergaard,
Fallov, Skovgaard Nielsen, and Jørgensen (2020) struggle
in their article with a similar problem: If we cannot use
administrative delimited regions as the basis for compar-
isons since they seldom reflect a meaningful entity shar-
ing costs and benefits, responsibility between popula-
tion and decision-makers, businesses, then comparative
analysis become wishful ambitions. Leaning towards an
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idea presented by Doreen Massey, the authors suggest
using a ‘conjunctural approach,’ i.e., examine and under-
stand similar dynamics within and between places to
compare the incomparable elements. This offers the pos-
sibility to dive deeper into an understanding of dimen-
sions of territorial cohesion by investigating how embed-
ded structures, place histories, collective ‘imaginaries’ of
place, and potential coalitions or conflictual relations are
articulated together.

Altogether, the nine articles analyse and discuss terri-
torial cohesion from an abstract to a very down-to-earth
level that is sure to enlighten the reader. Together they
offer insights into how localities matter in relation to
a cross-European discussion of territorial cohesion and
inequality. However, the last word on territorial cohesion
is not yet on paper.
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Abstract
Over the past two decades, both academics and policy makers have discussed the meaning of territorial cohesion in the
context of the European Union (EU). This debate on the meaning and content of territorial cohesion is becoming increas-
ingly important in a Europe that is facingmultiple crises. This article contributes to the literature on EU’s territorial cohesion
policies by tracing the ways in which territorial cohesion has been defined, framed and justified as an EU policy.We analyse
public speeches made by the acting commissioners for Regional Policy and inquire into the Cohesion Reports from 2004 to
2017 produced by the European Commission. In particular, we interrogate both the meaning of the concept of territorial
cohesion and the justifications for pursuing territorial cohesion. We conclude with some critical remarks on the relevance
of economic production-based definitions and justifications for territorial cohesion policies. Accordingly, we argue that
treating macroeconomic production as an indicator of territorial cohesion harmfully consolidates a narrow understanding
of societal wellbeing and development and imposes on all regions a one-dimensional economic scale to indicate their level
of development.
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1. Introduction

Territorial cohesion is a peculiar, elusive and contested
policy that has become part of the territorial construc-
tion or what authors have conceptualized as the “terri-
tory work” of the EU (see Moisio & Luukkonen, 2017),
especially since the late 1990s. Unsurprisingly, the con-
cept has also attracted increasing attention in academic
circles, particularly since the early 2000s (e.g., Bachtler &
Mendez, 2013; Camagni, 2005). As a policy term, territo-
rial cohesion discloses the ways in which EU policies and

academic research on those policies are eventually co-
constituted: All EU policies are influenced by academic
work. The EU cohesion policy has indeed been character-
ized by increasing interactions between the policy and
academic spheres of debate, at least during the past ten
years (see, e.g., Bachtler, Berkowitz, Hardy, & Muravska,
2017). The recent EU Cohesion Policy reforms effectively
disclose the ways in which scholars from the fields of re-
gional studies, regional science and economic geography
in particular have played important roles in shaping the
new policy (McCann & Varga, 2018).

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 183–193 183

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/socialinclusion
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v8i4.3241


Territorial cohesion is closely related to fundamen-
tal and perennial questions in human geography, namely
the reasons for and consequences of uneven geograph-
ical development (Hadjimichalis, 2011; Massey, 1984;
Myrdal, 1957). Moreover, despite its origin in the polit-
ical sphere of the EU, territorial cohesion has a themati-
cally close connection to academic discourses on spatial
justice and place-based development (see, e.g., McCann
& Varga, 2018). We further address this issue in the fi-
nal section of this article with particular reference to the
concept of spatial justice. Despite having its roots in the
North American context and the urban realm the idea of
spatial justice has been increasingly discussed with inter-
regional framing over the last few years (see, e.g., Israel
& Frenkel, 2018; Jones et al., 2018; Rauhut, 2018).

Rather than examining how the discourses discussed
in the analysis translate into specific policy instruments,
such as structural funds, we present an analysis of the
ways in which territorial cohesion is articulated and ra-
tionalized by key EU politicians as a meaningful policy.
We therefore understand EU’s “territorial cohesion” to
be an ongoing policy process within which particular po-
litical rationalities, intellectual ideas and techniques of
measuring are selected to form the nucleus of this pol-
icy at a given historical conjuncture. The elusiveness of
territorial cohesion policy does not therefore mean that
the selection of certain discursive elements of this policy
would be totally haphazard; rather, the nucleus of a ter-
ritorial cohesion policy always reflects the wider histor-
ically contingent systems of political-economic thought.
Rather than understanding policy as a mere blueprint
or outcome of political processes, we interrogate terri-
torial cohesion policy as a discursive process whereby
the content of policy is constantly re-worked among a
range of actors operating with different capacities to act.
Moreover, policy is a process that brings together differ-
ent elements, such asways of reasoning, systems ofmea-
suring, and techniques of governing. Even if there is an
epistemic link between academic theories and the ways
in which policy is rationalized, the focus of our analysis
is not on the ways that territorial cohesion has been con-
ceptualized in academic research. By contrast, we exam-
ine the ways in which territorial cohesion is defined and
justified in EU policy-making. We underline that territo-
rial cohesion has been a manifestation of political de-
bates in the European social model, and the spatial de-
velopment of the EU. In this sense, the evolution of terri-
torial cohesion inescapably mirrors some of the broader
developments in the process of European integration.

The agenda behind the use of territorial cohesion as a
political term in EU policies appears to be to find justifica-
tions for the use of the Cohesion Fund and the European
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) that aim to rebal-
ance geographically uneven development within the EU.
However, the question of whether the observed geo-
graphical differences in economic development are con-
sidered problematic in the first place, or whether these
differences are merely spatial expressions of an efficient

market economy, remains contested in academic litera-
ture (Martin, 2015). In the academic context this debate
circulates around the fundamental question whether
there is an efficiency-equity trade-off in regional econ-
omy (Martin, 2008). The ideas and arguments from these
academic debates are then filtered through to policy
making such as the EU’s regional policy, which aims to
strike a balance between different and sometimes con-
flicting arguments. This is exactly why we comprehend
the EU’s regional policy to be a trading zone of ideas and
concepts between academics, planners and policymak-
ers. In any case, the official stance of the EU Commission
is that it aims to create an EU territory which is spatially
balanced, and it is on this principle that the existence
of EU funding is often justified. Consequently, the prac-
tice of introducing EU-originated spatial policy terms and
wider policy discourses such as territorial cohesion can
be seen as a strategy for producing and legitimizing the
EU territory primarily as a form of governable spatial unit
(Luukkonen & Moisio, 2016).

The elusiveness and related political flexibility of ter-
ritorial cohesion as a policy discourse in a wider set of EU
policies is an important aspect: It can be re-formulated
and acquire newmeanings as current political-economic
contexts change. Fromour perspective, an analysis of the
evolution of a policy should also render visible the ways
in which a particular political economy as well as aca-
demic concepts and theories are built into the policy dis-
course. This is important given that territorial cohesion is
implemented by the channelling of public money across
Europe. Hence, the way in which territorial cohesion
functions as an investment mechanism is inescapably
bound to the ways in which it has been reasoned and jus-
tified as an important policy for the further constitution
of the EU as a polity. It is obvious that issues of economic
growth, economic competitiveness and collective iden-
tity have figured prominently in the context of territorial
cohesion policies over the past few years. Regrettably,
the association and interconnections between cohesion
policy and investment and/or redistribution has, how-
ever, been largely untouched in academic research so
far. Given that territorial cohesion is a political and thus
highly contested spatial policy—and under re-working
within the EU apparatus—our analysis seeks to render
visible some of the ways in which certain political eco-
nomic reasonings receive a spatial character in the con-
text of territorial cohesion policies over the past fifteen
years or so.

2. Analysing Territorial Cohesion Policy

In academic research, territorial cohesion is often as-
sociated with regional differences without critically re-
flecting on its content and varying political meanings
in policy practices. Many studies have used it in a de-
scriptive manner—with pre-defined meanings for “ter-
ritorial cohesion,” territory and cohesion—to describe
and compare certain economic and social conditions in
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and between EU regions. Beyond some notable excep-
tions (e.g., Davoudi, 2005; Faludi, 2004; van Well, 2012)
the ideational andpolitical content of territorial cohesion
has not been systematically examined.

In the context of the EU, territorial cohesion is a pol-
icy discourse. It is historically contingent and its very
meaning is constantly re-defined, re-worked and re-
spatialized. Like all policy discourse, it is thus highly elu-
sive. In EU policies, there is hence no single definition for
territorial cohesion. On the contrary, the policy discourse
of territorial cohesion has been articulated, measured
and mapped through different spatial phenomena, such
as disparities in economic production, forms of gover-
nance, and place-based policies (Camagni, 2005; Faludi,
2004; Medeiros, 2016; Mirwaldt, McMaster, & Bachtler,
2008; Zaucha, 2015). These various spatial articulations
of territorial cohesion are analysed in the latter sections
of this article in order to disclose a sort of hierarchical
structure of territorial cohesion as a policy discourse.

We approach the EU’s territorial cohesion policy
through scrutinizing public speeches made by the EU
Commissioner of Regional Policy between 2005 and
2017 along with the 3rd to 7th Cohesion Reports. First,
we examine how territorial cohesion is either implicitly
or explicitly defined in the selected research materials.
Second, we interrogate the moral, ethical, or economic
justifications that are used for pursuing territorial cohe-
sion. Third, we analyse whether any temporal shifts can
be observed in the articulation of and justification for
cohesion and territorial policies. These shifts are inter-
esting not least given that the economic recession from
2008 onwards has had a significant impact on political
developments within the EU.

The following questions structure our analysis:

1) How is territorial cohesion articulated (defined
and framed) as a spatial policy in the research
material?

2) What are the key spatial and political economic
premises through which territorial cohesion is jus-
tified as a policy?

3) Have any changes occurred in the articulations
(definitions and framings) of territorial cohesion
during the period under investigation?

In other words, while interested in both the definition
of and justification for territorial cohesion policy, our
analysis addresses the questions of what and why. This
way of interrogating territorial cohesion draws from one
of the most distinguished authors on inequality and jus-
tice, Amartya Sen. In Inequality Re-examined, Sen (1992)
notes that any analysis of inequality should first begin
by asking which metrics or dimensions should be exam-
ined when discussing or defining inequality in a given so-
ciety (what) and only second which moral justifications
are used to pursue it (why). Hence, the questions ofwhat
and why are inevitably connected and cannot be evalu-
ated separately. Despite a currently rather rich body of

literature on the concept and practice of territorial cohe-
sion as the guiding principle of the EU’s spatial policies
(Davoudi, 2005; Faludi, 2007; Medeiros, 2016; Mirwaldt
et al., 2008), this question does not appear to have been
adequately scrutinized. Instead, questions on what “ter-
ritorial cohesion” is and why it is pursued have been ex-
amined in isolation.

Scrutinizing the articulations of European Commis-
sioners for Regional Policy as a form of persuasive com-
munication discloses the implicit meanings of territorial
cohesion, which are not necessarily presented in the offi-
cial policy documents of the EU. Public speeches on terri-
torial cohesion policy include both the ethos and logos
typical of any political speech and also the distinctive
metaphors that can be used for predicative or ideolog-
ical purposes in the context of the EU (Charteris-Black,
2014). In our perspective, political speech is a form of
language that is prepared by a speaker for a specific
audience for a particular event and in a particular geo-
graphical locale. Political speech can be understood as
a deliberative form of communication aimed at justify-
ing a specific policy. This instrumentalist reading of po-
litical communication highlights the fact that building a
consensus around a policy requires establishing shared
values within the audience. We argue that an analysis
of the terms, expressions, and metaphors of “territorial
cohesion” used by EU’s Regional Commissioners in pub-
lic speeches effectively disclose the ways in which ter-
ritorial cohesion of the EU is legitimized, understood,
and practised as a form of spatial-political interven-
tion. From this angle, territorial cohesion as a guid-
ing principle of EU territorial policies appears to be a
useful target for an analysis of political argumentation
and communication.

3. Research Material

The primary data used in our analysis are the speeches
made by the European Commissioner responsible for re-
gional policy. These speeches were downloaded from
the Rapid database, which contains all the press
releases of the Commission. The database is run
by the Communication Department of the European
Commission, and all the material is freely downloadable.
Using Rapid’s search engine, those speeches made by
the Commissioner for Regional Policy which contained
both the words “territorial” and “cohesion” were se-
lected for analysis. This procedure resulted in a dataset
of 69 speeches from the years 2004 to 2017.

This period included four different commission-
ers: Danuta Hübner (Poland, 2004–2009), Paweł
Samecki (Poland, 2009–2010), Johannes Hahn (Austria,
2010–2014), and Corina Crețu (Romania, 2014–2019).
This period fits well with the research focus of this analy-
sis, as it covers the period of burgeoning academic in-
terest towards territorial cohesion (Jones et al., 2018),
as well as the period of economic recession from 2008
onwards. The studies’ period also covers three program-
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ming periods: 2000 to 2006, 2007 to 2013, and the cur-
rent period 2014 to 2020.

The primary research material is supported by sec-
ondary data from the Cohesion Reports from the period
spanning from 2004 to 2017. Cohesion Reports are pro-
duced by the European Commission every three years
to report on progress towards achieving economic, so-
cial and territorial cohesion across the EU. The studied
period covered five Cohesion Reports, from the third re-
port (2004) to the seventh report, which was released
in 2017.

These two above-mentioned datasets are taken to
provide a comprehensive perspective of different artic-
ulations, definitions, and justifications of territorial co-
hesion. These articulations are politically important as
they also implicitly legitimize the spatial channelling of
Cohesion Funds and the ERDF, which have the strongest
spatial or regional focus among the instruments in the
European Structural and Investment Funds.

4. The Territorial Cohesion of What? The Change in the
Meaning of Territorial Cohesion

The first result of our analysis concerningwhat territorial
cohesion is is that the primary meaning attached to the
policy concept of “territorial cohesion” during the pro-
gramming periods 2000 to 2006 and 2007 to 2013 seems
to refer to the level of regional disparities in economic
production expressed through Gross Domestic Product
(GDP). The dominance of this understanding is unsurpris-
ing, as the central aim of the EU set out in the Treaty is to
promote economic and social progress and a high level
of employment and to achieve a balanced and sustain-
able development.

Taken as a whole, the utilization of “territorial cohe-
sion” as a component in achieving the EU goals of com-
petitiveness and economic growth emphasizes the sheer
political-economic dimension of cohesion. Moreover,
throughout the programming periods 2000 to 2007 and
2008 to 2013, this dimension has been largely fixed on
macro-scale economic production (instead of, for exam-
ple, purchasing power or household income) and its
most commonly used indicator—the GDP. In EU’s territo-
rial cohesion policy, the focus on regional disparities in
macro-economic production emerges as the most com-
mon definition.

The strong emphasis on macroeconomic production
during the first two programming periods under inves-
tigation is not a great surprise. At that time, cohesion
policy was largely understood and articulated as con-
tributing to the EU agenda of economic growth and com-
petitiveness. This mirrors the findings of Mirwaldt et al.
(2008) and Zaucha and Szlachta (2017), who noted that
since the time of the third Cohesion Report in 2004, the
term territorial cohesion was strongly connected with
achieving the objectives of the Lisbon Agenda: compet-
itiveness, innovation and employment. In territorial co-
hesion policy, the EU was understood as a “growth ma-

chine,” and the very rationale for territorial cohesion
was framed as an agenda for narrowing regional dispar-
ities. Territorial cohesion was about increasing the per-
formance of the regions in the new member states in
particular and in so doing bringing these new members
closer to the EU average. Consequently, this convergence
would raise the cumulative economic output of the new
EU territory as a whole. This understanding of territo-
rial cohesion is articulated in the Third Cohesion Report
(Commission of the European Communities [CEC], 2004),
for instance:

If the EU is to realise its economic potential, then all
regions wherever they are located, whether in exist-
ing Member States or in the new countries to join,
need to be involved in the growth effort and all peo-
ple living in the Union given the chance to contribute.
(CEC, 2004)

This and other similar framings of territorial cohesion as
an economizing spatial policy through which growth can
be achieved received its definition through the broader
EU agenda of the time. The justification of territorial co-
hesion stemmed from its potential contribution to both
economic growth and the geopolitical construction of
supranational territory.

At around the same time, however, an analysis of
our researchmaterial discloses another meaning of terri-
torial cohesion. An alternative meaning of territorial co-
hesion focuses more on an individual perspective rather
than relying on indicators of macroeconomic production.
This second meaning defines “territorial cohesion” as a
spatial condition where ‘[p]eople should not be disad-
vantaged by wherever they happen to live or work in the
Union’ (CEC, 2004).

This individually focused place-based justification for
territorial cohesion seems to have gained ground dur-
ing the past few years. Interestingly, this justification
has done so at the expense of the previously domi-
nant focus on macroeconomic disparities between re-
gions. In particular, this definition has its roots in the
concept of the “accessibility of services of general eco-
nomic interest,” which was first introduced in Article 7d
in the Amsterdam Treaty (CEC, 1997). The emphasis on
accessibility adds a new political-economic component
to territorial cohesion and reflects a qualitative shift from
highlighting the economic performance of regions to un-
derlining the structural strengths and weaknesses of re-
gions. This more individually focused framing of terri-
torial cohesion has been clearly visible during the last
few years, particularly throughout the programming pe-
riod from 2014 onwards. Even though the definition still
maintains the emphasis on the instrumental economic
and physical dimension it nonetheless switches the fo-
cus frommacroeconomic indicators of production to the
individual-level structural issues. This emphasis on the
individual-level effects of changes in themacroeconomic
context is evident when Commissioner Crețu reviewed

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 183–193 186

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


the 7th Cohesion report in Brussels in October 2017.
She noted that ‘the [financial] crisis has left deep scars
on Europe´s socio-economic fabric…and in too many
European Regions, people are poorer that they were be-
fore the crisis’ (Crețu, 2017d).

The place-based focus stems originally from an em-
phasis on access to “services of general economic inter-
est” (CEC, 1997) and in its current form it is based on a
“universalist” argument that people should not be disad-
vantaged based on their place of residence in EU mem-
ber states and regions.

The qualitative transformation of the discourse of ter-
ritorial cohesion is also visible in the indices and indi-
cators that have been used to render visible and artic-
ulate territorial cohesion within the EU policy appara-
tus. Even though for most of the period under investiga-
tion regional levels of macroeconomic production have
been the dominant index throughwhich “territorial cohe-
sion” has been assessed, the latest programming period
has seen an increasing number of remarks on the limita-
tions of GDP as an indicator of development and well-
being. More specifically, this acknowledgement of the
limitations of GDP and calls for better indicators appear
to have strengthened since 2010. For example, in 2010
Commissioner Hahn noted that there was ‘an inherent
need to develop more indicators for different thematic
approaches. For territorial and social cohesion we could
for example look at household income per head, access
to health care or education’ (Hahn, 2010).

The concern regarding GDP as an optimal indicator
for measuring the results of Cohesion Policy was ex-
pressed again by Hahn in 2014, when he noted that ‘an-
other question we have to reflect upon is whether GDP
should remain the main criterion for determining the
needs and evaluation of the impact [of Cohesion Policy]’
(Hahn, 2014).

The criticism towards the GDP-based understanding
of territorial cohesion has gained even more ground dur-
ing the time of Commissioner Crețu. In 2017 Crețu formu-
lated this positionwith the remark that ‘GDP, alone, does
not accurately enough reflect the needs of a region as it
leaves out crucial parameters such as quality of life, social
inclusion or sustainable development’ (Crețu, 2017b).

These remarks pointing to questions of quality of life
and household income also highlight the more individu-
ally concerned approach to territorial cohesion. In this
line of reasoning, territorial cohesion appears more con-
crete from the individual perspective than when as-
sociated with changes in macroeconomic production.
However, it is clear that understanding territorial cohe-
sion through an individual lens rather than focusing on
changes in the macroeconomic context enables (and re-
quires) the generation of newmeanings for territorial co-
hesion. It is possible that this opens up ways towards a
more nuanced understanding of the ways in which dif-
ferent places and regions have been left (and kept) be-
hind (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018) through public and private
investment policies and other political-economic issues

that have to do with the post-Fordist economy and the
associated new spatial division of labour.

5. Why Territorial Cohesion? The Changing Justification
for Territorial Cohesion as a Regional Policy

Oneof the key justifications for territorial cohesion stems
from aiming for an EU territory with small interregional
differences in terms of economic production. However,
the reasons for aiming at this goal can be articulated in
different ways. More explicitly, striving for small regional
disparities in GDP could essentially be justified on the
grounds of either economic efficiency or spatial justice
and solidarity. The different type of justifications for ter-
ritorial cohesion can be teased out from the speeches
of Commissioners of Regional Policy. This is the issue we
now turn to.

Our research material demonstrates that arguments
for practising territorial cohesion—when understood in
terms of regional differences in GDP—are based on a
rather peculiar mix of calls for economic efficiency (lead-
ing to the maximization of EU output throughout the en-
tire EU area) and to idea of solidarity as a fundamen-
tal principle of the EU. When these arguments do not
easily converge, the argument on economic efficiency
usually prevails, whereas references to solidarity remain
constantly vague. During the first programming periods
(from 2000 to 2013), when the dominant definition of
territorial cohesion concerned primarily macroeconomic
production, the rationale of economic growth massively
overshadowed ideas of solidarity or spatial justice. This
is a notable issue: Territorial cohesion was for some time
separated from important community and local level is-
sues such as social inclusion, justice, participation, and
the environment. During the first programming period,
in particular, territorial cohesion acquired its meaning
almost solely through economic growth, while one of
the founding premises of European integration, solidar-
ity, remained unspecified in the policy discourse of terri-
torial cohesion.

Interestingly, the idea of solidarity was expressed
in a speech by Commissioner Hübner at the Informal
Ministerial Meeting on Territorial Cohesion and Regional
Policy in 2007. She stated: ‘I think we all agree that
European cohesion is about solidarity and economic
progress’ (Hübner, 2007c).

This excerpt highlights the broader perennial strug-
gle, both in territorial cohesion policy and within the EU
as a whole, to strike a balance between the ideas of
growth and redistribution of economic assets: the on-
going struggle between late Keynesian and Ordoliberal
political economic reasoning. Moreover, the attempt
to circumnavigate between ideas and practices of sol-
idarity and efficiency was also evident in a speech
by Commissioner Hübner in 2008. In this speech,
she quoted the words of Jacques Delors, the former
President of the European Commission, when describ-
ing the dynamics driving the European Union (EU) ‘[it is]
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competition that stimulates, co-operation that strength-
ens and solidary that unites’ (Hübner, 2008).

The logic on the stimulating effect of competition is
quite straightforward, but when referring to solidarity
Hübner defined its complex connection to the EU’s eco-
nomic objectives as follows:

Last, but not least, [it is] solidarity that unites.
Increasing globalisation and a shift towards knowl-
edge based economy could widen the extent of so-
cial exclusion in Europe. This is not only a concern
of social justice, the unemployed and the excluded
are a resource wasted for society. The European
Union cannot afford increasing social polarisation.
(Hübner, 2008)

This attempt to integrate ideas of social inclusion and jus-
tice into the post-Fordist knowledge-based economy ra-
tionale is highly interesting. We already know that the
process of knowledge-based economization has the ca-
pacity to abandon certain populations and to situate
them outside political normativity. Indeed, the rise of
neoliberal knowledge-based economization in Europe
and beyond is clearly associated with the emergence of
“places that do not matter” (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018) and
“people who do not matter” (Moisio, 2018a). However,
in Commissioner Hübner’s (2008) line of reasoning, so-
cial exclusion, polarization, and unemployment need not
be addressed primarily on their own but because they
present an economic burden which the EU cannot afford.
The similar economizing logic of attempting to incorpo-
rate solidarity into arguments of economic efficiency is
clearly visible throughout our research material. For ex-
ample, in a speech at the European Constitution and
Solidarity Conference in 2005, Hübner, after stating that
solidarity was a ‘basic value of the union’ and that ‘the
10%of the population in the least developed regions con-
tribute[d] only 2% of EU GDP’, went on to claim that ‘the
Commission believes that all regions must participate in
the growth process and that the cohesion policy should
be available to all of them’ (Hübner, 2005).

Furthermore, the pressing need for economic effi-
ciency is reasoned on the premise that as the EU plays
a relatively small role in the global economy, Europeans
cannot afford to have regions that are “lagging” behind.
Hübner, for instance, continues by noting that ‘the EU
has 254 regions, yet Europe is a small continent. We can-
not afford to waste resources. We cannot afford to leave
behind even the smallest region. All of them should con-
tribute to raising European growth and competitiveness’
(Hübner, 2005).

The assertion that all regions should contribute to
economic growth is sometimes turned into claims that
they have a responsibility to contribute to growth. In
this line of reasoning, the idea of the territorial po-
tential embedded in the poorer regions becomes un-
derstandable as a political-economic strategy. Thus, an
important line of reasoning of territorial cohesion con-

cerns perceiving regions as if they were characterized by
underused or underutilized (economic) potential which
could be harnessed for economic growth on an EU scale.
Consequently, wording where territorial cohesion aims
to unleash the territorial potential of regions has been
present throughout the studied period. Hübner (2009),
for example, asserts that ‘poor regions are underuti-
lized resources that could be contributing to overall EU
growth’ (Hübner, 2009).

This idea of underutilized potential being the reason
for uneven economic distribution within the EU can be
seen as an attempt to merge the notion of the spatial
redistribution of resources with that of spatially focused
investments. Throughout its existence, the territorial co-
hesion policy, and its manifestation in the channelling
of strategic funds, has faced the question of whether
it is conceived as a mechanism of redistribution or in-
vestment. Again, this brings us back to the tension be-
tween Ordoliberal and Keynesian fiscal and economic
policies. Before the cohesion funds were explicitly de-
fined as investment policy in the latest programming pe-
riod of 2014 to 2020, the distinction between cohesion
funds as social transfers (which have a spatial or regional
nature) and investment method has been repeatedly ar-
ticulated. The tension between the two ways of rational-
izing cohesion funds is omnipresent in the speeches of
commissioners during that period:

The structural funds are not designed as income trans-
fers; they have the objective of funding real economic
growth. (Hübner, 2004a)

Regional policy is not about hand-outs to under-
developed areas. It is not a question of charity. Rather,
it is about raising the long-term growth potential
of regions, enabling them to attain a permanently
higher level of development. It is about investing in re-
gional competitiveness and jobs—in the endogenous
growth potential of regions. (Hübner, 2004b)

In 2007, Hübner aimed to encourage collective self-
reflection among the audience at the closing session
of the Fourth Cohesion Forum by stating: ‘We should
ask ourselves why the [regional] policy is still per-
ceived essentially as a simple redistributive instrument’
(Hübner, 2007b).

However, in the same year, Hübner (2007a) had ar-
gued that a paradigm shift was occurring in the under-
standing of territorial cohesion:

New policy paradigm is emerging in the glob-
alised economy where public policies are increasingly
geared towards resource allocation rather than re-
distribution. It is a paradigm in which the “catching-
up” on the part of the less developed with the ad-
vanced regions is dependent on jointly moving for-
ward. It is a paradigm that stresses opportunities for
the future, by mobilising underexploited potential,
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rather than compensating for the problems of the
past. (Hübner, 2007a)

Nevertheless, this paradigm shift did not seem to
have materialized four years later in 2011, when
Commissioner Johannes Hahn articulated the persisting
problems of understanding cohesion funds as an instru-
ment of redistribution: ‘[I] think it is high time to move
away from the traditional view of cohesion policy as a re-
distributive instrument, as a simple transfer of financial
resources from rich to poor regions’ (Hahn, 2011).

However, a few years after this remark, in the new
programming period, cohesion policy was explicitly la-
belled as investment policy in EU documentation. This
was acknowledged by Hahn in the closing speech of the
6th Cohesion Forum:

Cohesion Policy had to become a real strategic in-
vestment policy for the regions contributing to the
achievements of EU goals. (Hahn, 2014)

The mind-set of people has been changed. Nobody
thinks anymore of Cohesion Policy as a pot of money
to be given to the regions. Nowadays people appreci-
ate and understand the investment philosophy of the
new Cohesion Policy. (Hahn, 2014)

The metaphor of a “pot of money” attaches a negative
connotation to cohesion funds as the ineffective redistri-
bution of public funds. In this case, the purpose of refer-
ring to cohesion policy as a “pot of money” was thus to
imply negative evaluations of previous approaches to ter-
ritorial cohesion policy. In sum, the rhetoric used in the
Commissioners’ speeches during the programming peri-
ods 2000 to 2007 and 2008 to 2013 highlight reasoning
whereby redistribution and investment are mutually ex-
clusive ways of organizing and developing political com-
munities. This idea has, however, been highly controver-
sial in terms of the founding principles of the Keynesian
welfare statehoodmodel inwhich redistribution is under-
stood as an investment that generates economic growth.
The expressions used in the Commissioners’ speeches
reveal a tension between ideas of redistribution and in-
vestment as well as rhetorical attempts to consolidate
these two. We argue that this contradiction and tension
is revealed through an analysis of speeches; themore de-
scriptive and neutral cohesion reports do not articulate
these dimensions of territorial cohesion policy.

The idea of public investment has been of increas-
ing importance in the EU’s articulation of justification for
territorial cohesion over the past few years. As noted
in the earlier section, the meaning of territorial cohe-
sion has become more individually focused in recent
years. Moreover, the more recent individually oriented
definition of territorial cohesion territorial is increasingly
grounded on the idea of solidarity. Based on the research
material it appears that the concept of solidarity is now
less associated with macroeconomic performance of re-

gions than was the case during the first programming pe-
riod. Commissioner Corina Crețu, for instance, argued in
2017 that ‘[c]ohesion policy brings European solidarity to
each and every corner of the Union, ensuring everybody
has access to the same opportunities, wherever she or
he is’ (Crețu, 2017a).

While reviewing the results of the Seventh Cohesion
Report, Commissioner Crețu (2017d) further articulated
spatially even opportunities by highlighting how:

More than ever, we must keep fighting disparities,
making sure each and every European has access
to the same opportunities, wherever she lives…and
must keep promoting economic development, social
inclusion, and equal opportunities in all EU regions.
(Crețu, 2017d)

As these quotations show this new justification for terri-
torial cohesion policies in the programming period from
2014 onwards is increasingly articulated with the no-
tion of social inclusion. Thus, when attempting to es-
tablish a justification for territorial cohesion policies
within the context of a more individually oriented def-
inition, the Commissioner highlights investments in re-
gional infrastructure, such as broadband connections or
physical amenities, as acts of solidarity. Furthermore,
it is also important to note that the new justification
for territorial cohesions aims to overcome the redistri-
bution/investments contradiction that is persistent in
Ordoliberal political-economic reasoning. The justifica-
tions for territorial cohesion are now articulated with ref-
erence to the “visible” results it produces. In otherwords,
the persistent Ordoliberal condition and the associated
binary between investment policies and policies of redis-
tribution does not play a significant role in the articula-
tions of territorial cohesion from 2014 onwards.

The pragmatic rationale that regional policies create
visible and positive results was expressed in a speech
by Commissioner Crețu (2017b), who notes that ‘[cohe-
sion policy] works because it fulfils the EU promise of
providing access to basic services to all EU citizens, from
drinkable water to broadband, from waste management
to decent transport connections, from schools to kinder-
gartens to hospitals’ (Crețu, 2017b).

The amenity-oriented nature of Cohesion Policy was
justified further in a speech by Crețu in the same year,
where she remarked:

I often hear the example of the bicycle path in Bavaria
or the swimming pool in Portugal to belittle what
the policy does. Beside the fact that it is intellectu-
ally dishonest to reduce the policy to these examples,
I would argue that if the bicycle path is part of a strat-
egy to promote sustainable urban transport and the
swimming pool part of an attempt to improve the
quality of life in a deprived neighbourhood, the policy
has fulfilled its mission. (Crețu, 2017c)
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In summary, it appears that during the latest program-
ming period, the definition of territorial cohesion has be-
come more based on the idea of physical infrastructures
and the aim of social inclusion, and the articulations for
its legitimacy have changed. During Crețu’s tenure, the
justification for territorial cohesion, and thus Cohesion
Policy, has been built upon positive physical results for
individuals, such as improvements in the quality of life
and access to different services. However, it should be
noted that deeper understandings of social inclusion or
spatial justice are still largely absent in the framings of
the territorial cohesion of the EU.

6. Concluding Remarks

Our analysis discloses that during the first two program-
ming periods (2000 to 2013), the dominant meaning of
territorial cohesion in EU’s vocabulary referred to the dif-
ference in economic production (in terms of GDP) be-
tween the EU regions. During recent years, a shift oc-
curred towards more individually focused definitions: ac-
cess to services of general economic interest and spa-
tially even distribution of opportunities. Referring to
many regions in Europe as cases of underused territo-
rial potential reflects the persistent attempts to label
Cohesion and ERDF funding as investments rather than
a channel of redistribution or “acts of charity.” However,
the justifications for territorial cohesion are still made on
the basis of economic rationale. At the same time, issues
of social inclusion are mentioned but narrowly defined
in the framings of territorial cohesion.

Based on these findings we argue that a more con-
textual and individual-based approach to territorial co-
hesion, which is gaining more importance within EU ter-
minology, could benefit from academic discourses on
spatial justice, capabilities, and human agency. This ap-
proach to territorial cohesion would not only emphasize
spatially equal access to services and opportunities, but
also take into closer scrutiny other issues related also to
the subjective quality of social and political life. Good in-
frastructure and access to services and amenities are im-
portant elements of territorial cohesion, and important
dimensions to tackle uneven geographical development
in the age of knowledge-intensive capitalism. But in or-
der to increase the dimension of social inclusion through
EU cohesion funds, notions regarding a broader range of
opportunities, accessibilities, and capabilities to partici-
pate should be further specified and re-worked.

The recent literature on spatial inequalities and jus-
tice has shifted away from the spatial redistribution of
goods and services and has begun to emphasize the
role of recognition, participation and human agency
(Israel & Frenkel, 2018; Rauhut, 2018). For example,
the conceptual framework by Israel and Frenkel (2018)
for addressing spatial inequality is based on the so-
called “capabilities approach” by Amartya Sen (1993),
focusing on individual-level capabilities and opportuni-
ties. Interestingly, these theoretical notions converge

with the two key findings of this analysis: a shift to a
more individual-based definition of territorial cohesion
and to an emphasis on more subjective measures of
wellbeing and development. Even though the link be-
tween territorial cohesion policy discourses and the in-
tellectual conceptualization of spatial justice remains
loose, we see great potential in building linkages be-
tween the principles of individual-based territorial co-
hesion and academic literature on spatial justice, ca-
pabilities and agency. Additionally, there exists empiri-
cal evidence showing that measures of economic pro-
ductivity and active human functioning and capabilities
do actually converge in European regional context (e.g.,
Weckroth, Kemppainen, & Sørensen, 2015). From policy
perspective this would mean that shifting focus to more
subjective dimensions of wellbeing and development in
regions would not have to mean a degrowth in macroe-
conomic measures.

Territorial cohesion that would take its inspiration
from spatial justice highlights that territorial cohesion
is more than the maximization of economic efficiency
or the visibility of EU-funded physical infrastructures.
The principle of solidarity and social inclusion as guiding
principles of cohesion policy could enjoy greater success
and legitimacy than previous efforts to merge the idea
of solidarity with the notion of lagging regions. In short,
the idea of European solidarity should also take its moti-
vation from empowering communities, protecting envi-
ronments and fostering policies that are inclusive rather
than exclusive at the level of regions, cities and commu-
nities. In this respect, EU policymakers could pay more
attention to the ways in which spatial justice has been
debated in academic literature.

Spatial justice is a concept which has its roots in the-
oretical discussions regarding how ideas of social justice
and geographical space should be linked together (for an
early account, see Harvey, 1973). If space is conceptual-
ized as more than just a container for different kinds of
social processes, then ‘there is a need to reflect on the
impact that defining spatial justice as a regional, as op-
posed to an urban, goal has on its meaning and oper-
ation’ (Jones, Goodwin-Hawkins, & Woods, 2020, p. 2).
Indeed, despite having its roots in the North American
context and the urban realm, the idea of spatial justice
has been increasingly discussed with inter-regional fram-
ing during the last few years (see, e.g., Israel & Frenkel,
2018; Jones et al., 2018; Rauhut, 2018).

A number of issues and processes can be associated
within the notion of spatial justice while reworking EU’s
future regional policies. First, a diverse set of issues can
be understood as key constituents of spatial justice, rang-
ing from the equitable distribution of resources, func-
tioning local and regional mechanisms for participation,
individual and collective capacities to act, the existence
of a safe and clean environment, and access to vari-
ous services. In the context of territorial cohesion pol-
icy, these issues should not, therefore, be considered
technical issues but instead basic human rights (cf. Soja,
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2010) and key constituents of spatial justice. Second, spa-
tial injustice, in turn, refers to the political processes of
marginalization, oppression, exclusion, exploitation and
discrimination. Third, and related to the previous issues,
spatial justice refers to the just and/or equal distribution
of capital and other resources, functioning infrastruc-
tures, good governance, the lack of spatial burdens in so-
ciety, and access to services and opportunities, to men-
tion but a few structural themes (Barnett, 2011; Dikec,
2001). Fourth, spatial injustice refers not only to the un-
equal distribution of resources and services but also to
an inequality of opportunities; ones that constitute the
antithesis of geographies of justice. Finally, it is important
to note that the experiencing of spatial injustice discloses
structural conditions that limit an individual’s or a re-
gion’s capabilities and liberties ‘to be and to do’ (cf. Israel
& Frenkel, 2018, p. 648). Territorial policies that are pred-
icated on spatial justice should, therefore, take into ac-
count the potentially marginalizing political, cultural and
economic processes that reproduce spatial injustices in
terms of both objective and subjective wellbeing, and in
terms of experienced, lived and narrated injustices.

To conclude, the results of our analysis suggest that
while the economic and political context within the
EU has changed—not least because of the Covid-19
pandemic—a parallel change is also required at the level
of policy language and broader discourse. When devel-
oping the theoretical and conceptual content for territo-
rial cohesion in the new programming period from 2020
onwards, EU policymakers should give greater recogni-
tion to ideas of spatial justice. This approach could spa-
tialize territorial cohesion in new ways that would have
the potential to contribute more directly to the wellbe-
ing of people in various parts of Europe (see also Jones
et al., 2018). Moreover, this approach could contribute
to the reworking of the so called place-based approach
to regional development. A narrow reading of the place-
based approach to EU’s regional development considers
it amere neoliberal governmental technology ofminimal
political intervention that leaves most of the European
regions and places to survive on their own under the im-
peratives of economic competitiveness and smart spe-
cialization. In such a “leaving behind” reading of the
place-based development, the transformation of EU’s co-
hesion policy towards “the individualization of regions”
(Ahlqvist, & Moisio, 2014) indicates a deepening neolib-
eralisation of the EU in the age of “strategic urbanization”
of political communities and associated discourses of
economic agglomeration (Moisio, 2018b). Another read-
ing, however, highlights the fundamental elusiveness of
the discourse of place-based development. In this sec-
ond reading, the place-based development can be redi-
rected towards developing policies that are predicated
upon spatial justice and not only in the formof service ac-
cessibility or redistribution of funds to places and regions
under peripherisation. Merging the discursive elements
of place-based development, territorial cohesion and
spatial justice can also entail a process whereby differ-

ent kinds of regional actors are enabled and empowered
to assert their various capacities to act and pursue posi-
tive visions of regional futures (Jones, Goodwin-Hawkins,
& Woods, 2020). This kind of approach to tackle uneven
geographical development highlights the place and con-
text specificity of the “good life” which inescapably re-
flects and is bound to particular regional and local prior-
ities. In this latter respect, the cohesion policy of the EU
has remained spatially blind.

As a final note we see that the understanding and
evolution of the concept of wellbeing within EU (includ-
ing regional) policies and documents would be an im-
portant area of future research. For example, further
research is needed to analyse to what extent the shift
in definition and measurement of territorial cohesion
over the time period studied in this analysis is connected
to a broader discussion on transition from income/GDP
to more comprehensive measures of progress and well-
being (e.g., Stiglitz, Sen, & Fitoussi, 2009).
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1. Introduction

Major European cities are increasingly focused on staying
competitive on an international scale by becoming service
hubs and investing in human capital. Starting in the 70s,
after the oil shock, the Fordist economic structure began
its decline. InWestern Europe, theweight of the industrial
sector (especially manufacturing) fell inexorably. While

the main large-scale industries were relocated to coun-
tries where the workforce was less expensive, led by the
United States, the service economy increasingly became
the main source of employment in Western countries
(Rowthorn & Ramaswamy, 1997). Simultaneously, educa-
tional attainment increased and education levels have be-
come strongly linked to the probabilities of employment
in the EU countries (Landesmann & Römisch, 2006).
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Within this framework, the knowledge economy has
gained particular traction (OECD, 1996) and knowledge
has become the main asset in wealth creation (DTI,
1998). The knowledge economy not only involves the
service sector but also the productive sector, accentu-
ating new production structures that exploit technolog-
ical advances. This movement towards the service sec-
tor and the expanded focus on knowledge economy im-
plies a change in the required skills of the workforce.
Individuals who cannot keep upwith the new labourmar-
ket requirements risk social exclusion. However, while
the knowledge economy becomes a new source of
wealth, it also emphasises differences between territo-
ries (Castells, 1996). These differences relate not only
to inequality between countries and regions but also to
gaps within cities between affluent and deprived areas.

Indeed, economic growth strategies can increase the
average level of well-being but, at the same time, they
may overlook internal inequalities of cities or even con-
tribute to their increase. This risk is particularly evident
for growth strategies based on policies aimed at pro-
moting service centres and knowledge economy hubs.
According to Cucca and Ranci (2016), such economic
competitiveness policies can impact inequality in two
ways. First, the expansion of the knowledge economy is
usually matched by a rise in low-qualified jobs needed
to support those services. Second, such strategies tend
to disproportionately benefit some groups: New well-
qualified and well-paid jobs are created but they attract
outside people with certain skills and qualifications, such
as the creative class and the new urban middle class de-
scribed by Florida (2002), while leaving a struggling stra-
tum of the local population behind.

In European cities, urban policies that pursue eco-
nomic competitiveness have generally been successful
in attracting foreign investment and new populations
to cities (Musterd & Murie, 2010). However, at the
same time, they have fostered a rising disconnection
between economic growth and social integration. This
can lead to both social and spatial polarisation (Cucca &
Ranci, 2016).

The rising disconnection between economic growth
and social integration is a crucial issue to be investigated
in different European urban contexts, to understand if
the challenges of growing inequalities are recognised
and tackled. The traits and potential drawbacks of the
globalised and technology-intensive economy have been
widely discussed in the literature (Kenway, Bullen, Fahey,
&Robb, 2006; Lundvall, 2016), looking in particular at the
national and supranational scale. Less attention has been
directed to how cities deal with the polarising effects
of the knowledge economy, although the increase of so-
cial vulnerabilities and inequalities in European cities has
been recognised as a crucial topic for urban and social
policy analysis (Ranci, Brandsen, & Sabatinelli, 2014).

In order to promote local growth, urban centres
are increasingly seeking to position themselves in the
global knowledge economy. The risk is that the distri-

bution of wealth produced by successful growth strate-
gies would disproportionally benefit some sections (in-
tended both as socio-economic groups and geographi-
cal portions) within the cities, leading to an increase of
the internal inequalities. Policies that can tackle inequal-
ities, such as education and welfare policies, are often
designed at the national or regional level rather than the
city level. However, the mix of local autonomy, rescal-
ing processes and local social innovation can contribute
to combine the development of the knowledge econ-
omy with the reduction of inequalities at the city level.
Moreover, the unequal spatial distribution of vulnerabili-
ties and the concentration of social problems in big cities
suggest that ‘locality’ profoundly matters in the configu-
ration of the disconnection between economic growth
and social integration.

Given these premises, by comparing three European
cities (Aarhus, Milan and Vienna) embedded in different
welfare regimes, this article aims to analyse if and how
local growth strategies address the challenges regarding
social inequality. By doing this, we provide novel com-
parative evidence on the relationship between economic
growth and social cohesion, looking at it from the per-
spective of urban growth strategies. The analysis of main
strategy documents is supplemented with interviews of
local actors to consider how these issues are shaped in
the local debate. The objective is not to analyse the out-
comes of the implemented actions, but instead to focus
on whether and how local policymakers are considering
the potential social criticalities of the growth strategies
promoted now that knowledge-based economy strate-
gies are well-established along with their consequences.

2. The Rise of Knowledge and Learning Economy

In post-industrial societies, the massive shift towards
internationalisation and tertiarisation of the economy
was matched with unprecedented technological ad-
vancement, especially in sectors like engineering, in-
formation and communication (Esping-Andersen, 1999).
Knowledge, skills and innovation are the critical re-
sources for competitive advantage. Accordingly, the
knowledge economy has been defined as “production
and services based on knowledge-intensive activities
that contribute to an accelerated pace of technical and
scientific advance, aswell as rapid obsolescence” (Powell
& Snellman, 2004). Enterprises basing their organisation
on the principles of lean production or discretionary
learning show higher productivity gains and benefit the
most from the opportunities created by the knowledge
economy (Arundel, Lorenz, Lundvall, & Valeyre, 2007).
Conversely, traditional and Taylorist organisations are
more vulnerable to the cycles of international compe-
tition. Jobs that entail intensive use of technology and
competencies represent the main drivers of economic
growth. This is documented by a relative shift in the de-
mand for labour, as employers demand highly qualified
and high-skilled workers. Hence, education, training and
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skills represent the backbone of this economyon the side
of labour-supply. As stated by Lundvall (2016), the suc-
cess of individuals, firms, regions and countries reflect
their ability to learn.

The rise of the knowledge economy entails a high de-
mand for specialised and highly skilled labour, producing
spill-over effects for the creation of jobs in related sec-
tors and fostering demand for the ‘upskilling’ of workers
(ESPON, 2017). Large metropolitan areas and their sub-
urbs become centres of agglomeration, specialisation
and cumulative advantage that show strong dynamism
in terms of income and employment creation (Dijkstra,
2017). Technological developments and regional innova-
tion lead to a growing demand for higher-skilled work-
ers and consequent labour-pooling from other regions
and countries.

Research has emphasised the negative impact and
the risks associated with the rise of the knowledge econ-
omy. Several scholars have analysed the outcomes of
uneven economic development in contemporary post-
industrial societies by addressing the rise of precarisa-
tion and dualisation (Emmenegger, Häusermann, Palier,
& Seeleib-Kaiser, 2012), the forms of skill-mismatch be-
tween supply anddemandof competencies (Autor, 2014)
and the socially dividing role of education in the context
ofmarket-driven, globalised competition (Brown, Lauder,
& Ashton, 2010).

Cities, hit by the closure of traditional factories, in-
vest in sectors based on immaterial values. Development
strategies are based on the ‘creative city’ model (invest-
ments in technology-intensive manufacturing, services,
cultural industries and neo-artisanal design) in order to
promote cities in the new global arena (D’Ovidio, 2016).
However, in pursuing such strategies they tend to focus
on amenities and the built environment (Vicari, 2010) to
attract the new professionals overlooking the historical
roots of different places and the social consequences of
these strategies.

From a spatial perspective, the dark side of knowl-
edge diffusion and concentration is the generation
of territorial polarisation and inequalities (Iammarino,
Rodriguez-Pose, & Storper, 2018). The presence of a com-
petitive knowledge economy increases the flow of hu-
man and social capital, developing spatial concentration
of firms and high population density with high education
levels. However, less competitive regions are challenged
by brain-drain dynamics of highly skilled people migrat-
ing, often becoming dependent on the returning inflow
of remittances and knowledge workers (ESPON, 2017).

Besides polarisation between countries and regions,
widening gaps between affluent and deprived areas
within larger cities arise as a consequence of sharp in-
creases in inequalities and poverty, leading to the inten-
sification of social tensions and vulnerabilities (Glaser,
Resseger, & Tobio, 2008). Cities that are increasingly inte-
grated into the global flows of the knowledge economy
must copewith significant internal inequalities and social
polarisation to the point that “disparities within a given

city have largely surpassed disparities between cities”
(OECD, 2006, p. 145). During the Fordist period, compe-
tition and integration maintained a certain balance, as
the search for equity and spatial integration was accom-
panied by significant economic performances (Bagnasco
& Le Galès, 2000). However, the expansion of the knowl-
edge economy, which made these cities more competi-
tive internationally, also contributed to the spread of so-
cial tensions within the urban context.

Looking at the dynamics of work-demand, the ex-
pansion of the knowledge-intensive service sector with
highly productive jobs required the functional support
of a parallel growth of low-qualified services (e.g., care
work, cashiers, cleaners, etc.). These scarcely productive
jobs (Esping-Andersen, 1999) are associated with lower
salaries and a high risk of precarity and social exclu-
sion. Concerning the supply of work, a consequence of
the skill-based technological change (Berman, Bound, &
Machin, 1998) is thatmany job seekersmay lack the qual-
ifications and skills requested by employers. Low-skilled
individuals, often with disadvantaged socio-economic
or migration background, are faced with the perspec-
tive of alternating periods of unemployment and em-
ployment in low-qualified service jobs. For these groups,
the situation leads to worsening life chances and higher
risks of social exclusion (Rodrigues, 2006). The divide be-
tween those who benefit from economic development
and those who are left behind is often expressed by pat-
terns of spatial segregation. Economic and skill-intensive
growth attracts a highly educated and affluent labour
force that tends to live in themore attractive areas of the
city in stark contrast to deprived areas, where vulnerable
groups concentrate.

The unequal spatial distribution of vulnerabilities
and the concentration of social problems in big cities sug-
gest that ‘locality’ profoundly matters in the configura-
tion of the disconnection between economic growth and
social integration. Nonetheless, cities are embedded in
welfare architectures at the national level. The role of
cities in the provision of social policies and services to
protect vulnerable groups of the population must there-
fore be read in the wider context of national welfare
states pertaining to different regimes or worlds of wel-
fare (Esping-Andersen, 1990). This state-city dynamic is
essential for understanding the capacity of the city to
limit the spread of polarisation and inequalities associ-
ated with economic development, indicated as a crucial
characteristic of the European city model (Häußermann
&Haila, 2005). However, this capacity appears now to be
fragmented, due to the new challenges associated with
the rise of the knowledge economy, as well as with dy-
namics of expenditure cuts and welfare reorganisation
increasing the role of local welfare provision in multi-
level governance structures (Kazepov, 2010). As a result
of the crisis of the European city model (Häußermann,
& Haila, 2005), a growing disconnection between eco-
nomic growth and social integration is observed (Cucca
& Ranci, 2016). Its developments and variations across
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European cities represent a crucial topic for urban and
social policy analysis. Thus, given the ambiguous im-
pact of the knowledge economy in urban contexts, this
study delves deeper into the issue by comparing three
European cities, to investigate if inequalities are consid-
ered in urban growth strategies.

3. Methods

The article builds on three city cases: Vienna, Milan and
Aarhus. Key figures for the three cities are presented in
Table 1. Vienna is the capital of Austria and both a mu-
nicipality and a federal state. It has 1.8 million inhabi-
tants and is the economic and social centre of the coun-
try. Milan is a leading Italian industrial city and the main
economic and financial centre of Northern Italy. It has
1.4 million inhabitants. Aarhus is by international stan-
dards a medium-sized city of approximately 350,000 in-
habitants. Nevertheless, it is the second biggest city of
Denmark and the growth driver of its region and Jutland
more generally. The three cases have been chosen for be-
ing economic centres of their respective regions and for
being major university cities. The first point makes them
key growth drivers of their respective regions, which in
turn makes growth policies central for each municipality.
The latter point means that they are knowledge centres,
not only attracting young people to study but also attract-
ing businesses looking to benefit from the highly skilled
workforce. All three cases are characterised by popula-
tion growth, by being a centre for migration and for hav-
ing more in-commuters than out-commuters. This all sig-

nifies to the cities being national and regional growth
centres. At the same time, they all contain internal spa-
tial differentiation in that the municipality covers areas
of growth and affluence as well as deprivation. As the
three cities share similar key parameters, it is reason-
able that comparing them will shed further light on the
implications of economic growth strategies for social in-
equality in different contexts. The differences between
the case characteristics indicate that the conclusions are
likely to be of wider relevance than if the cases had been
very similar (Flyvbjerg, 2006).

Most of the empirical basis for the case studies is
key documents from each of the three cases, mainly
strategy papers, policies and overall strategies related
to growth and internationalisation (Table 2). Initially,
a policy archive was constructed of documents from
each case. All relevant policies since 2012 were gath-
ered within five policy fields: economic growth, active
labour market, vocational educational training, childcare
and urban regeneration. The latest policy (e.g., the lat-
est business plan) and its predecessor were included.
All policies in the archive were mapped, describing,
e.g., key characteristics and main points. On this basis,
the policies that describe the current local economic,
growth and internationalisation strategy were identi-
fied and analysed. Qualitative content analysis was con-
ducted based on a thematic coding (Guest, MacQueen,
& Namey, 2012). Such an analysis entails identifying
themes in the text, coding them and establishing pat-
terns between the themes. Coding wasmainly deductive
and the themes in the focus of the coding and subse-

Table 1. Comparative data about the cities considered.

Indicator Aarhus Denmark Vienna Austria Milan Italy

Population, 345,208 5,806,081 1,897,491 8,858,775 1,378,689 60,359,546
January 2019

Area (km2) 468 42,933 414.9 83,879 181.67 302,073

Population density, 738 135 4,573 106 7,589 200
January 2019

5-year population +6.6% +3.2% +7.4% +4.16% +1.04% −0.7%
change (%, 2014–2019)

Tertiary education 55.1% 40% (2018) 32.7% (2019) 33.8% (2019) 33.3% (2011) 15.0% (2011)
(aged 25–64)

Total unemployment 5.3% (2018) 5.0% (2018) 10.4% (2017) 4.5% (2019) 6.9% (2017) 10.0% (2019)
rate (%)

Share of managers, 36.5% (2018) 28.0% (2018) 24.0% (2011) 16.6% (2011) 31.7% (2011) 18.9% (2019)
professionals*

GINI 32.9 (2018) 29.1 (2018) 33.7 (2013) 26.8 (2018) 53.5 (2017) 43.1 (2017)
Note: * Managers and professionals are defined as major groups 1 and 2 of ISCO-08. Aarhus and Danish figures estimated not includ-
ing self-employed. Sources: Aarhus Kommune (n.d.) and Statistics Denmark (n.d.) for Denmark, last accessed 20 August 2020; Vienna
Municipality Statistical Office (n.d., last accessed 12 August 2020), Statistics Austria (n.d., last accessed 24 August 2020), Eurostat (n.d.,
last accessed 12 August 2020) and OECD Statistics (n.d., last accessed 24 August 2020) for Austria; ISTAT (n.d., last accessed 20 August
2020), Eurostat (n.d., last accessed 12 August 2020), Camera di Commercio di Milano, Monza Brianza e Lodi (2020) for Italy.
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Table 2. Documents considered.

Document Year

Vienna
Urban Development and Planning 2025 2014
Innovative Vienna 2020 2015
Qualification Plan Vienna 2030 2018
Productive City 2017
Smart City Vienna: Framework Strategy 2014
Smart City Vienna 2019–2050 2019

Aarhus
Planning Strategy 2015 2015
Municipal Plan 2017 2017
International Strategy for Growth in Aarhus 2017 2017
Business Plan 2018–2019, Overview 2017

Milan
Documento Unico di Programmazione, Milan Municipality 2017
Programmatic lines related to projects and actions to be carried out during the mandate, Milan Municipality 2016
Manifattura Milano 2017
Milano Smart City, Guidelines 2014
Call for the peripheries 2018, Guidelines 2018
Master Plan (Piano del Governo del Territorio) 2019

quent analyses were economic growth, knowledge econ-
omy, internationalisation, inequality, spatial differentia-
tion and polarisation.

The documents are supplemented with interviews
with governance, business and community actors. These
interviews were included to shed further light on the
ideas behind and the consequences of the strategies
and policies, focusing on the interviewees’ perception of
the background for the policies and their implication for
economic growth, knowledge economy, internationalisa-
tion, inequality, spatial differentiation and polarisation.
Interviewees were chosen to represent key actors in the
policy fields; both governance actors involved in formu-
lating and implementing the policies as well as business
and community actors affected by the policies.

For the larger project, of which thiswork is part, 20 in-
terviews for each case were conducted. In relation to
the current theme, the relevance of these interviews var-
ied, which means that, in the analysis for this article,
17 interviews supplement the written material: five for
Vienna, six for Aarhus and six for Milan (Table 3). For
a further description of the methodological approach,
see de Neergaard, Arp Fallov, Skovgaard Nielsen, and
Jørgensen (2020).

4. Analysis

In this section, we outline the main growth strate-
gies pursued in the three cities, focusing on whether
and how they address issues related to social inclusion
and inequalities.

4.1. Vienna

In Vienna, documents and interviews describe the city as
the business, educational, research and cultural hub of
Austria. Vienna is depicted as the focal point of exciting
international developments that opens economic oppor-
tunities (Vienna Municipal Department 18, 2014a, p. 9),
due to it being the capital city and the geographic loca-
tion as a “doorway to the East” of Europe. This collective
identity is reflected in documents as well as interviews
with public and business actors. Both data sources also
agree on the importance of developing a dynamic knowl-
edge economy in the city.

4.1.1. Focus on Knowledge Economy Development

In 2007, the city government launches its first RTI
strategy focusing on “human resources, thematic fo-
cuses [i.e., life sciences/medicine, ICTs and creative
industries/media], awareness, enabling developments
[and] Vienna as an international hub” (Vienna Municipal
Department 23, 2015, p. 11). Even though the knowledge
sectors ICT, service, research and pharma industry play
an increasingly central role in Vienna’s economic devel-
opment, the city strives for an economic mix by creat-
ing land reserves for (returning) classical industry produc-
tion sites (Vienna Municipal Department 18, 2014b).

The city government lays out several strategies to
remain competitive in the global knowledge economy.
A comprehensive 10-year development plan is accom-
panied by specific strategies like Innovative Vienna
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Table 3. Profile of interviewees quoted.

Interviewees organisation Code

Vienna
Chamber of Commerce, Division Economic Policies, Labour Market and Statistics ATP5
Public Employment Services Vienna ATP13
Business District Management Vienna ATB15
Production Company in Vienna ATB2
Public Company, Division Education Centre and Vocational Training ATP3

Aarhus
Business Region Aarhus DKP5
Business Promotion Aarhus DKP6
Aarhus Municipality, Citizenship DKP11
Aarhus Municipality, Employment DKP12
Agro Food Park (Business cluster) DKB2
Developer DKB3

Milan
Municipality of Milan (City Councillor) ITP1
Third Sector Organisation (Chairman) ITC2
Member of administration councils of various companies ITB3
Municipality of Milan (Civil servant) ITP4
Business Association (Director at Lombardy branch) ITB5
Municipality of Milan (Civil servant) ITP6

(2015), Qualification Plan Vienna (2018), Productive City
(2017) or Smart City Vienna (2014, 2019). Even though
these documents address different aspects, they all out-
line strategies and measures for an urban knowledge
economy. The comprehensive Urban Development Plan
2025 defines knowledge economy as economic activi-
ties based on knowledge that sparks the development of
new knowledge and innovative high-tech products “com-
posed of three interlinked pillars—universities, high-tech
production and knowledge-intensive services” (Vienna
Municipal Department 18, 2014a, p. 138.

Overall, the strategies outline the development of
the knowledge economy as related to population growth
and the fight against the re-location of industries outside
the city. Consequently, the city government wants to in-
vest in quality education and “ensure skill-building for
residents to enable them to meet the employment re-
quirements emerging in the region” (Vienna Municipal
Department 18, 2014a, p. 69). Specifically, low-educated
youths and adults are the target groups for support-
ing measures to gain higher than compulsory education
(Vienna Municipal Department 23, 2018). To this end,
the educational strategy (Vienna Municipal Department
23, 2018) strives to foster collaboration and coordination
between social partners, companies and public adminis-
tration. It also advertises its educational programmes to
the target audiences and companies to spark a Life-Long-
Learning mind-set (Vienna Municipal Department 23,
2018, p. 46; ATB2). Additionally, strategic land-use and
expansion of the public transportation system are seen

as vital factors in sparking innovation, creativity and sus-
tainable economic development.

Vienna’s strategic documents jump over the national
scale by rarely addressing national policies or strate-
gies (Kazepov, Saruis, & Colombo, 2020). Instead, the
city’s strategies look towards supranational (EU) and in-
ternational institutions to guide its policy set-up. This
institutional scale jumping of legitimation for measures
and funding highlights the city’s international perspec-
tive. This indicates an understanding of embeddedness
within the international and, especially, European con-
text. Moreover, a culture of collaboration is fostered
with neighbouring areas and countries, for instance
with the city of Budapest, as a potential “economic
hub, workplace and place of living” (Vienna Municipal
Department 18, 2014a, p. 93).

4.1.2. Inclusion and Equity in the Knowledge Economy

In the strategies, descriptions of social inclusion con-
cern ethnic minorities, low-income groups, women, eth-
nical groups, poor and elderly, unemployed (especially
those with low skills or formal education attainment
and mature workers) and NEETs (Vienna Municipal
Department 18, 2014). Documents refer to social work
outsourced to associations and the role of NGOs, which
are vital in battling social and democratic exclusion. The
documents address gender inequality and difficult ac-
cess to the labour market for people with low educa-
tion. Social inclusion is quite often mentioned concern-
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ing infrastructure and equal access, e.g., to education
and health facilities. The documents present the funding
of education and re-training as crucial tools to helpNEETs
and mature workers (50+ years) back into the labour
market and to tackle poverty and low income (Vienna
Municipal Department 18, 2017). Access and quality of
ECEC and (compulsory) education are identified as cen-
tral to social mobility.

Education is described as essential in documents and
interviews across actor types. However, interviewees
mention a lack of resources for tertiary education. One
business actor interviewee described this lack of fund-
ing as costing the city international reputation, especially
within rankings of universities (ATB2).Moreover, intervie-
wees mentioned the struggle to recruit qualified work-
ers and the challenge of higher education including in-
company vocational training (ATB2, ATP3, ATP5, ATP13,
ATB15). These responses indicate a mismatch between
education and labour market demands.

The demand for higher academic qualifications and
the recruitment of international labour also means, for
thosewith low formal education, a high risk of unemploy-
ment and marginalisation in less affluent areas within
the city. Vienna struggles with a higher unemployment
rate than other areas in Austria. Similarly, documents
mention technological changes and how they affect
labour market conditions for low-skilled workers (Vienna
Municipal Department 23, 2015). In terms of measures
and policies adopted, these concerns are reflected in
a wide array of targeted youth and adult training. The
city government, social partners and EU funds invest in
training programmes to address the consequences of au-
tomatisation and global competition and establish a local
knowledge economy.

Overall, though, the documents barely address in-
equality in spatial forms, instead focusing on groups iden-
tified as most at risk of exclusion. Thereby, issues of ter-
ritorial inequality are not considered within as well as
beyond the city limits. Instead, challenges accompanied
by becoming a knowledge economy are treated as non-
structural ills of specific groups and individuals. These
ills are presented as treatable through re-training and
skill development. Additional pitfalls like the precarisa-
tion of knowledge workers, the dualisation of society
or skill-mismatch are not addressed. In this way, Vienna
seems to start initiatives to become a competitive knowl-
edge economy but insufficiently addresses structural so-
cial tensions or negative consequences of its knowledge
economy strategies.

4.2. Aarhus

Aarhus is a city of growth in many ways: in population,
employment and number of workplaces, but particu-
larly in knowledge and service industries. It is the main
growth motor of the novel 12-municipality collaboration
Business Region Aarhus (BRAA). Correspondingly, a focus
on growth permeates the strategic documents of Aarhus.

The overall Planning Strategy 2015: Clever Growth to-
wards 2050 (the main aims of which are continued in
the Planning Strategy 2019, passed in early 2020) and
the Municipal Plan 2017 describe clever growth as de-
veloping the city sustainably, socially, economically and
environmentally, while creating better city qualities and
a higher level of liveability (Aarhus Municipality, 2015,
2017a). Growth is expected to come from education and
talent recruitment: “Aarhus shall be a leading knowledge,
education and culture city, and the Aarhus region shall
be one of Northern Europe’s most attractive job and ca-
reer destinations” (Aarhus Municipality, 2018, p. 4).

4.2.1. Focus on Knowledge Economy Development

Since the late 1990s, Aarhus Municipality has been sup-
porting the built-up of clusters based on international
examples; being pioneers in a Danish context (DKP5).
Currently, main efforts are focused on clusters on food-
stuffs, health and energy, climate and ecology. The mu-
nicipality supports them through the branding of the re-
gion to attract labour, investments and tourism as well as
through favourable legal framework for entrepreneurship
and business development, effective regulatory process-
ing and political and administrational support for busi-
nesses aswell as clear strategic plans (DKB2, DKB3, DKP6).

Aarhus is described as “a small big city” (DKP11).
Tales of the advantages of being smaller than the coun-
try’s capital permeate the interviews, e.g., pointing to
the advantage of strategic actors knowing each other,
which facilitates dialogue, coordination and decision-
making (DKP6). At the same time, much emphasis is
put on being the biggest city in the region, the region’s
growthmotor and the key actor in BRAA (e.g., DKP12 and
Business Plan 2017). The city’s population growth comes
from all the people moving to the city to study (DKP12,
DKP6). Consequently, businesses and organisations have
a highly-skilled workforce to pick from which makes the
city an attractive home to a range of major companies.
Education and the attraction of international talent and
labour are returning elements in the strategic documents
on economic growth, describing Aarhus as consolidating
its position in the knowledge-based global value chain
with education as a cornerstone (Aarhus Municipality,
2015). At the same time, the broad economic profile of
Aarhus is referred to as an advantage that should be sus-
tained, e.g., through continuing to have industry-heavy
businesses in the city in suitable places. The broad pro-
file is seen as future-proofing the city, making it less de-
pendent on specific industries.

The overall vision of Business Plan 2018–2019 is
for Aarhus to develop into “a national growth-centre
with international impact” (Aarhus Municipality, 2017c,
p. 4); thus, positioning Aarhus in relation to both a
national and an international scene. The International
Strategy for Growth in Aarhus contains recommenda-
tions for strengthening the municipality’s internationali-
sation through attracting international talent, businesses
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and investment (Aarhus Municipality, 2017b). The strat-
egy underscores the municipality’s international ambi-
tions with the returning emphasis on “international com-
petition” and “fight for growth” and the role of diver-
sity and community in this interplay: “We want to inter-
nationalise Aarhus further in the coming years in order
to strengthen the city’s openness, diversity and its un-
derstanding of the necessity of internationalism (Aarhus
Municipality, 2017b, p. 4). Potential downsides of global-
isation are not addressed. Globalisation is portrayed as
a train on the move that one cannot afford to be late
for. One part of this is recruiting and retaining interna-
tional labour and talent in competition with other cities.
The municipality uses its position in both Northern and
European regional urban networks to promote its posi-
tion internationally.

4.2.2. Inclusion and Equity in the Knowledge Economy

Being an inclusive city with ‘room for all’ is a central
narrative in strategic documents from Aarhus. However,
like the potential downsides of globalisation, neither in-
equality nor equal opportunities are addressed in the
strategic documents on growth and internationalisation.
The foreword to the internationalisation strategy states
that increased globalisation and internationalisation re-
quires municipalities to take advantage of the possibil-
ities of globalisation (one of them being growth) while
mitigating the worst challenges of globalisation. It is the
only place where challenges are mentioned directly, and
there is no specification of what these challenges entail.

Growth strategies are seen as the motor for the de-
velopment of the region and the city but also for the de-
velopment of the deprived urban areas more specifically.
There is a focus on mediating the consequences of un-
even growth, both territorially and socially, and an aim
to distribute growth spatially to all areas of the city (even
while describing specific growth areas and growth axis).
Growth is described as beneficial for everyone if planned
for in the right way. In making room for all, two main
focuses are mentioned: to secure more room for the
middle-classes in Aarhus and to ensure that the deprived
areas also benefit from growth through a holistic effort
to change their situation. The most direct reference to
inequality is to the existence of deprived areas that have
to take part in the growth to make them no longer stand
out from the rest of Aarhus (Aarhus Municipality, 2015).
Growth is described as being able to create a greater mu-
nicipal investment for distribution, leading to new offers
and service solutions for the most deprived (DKP6).

Overall, the narrative in Aarhus centres on economic
growth as a motor for development for the whole city,
including the deprived areas. Growth is to benefit every-
one in the city; however, it is not clear how this is to
be achieved, i.e., how growth is to be distributed spa-
tially and socially. Likewise, globalisation is described as
a train on the move that one cannot afford to be late for.
That there might be downsides to growth and globalisa-

tion is largely overlooked. At best, they are hinted at, and
there are no traceable efforts to mediate the social con-
sequences of growth.

4.3. Milan

Milan’s economic structure is that of a knowledge
economy with a strong international vocation (Coppola,
Daveri, Negri, & Saini, 2018). The city is characterised by
a multi-sectorial economy in which the historical man-
ufacturing core, knowledge-intensive services, interna-
tional companies and small and medium business co-
exist. The successful organisation of the Expo 2015 fair
is seen to have contributed to framing Milan as a bridge
between Italy and the world (Comune di Milano, 2017,
p. 20), positioning the city as a global city, capable of in-
tercepting knowledge and values present on larger mar-
kets, reworking them, and then re-introducing them into
international circuits (Comune di Milano, 2019, p. 13).
However, some local actors are concerned that the suc-
cessful ability to attract new investors would increasingly
lead towards a “dual-speed” city (ITP1, ITC2).

4.3.1. Focus on Knowledge Economy Development

Economic growth is seen as the main instrument to ren-
ovate the status of Milan as a European and global city.
The local administration declared that generating work,
especially for young people, must be Milan’s obsession
and in the coming years, the city must invest in new
strategic clusters and create innovative entrepreneur-
ship, favouring synergy with the university system, re-
search centres, the cultural world and the Third Sector
(Comune di Milano, 2016, p. 7).

“Milan grows: economic development, work, com-
merce, fashion and design, Smart City” (Comune di
Milano, 2017, p. 5) was among the intervention lines
declared by the new incoming administration in 2016.
Two key actions emerged. First, to support innovative
entrepreneurship, the focus is on knowledge-intensive
start-ups through calls for tenders, building partnerships
with entrepreneurs’ organisations and the Chamber of
Commerce and supporting incubators and accelerators.
Special attention is given to start-ups with a social voca-
tion proposing innovative services for peripheral neigh-
bourhoods. Second, the manufacturing tradition has not
been forgotten. Attention is on reforming it towards
highly qualified and specialised craft activities with the
aim of facilitating the return of manufacturing in the
urban area, with a focus on innovative and sustain-
able manufacturing both environmentally and socially
(Comune di Milano, 2017, p. 9). This led to the launch
of theManifattura Milano strategy (Direzione Economia
Urbana e Lavoro, 2017), which aims not only to recover
the manufacturing sector but also to promote a new or-
ganisational system to make this sector capable of sur-
viving the new market and being a driver for the rest of
the economy.
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In parallel with the economic development of the
city, attention is paid to investment in human capital
with the line of intervention supporting Milan as an ed-
ucational city that enhances talents through school, uni-
versity and research, youth policies (Comune di Milano,
2017, p. 5). The competitiveness of the city should be
based on the ability to collaborate between public and
private entities and to coordinate professional training,
university training, and centres of excellence in research
and economic sectors with a high content of innovation
(Comune di Milano, 2017, p. 9).

As the main service hub of Northern Italy, the public
and private offer of tertiary and post-tertiary education
is well developed. Internationalisation is also a key strat-
egy pursued in the education systemwith approximately
12,200 international students.

However, the appeal of the city is not limited to
the Italian context. It has an international vocation with
some key clusters with a clear international outreach,
e.g., creativity, fashion, design, culture and life sciences.
Reinforcing this international outlook is a priority, as
shown by the Smart City strategy which states that mak-
ingMilan and its metropolitan area a Smart City is a polit-
ical priority and a strategic objective to include Milan in
the network of major European and international cities
(Comune di Milano, 2014, p. 3). However, some limits
in the current internationalisation levels have been de-
tected, especially in the ability to attract headquarters
of international companies to become the main direc-
tional centre of the Mediterranean and Middle East and
in the level of global connection (especially with Asia
markets; ITB3)

4.3.2. Inclusion and Equity in the Knowledge Economy

The local economic strategies are characterised by a
multi-dimensional approach, considering also the social
dimension. According to this narrative, economic growth
has to be pursuedwith the related goal of social inclusion.

The use of technologies, innovation and knowledge
is not simply linked to economic growth, but it is a tool
to improve the supply of welfare services as Milan pro-
motes new forms of community and territorial welfare,
through the use of new instruments for the support and
promotion of shared services and opportunities for so-
cialising (Comune di Milano, 2014, p. 8). Milan is pro-
moted as a laboratory of social inclusion and diversity
where policies have to target different groups (the Smart
Cities guidelines provide a quite detailed list of the most
fragile groups), eliminating barriers and discriminations
(Comune di Milano, 2014).

The Manifattura Milano considers enhancing so-
cial cohesion as the cornerstone to combine economic
growth with innovation, inclusion, sustainability and the
re-launch of the peripheries. However, what is not clear
is how the two dimensions are connected through ac-
tions, apart from the fact that new job opportunities
should be generated.

Nevertheless, the attention to the issue of inclusion
included in the municipality’s strategic programs is trans-
lated into a focus on the risk of increasing inequalities.
Indeed, some parts of the city are benefitting more from
the recent growth developments: “There are areas of the
city that are struggling more. Parts of the city are mov-
ing at an incredible speed on par with high international
levels. The most struggling parts are in the peripheries”
(ITP6). The theme emerging both in the rhetoric of local
politicians and in some programmatic lines is the risk of
a ‘two-speed city’:

A city that is unable to reconcile the great develop-
ment, the internationalisation and the greater attrac-
tiveness of the city with those who enjoy less of these
benefits because paradoxically the positive moment
Milan is currently experimenting risks to increase the
resentment and the sense of abandonment of those
who enjoy less by comparison and contrast. (ITP1)

A similar concern is also shared outside the political world.
A leading figure in one of the main business associations
recognises that the main challenges for Milan are the is-
sues of social cohesion and sustainable development in
its “triple dimension: economic, social and digital” (ITB5).

As a result, a series of initiatives with a clear territo-
rial approach has been given privilege. In the last four
years, the themeof physical, social and economic rehabil-
itation of the peripheries has been centre-stage in the de-
bate. The municipality created a cross-department unit
in charge of planning initiatives addressing peripheral ar-
eas. A periphery plan (Comune diMilano, 2018) has been
drafted by the Municipality trying to bring together all
actions devoted to such areas. Even if the effectiveness
and coherence of this plan have been criticised by some
actors (ITP1, ITC2), it shows the attempt to address the
inequality issue. However, the plan seemed more like a
grouping of initiatives carried out by individual city de-
partments rather than a properly coordinated interven-
tion strategy. Furthermore, the task of rebalancing the
city clashedwith the need of “playing in the background”
(ITP4) since the city has only limited regulatory powers
on many of the issues involved such as university educa-
tion and the labour market.

Overall, the economic development strategies are
based on the attempt tomakeMilan a ‘smart’ city, which
is boosted as a global hub (at least by Italian standards)
and to renew the traditional industry by considering tech-
nological transformations. However, the risk of creating
inequalities is grasped by policymakers, third sector ac-
tors and the business world. This results in attempts
to focus on the most marginal neighbourhoods, with
mixed outcomes.

4.4. Comparative Analysis

In sum, we outline the main themes that emerge from
the analysis of the growth strategies developed in our
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three cities and how they related to the theme of so-
cial inequalities.

Vienna has gained a highly international profile in
the last decades, displaying its influence as a service and
network hub that connects Eastern andWestern Europe.
In comparison, Aarhus has a more regional scope, ex-
tending to the BRAA. Finally,Milan emerges as a clear ser-
vice hub forNorthern Italy, with international outreach in
some sectors.

The three cities present a leading profile on differ-
ent key economic sectors: Vienna prioritises ICTs, creative
industries and media; Aarhus’ investments are focused
on the development of business clusters; Milan puts a
high emphasis on design and fashion, due to their highly
international outlook. Education is considered a crucial
growth factor and fuel for the development of the knowl-
edge economy in all these city strategies. Especially in
Vienna and Aarhus, the provision of high-quality educa-
tion attracts young people and businesses by training an
increasingly highly skilled labour force. This focus appears
to be less present in Milan, even if it is a university hub.
Possibly, the national context could play a role here, as the
Italian economy is still characterised by a comparatively
low-qualified and scarcely innovative supply of jobs.

While developing a rampant service-oriented knowl-
edge economy, these cities also deal with their indus-
trial and manufacturing past through a combination
of relocation, persistence and promotion. In Vienna,
the relocation of industries outside the cities coupled
with attempts to retain factories and specialised work-
ers in the city, also envisioning new spaces for produc-
tion sites. Aarhus continues to have industry-heavy busi-
nesses located in specific parts of the city. Finally, Milan’s
strategies explicitly aim at reviving urban manufacturing
through a focus on specialised technologically-advanced
productions. The rhetoric emphasising the knowledge
economy is accompanied by gradual changes in the eco-
nomic and employment structure. The secondary sector
still plays a relevant role in the urban contexts, also pro-
viding job positions to medium—and low-skilled labour
force that cannot be easily redirected to knowledge-
intensive sectors due to age and lack of specific training.

The cities differ as to whether and how inequality is
addressed in growth strategies. In the cases of Milan and
Aarhus, narratives often combine goals of growth and in-
clusion in the same documents. In Milan, the approach
towards inequalities is spatial, as it implies an explicit
focus on territories with a concentration of vulnerabili-
ties. In Aarhus and Vienna, the approach to inequalities
seems more related to specific categories and groups at
risk, while the spatial dimension is less prominent. For
instance, Vienna’s strategies see education as the main
tool to lever inequalities associated with economic de-
velopment, providing opportunities to the population.
The peculiar role of Vienna in the context of the federal
Austrian system might play a role. The city itself is a fed-
eral state with a certain autonomy and long-standing tra-
dition in the design and implementation of inclusive in-

terventions in several policy fields. This is not to say that
Vienna and Aarhus show no awareness of spatialised in-
equalities. Both cities show a spatial focus on deprived
areas; however, rather than to deal with inequality di-
rectly, the aim is to improve infrastructure and access to
services in the deprived areas: growth is often seen as a
motor for development for the whole city, including the
deprived areas that would benefit from the overall eco-
nomic development.

The link between growth and inclusion appears the-
matised in all the cases investigated. In the documents,
the three cities show an awareness of the main short-
comings of a developing post-industrial knowledge econ-
omy, i.e., the parallel growth of a low-service and of-
ten precarious sector and the de-industrialisation trends
resulting in rising socio-economic inequalities. However,
how polarisation is tackled can be described as ambigu-
ous, at best. The strategies recognise the issue but ad-
dress it in an unsystematic and often rhetorical way.

Local documents often lack in the programming of
specific tools for intervention, as they rather tend to as-
sume a beneficial spill-over effect of economic growth.
Here, a strong difference is related to the wider welfare
and multilevel governance frame. The multilevel frame-
work the cities are embedded in significantly impacts
how the local welfare can counteract inequalities and
vulnerabilities (Kazepov, 2010), forming specific national-
local combinations that go beyond the inclusion within
the established welfare states typologies. In the Danish
and Viennese case, the national and local welfare, as
well as education provision, is seen as the main tool to
face the polarisation brought about by knowledge econ-
omy trends, thus providing a quite solid safety net to
rely upon. However, the specific profile of the state-city
relationship differs, when addressing the integration be-
tween competitiveness and social inclusion. Aarhus re-
lies highly on the characteristics of the developed Danish
welfare system, which provides comparatively wide cov-
erage of protection to people in need, with priority on
service provision and human capital development.

The overall approach found in growth strategies
presents, therefore, several common traits with knowl-
edge economy and social investment advocates: the un-
derlying assumption is that economic growth would ben-
efit the city overall and thus will also help more deprived
areas. In Vienna, the peculiar role of the city as a fed-
eral state in combination with its status as Austrian cap-
ital and its social-democratic tradition allow for greater
autonomy and capacity of urban policies—leading to a
pronounced difference with other Austrian cities. The
emphasis on education and training builds upon the im-
portance of higher education in the highly international
Viennese context, as opposed to themajor role played by
vocational training and traditional apprenticeships pro-
vided within the dual system in most of the other ur-
ban contexts in Austria. Moreover, the long-standing tra-
dition in the provision of affordable housing also plays
a role in how the city plans to tackle rampant inequal-
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ities. In the case of Milan, the weaker and highly frag-
mented Italian welfare system is not considered as fully
reliable support and the local welfare, even if developed
by Italian standards (ITP4), does not seem able to over-
come such shortage in social protection. Here, the in-
ternational role played by the city contributes to the
main importance of competitiveness, while growth doc-
uments attribute to social policies a much less effective
and far-reaching scope.

5. Concluding Discussion

This contribution highlights how the association be-
tween competitiveness and integration is shaped
through specific state-city relationships, creating mixed
profiles that cannot be simply reconducted to national-
level welfare states typologies. We analysed three urban
centres positioning themselves in the global knowledge
economy, considering local growth strategies and how
they combine goals of competitiveness, internationalisa-
tion and social inclusion. The three cities are all drivers
of growth and centres of attraction in their respective
regions and countries, as indicated by trends of popula-
tion growth and prevailing in-commuting. They are hubs
of knowledge production and deployment in a context
of learning economy.

Given these common premises, internationalisation
trajectories of the three cities in a globalised network of
course differ. This is also related to the role of urban poli-
cies within the national welfare framework, in mediating
economic trends towards globalisation and internation-
alisation. Since the three cities are embedded in different
national welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990), the
attribution of responsibilities in design and implemen-
tation of social policies varies among scalar levels, from
the national to the local and urban, in the EU countries
(Kazepov, 2010). This variation gives Vienna, Aarhus and
Milan different room for actions to counteract exclusion-
ary processes.

In the literature, the capacity of welfare states and
cities to foster integration and promote competitiveness
is frequently debated (Morel, Palier, & Palme, 2012).
According to Cucca and Ranci (2016), the dynamics of
welfare retrenchment and rescaling recently brought
about a loss of synchronisation among these two crucial
dimensions. The result is the continuous growth of socio-
economic inequalities and socio-spatial segregation in
European cities, but also the differentiation of urban tra-
jectories in reacting or limiting such de-synchronisation.
In this article, we targeted this nexus through the spe-
cific point of view given by urban growth documents on
the level of rhetoric, agenda-setting and programming,
rather than on policy outputs and outcomes. We looked
at how these narratives integrate or show awareness of
the two goals of competitiveness and social inclusion.

The association between growth and integration in
European cities has long been considered the distinctive
trait of European cities. However, the debate on glob-

alisation and the knowledge economy, on welfare re-
trenchment and rescaling, observed the growth of polar-
isation and inequalities, with some scholars stating the
crisis of the previously established European city model
(Häußermann, 2005). This article provided novel compar-
ative evidence on this issue, looking at it from the per-
spective of urban growth strategies. The results show
awareness of the polarising consequences of the knowl-
edge economy, as well as plans and tools to address
these shortcomings. Nonetheless, if a complete discon-
nection between competitiveness and integration is not
to be found, how it is addressed shows relevant ambigu-
ities and differences. Rhetorically, the reliance on bene-
ficial spill-over effects of economic growth risks the re-
calling of neoliberal arguments undermining the role of
social policies in protecting disadvantaged groups and ar-
eas. The priority attributed to social interventions seems
instead to be strongly connected to the state-city rela-
tionship, highlighting both the importance of thewelfare
framework and the specific urban policy tradition. In this
regard, the emphasis put on education recalls the role
attributed to the public enhancement of human capital
within the social investment debate (Hemerijck, 2017).
On the negative side, the highly differentiated pattern
of state-city relationship, resulting from urban growth
strategies but also policy and service provision, could
even bring about an increase in spatial disparity across
territories within countries.

As a limitation of the study, it should be noted that
the analysis of urban growth strategy remains on the
level of planning, agenda-setting of goals and priorities.
Following contributions should also shed light on how
policies are designed following or not following such
strategies; on the process of implementation and the out-
comes achieved. Moreover, our results call for further re-
search on the crucial state-city nexus when addressing
economic and social objectives, adding in-depth compar-
ative evidence through specific case studies, as well as
building on previous evidence in order to propose typolo-
gies of cities that account for national and local variations
in addressing socio-economic challenges.
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Abstract
During the last two decades, a lot of ink has been spent in favour of narrative analysis of policy. According to such ap-
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post-2014 framework (2014–2020), territorial cohesion’s (spatialised) social inclusion perspective was subdued to the eco-
nomic competitiveness sub-narrative in a globalised world. For the new programming period (2021–2027), the European
Cohesion Policy will continue to be increasingly linked to the place-based narrative and most of its funding will be di-
rected towards a ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe within a global space of flows and fast technological changes. The aim of
a ‘smarter’ Europe based on digital transformation and smart growth is a new version of the economic competitiveness
sub-narrative, while a ‘greener’ Europe is the new policy meta-imperative (“European Green Deal”). However, it must be
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1. Introduction

The European Cohesion Policy (ECP) was implemented
in 1989 and has gone through five consecutive periods
of multiannual programs or funding; it can be under-
stood as the EU Regional Policy. Since its inception, it
has gone through a series of transformations concern-
ing strategies, management, control and audit. More
recently, it had to adjust to broader European strate-
gies like the “Lisbon Strategy,” “Europe 2020 Strategy”
(Medeiros, 2017) and the “European Green Deal.” In its

initial conception, the ECP had the twin aims of economic
and social cohesion, but these earlier goes have been
supplemented with territorial concerns in the ECP’s own
‘spatial turn.’ According to the Treaty on the Functioning
of the EU (2008), it is the ECP’s goal the strengthen-
ing of economic, social and territorial cohesion by re-
ducing regional differences, with a special emphasis on
the least developed regions as well as areas with spe-
cial territorial characteristics. More concretely, the ECP
attempts to ameliorate such differences through the use
of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the
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Cohesion Fund and the European Social Fund. For the pe-
riod 2014–2020, before the revamp of the EU budget be-
cause of the Coronavirus pandemic, the ECP had a total
budget of 351.8 billion euros.

Territorial cohesion is a shared competence between
the European Commission and the various member
states. Some writers have argued that territorial cohe-
sion is the goal par excellence of the ECP insofar as equal-
ity between EU territories contains the goals of economic
and social cohesion (Medeiros, 2017). Nevertheless, ac-
cording to Dabinett (2011, p. 2), “territorial cohesion is
a construct that is not found outside the documents and
discourses that constitutes the words of EU spatial plan-
ners and spatial policy.” Other writers have argued that
territorial cohesion is an EU discursive exercise whose
meaning is always generated through its linkages to var-
ious discursive chains (Servillo, 2010). Subsequently, if
territorial cohesion is an EU policy narrative then its se-
mantic field corresponds to the narrative structure it
becomes attached to. Accordingly, among the various
ways to methodologically approach it is through narra-
tive analysis.

Narrative analysis forms a significant methodology
in the social sciences as it is encountered in numer-
ous disciplines from psychology and economics to so-
ciology and education. During the last decades, narra-
tive inquiry had entered into the realm of policy stud-
ies, too. Following such lines, a bulk of research has
emerged that investigates the role of narratives in policy
processes, policy change and policy outcomes (see, for
instance, McBeth, Shanahan, Arnel, & Hathaway, 2007;
Roe, 1989; Shanahan, Jones, &McBeth, 2011). This body
of work has been methodologically based on the posi-
tion about the social constructive nature of policy re-
alities (Shanahan, Jones, McBeth, & Lane, 2013). Some
writers follow a similar approach, but instead of talking
about narratives and the social construction of reality,
they prefer to talk about policy discourses (Schmidt &
Radaelli, 2004) and discursive narratives (Atkinson, 1999,
2000). More recently, the early qualitative and poststruc-
turalist narrative policy analysis has been followed by
a quantitative and structural approach known as the
Narrative Policy Framework (NPF; see Jones & McBeth,
2010; Shanahan et al., 2011). Nevertheless, some voices
claim that the NPF can also be used qualitatively. By all
accounts, what is significant is that narrative inquiry is
either qualitatively or quantitatively becoming impor-
tant for the analysis of policy. A few decades after Roe’s
early suggestion that “storytelling is part of policy anal-
ysis, policy analysis should be broadened to include sys-
tematic ways of analysing such storytelling” (Roe, 1989,
p. 253), narrative inquiry has progressively blended with
policy analysis.

There is a wide consensus that policy narratives are
stories that policymakers, bureaucrats, interested par-
ties etc. construct to create a plot that leads to specific
morals and demands certain solutions (Jones & McBeth,
2010; Mendez, 2013). According to Atkinson (2000), to

understand policy formation we have to first compre-
hend how policy constructs its ‘problems’ and what be-
comes defined as a ‘problem.’ The reason is that by con-
structing a certain ‘problem,’ policy brings to the fore
a specific solution to it. Following similar lines, this ar-
ticle aims to analyse the policy narrative of territorial
cohesion. However, to do so, territorial cohesion has to
be analysed in relation to broader EU narratives. In this
sense, the ECP and territorial cohesion are viewed as
interdependent narratives. More to the point, the ECP
becomes conceived as an EU meta-narrative in close
relation to other EU narrative strategies, while territo-
rial cohesion is perceived as a policy narrative consti-
tuted by a diverse narrative structure (sub-narratives).
The main idea is to examine how the ‘metamorphosis’
of the ECP through the present (2014–2020) and future
(2021–2027) multi-annual frameworks affects the narra-
tive structure of territorial cohesion. Methodologically
speaking, this article adopts a constructivist perspective
by viewing territorial cohesion as a policy narrative in the
making (and un-making). The analysis is based on the
social constructive nature of policy realities (Shanahan
et al., 2013) by approaching territorial cohesion as a par-
ticular form of policy storytelling (Roe, 1989). This nar-
rative investigation draws elements from the interna-
tional bibliography and how it has categorised Territorial
Cohesion’s diversified narrative structure, but more im-
portantly, from the analysis of relevant EU policy doc-
uments, reports etc. referring both to 2014–2020 and
post-2020 programming periods.

2. Constructing Territorial Cohesion as an Open-Ended
Policy Concept

Territorial Cohesion has its roots in the French tradi-
tion of regional policy and planning. More particularly,
the roles of Jacques Delors (European Commissioner
1985–1995) and Michel Barnier (former EU Regional
Commissioner) are also cited as catalytic for the exten-
sion of the ECP from strictly economic and social con-
siderations to territorial ones (Holder & Layard, 2011).
Faludi has argued that a spatially-aware cohesion policy
is nothing more than “old (French) wine in new bottles”
(Faludi, 2004, p. 1349). Allegedly, the roots of territorial
cohesion are related to French regional policy (amenage-
ment des territories; see Faludi, 2010, 2015) where a de-
centralised state along with the regions as partners at-
tempt to reduce regional disparities by promoting the
French Republic’s principle of egalité in a territorial way.

The publication of the European Spatial Develop-
ment Perspective (ESDP) is, first and foremost, widely
considered as the milestone towards the creation of a
unified EU planning philosophy (European Commission,
1999). According to the ESDP, themain problemof EU ter-
ritory is the concentration of population, activities and
economic prosperity in the specific areas of the ‘famous’
European pentagon—the metropolitan and surrounding
areas of London, Paris, Milan, Munich and Hamburg.
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As the main goal is the balanced and sustainable devel-
opment of the entire EU territory, polycentric develop-
ment, parity of access to infrastructure/knowledge and
the wise management of natural and cultural heritage
are deemed as remedies to the ills and evils of estab-
lished forms of EU spatial concentration.

Interestingly,many of these goals (especially polycen-
tric development and parity of access) would emerge
again and again in subsequent efforts to define a
European spatial philosophy. In short, the ESDP articu-
lated several aims and goals supposedly able to deal with
the problems resulting from the spatial concentration
of people, economic activities and prosperity in specific
EU territories. Many of these priorities were successfully
transplanted into Territorial Cohesion once it became the
third pillar of the ECP.

Territorial cohesion is part and parcel of the much
broader phenomenon of multilevel governance. More
concretely, the multi-level governance theory (Bache &
Flinders, 2004; Marks, Hooghe, & Blank, 1996) came
from research on the ECP to create a general theoretical
policy framework to explain the relationships between
Brussels, national governments and regional/urban au-
thorities. The multi-level governance thesis was an early
recognition that the ECP increased the political role of
regional, urban, local players.

One very popular construction of Territorial Cohesion
is that of an open-ended policy concept. It has been pre-
sented as a ‘vague’ concept (Atkinson & Zimmerman,
2016) or a ‘fashionable term’ with “many layers of
meaning” (Mirwaldt, McMaster, & Bachter, 2009, p. v).
Other scholars have argued about the ‘elusive’ and
‘ambiguous’ nature of territorial cohesion that makes
it very difficult to be translated into an easily under-
stood and measurable concept (Medeiros, 2016). It has
been stated that territorial cohesion is a ‘contested,’
‘multi-dimensional’ and ‘dynamic’ concept that ‘lacks
clarity’ (Dao, Cantoreggi, Plagnat, & Rousseaux, 2017).
It has also been proclaimed that it has an ‘amorphous’
nature whilst non-consensus exists about its meaning
(van Well, 2012). In short, a “strict definition” about its
nature appears almost “impossible” (Bohme & Gloersen,
2011, p. 3).

An interesting take comes from Abrahams (2014)
that proclaims that instead of defining it through an

‘essentialist’ approach it might be more useful to ap-
proach it through a ‘pragmatic’ one. Such an effort en-
tails letting territorial cohesion be “fuzzy” and “adapt-
able” (Abrahams, 2014). Instead of ontologically asking
what territorial cohesion is, it might be more insightful
to ask what it does, how it gets translated into different
national contexts and what kind of uses different actors
come up with. Such a ‘pragmatic’ use of the concept is
also proposed by Faludi (2015), who states that “[pol-
icy] concepts are like wax in our hands: We shape them
to suit our purposes…so to understand the concept, we
must ask: Who has invoked it [and who is still invoking
it], when and why?” (Faludi, 2015, pp. 1–2)

Some writers have gone as far as to ask whether ter-
ritorial cohesion has the samemeaning in all EU national
contexts or whether different national interpretations
may exist in different member states (Mirwaldt et al.,
2008). In this sense, the ambiguity of the concept ren-
ders it almost a ‘bridging’ (Mirwaldt et al., 2008) or even
a ‘political’ concept (Medeiros, 2016). Van Well (2012)
has stated that territorial cohesion can be thought of as
a ‘moving target’ that each member-state or region can
appropriate and selectively construct its meaning to pro-
mote their territorial priorities.

3. Territorial Cohesion: Tree-Like versus Storyline
(Narrative) Approaches

Territorial cohesion has been the subject of numerous ef-
forts to construct its character and meaning. On the one
hand, territorial cohesion is considered to be constituted
by several different dimensions without any contradic-
tion/competition between them, in fact, they all seem to
‘add up’ (Abrahams, 2014). This is the idea of the tree-like
model of territorial cohesion, where territorial cohesion
breaks down into its essential components, each of them
successively becoming assigned to a group of relevant in-
dicators (Abrahams, 2014). Following such methodology,
several of territorial cohesion’s dimensions come to the
fore (see Table 1).

Mirwaldt et al. (2008) have argued that territorial co-
hesion is comprised of the following four dimensions:
1) a form of poly-centricity that can promote economic
competitiveness and innovation; 2) balanced develop-
ment that reduces socioeconomic disparities; 3) accessi-

Table 1. Dimensions of territorial cohesion.

Writers Dimensions

Mirwaldt et al. (2008) polycentricity, balanced development, accessibility to services, facilities and knowledge,
networking and the creation of physical and interactive connections

Dabinett (2011) polycentricity, connectivity through infrastructure, equal access to services

Bohme et al. (2011) accessibility, services of general economic interest, territorial capacities/endowments/assets,
city networking, functional regions

Medeiros (2016) socio-economic cohesion, territorial polycentricity, territorial co-operation and governance,
environmental sustainability
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bility to services, facilities and knowledge irrespectively
to where one lives; 4) networking and the creation of
physical and interactive connections between centres
and other areas (Mirwaldt et al., 2008).

For Medeiros (2016), territorial cohesion is consti-
tuted by the following similar but not identical com-
ponents: 1) socio-economic cohesion that strengthens
economic competitiveness while ensures social integra-
tion; 2) territorial polycentricity that promotes a more
balanced physical network of areas; 3) territorial co-
operation and governance at different levels; 4) environ-
mental sustainability (Medeiros, 2016).

Additionally, Dabinett (2011) has suggested that the
dimensions of territorial cohesion can be summarised
as 1) polycentricity, 2) connectivity through infrastruc-
ture and 3) equal access to services. At the policy
level, the Bohme Report (Bohme, Doucet, Komornicki,
Zaucha, & Swiatek, 2011), by linking the “Europe 2020
Strategy” with the “Territorial Cohesion Agenda 2020”
(TCA 2020) proposes the following five dimensions as cru-
cial: 1) accessibility; 2) services of general economic inter-
est; 3) territorial capacities/endowments/assets; 4) city
networking; 5) functional regions.

As this article promulgates, territorial cohesion can
also be seen through the storyline or narrative perspec-
tive (Abrahams, 2014). This perspective is interesting as
it acknowledges that policies can have different or even
competing meanings by being articulated through vari-
ous sub-narratives (see Table 2). Abrahams (2014), by cit-
ing Maarten Hajer, brings to the fore the possibility that
particular policy narratives, like territorial cohesion, can
be communicated through a diverse narrative structure
that might contain antagonising sub-narratives that do
not necessarily ‘add up.’ Following such lines, the mean-
ing of territorial cohesion is disputed through competing
storylines. Similarly, van Well (2012) defines territorial
cohesion as a series of different sub-narratives coming
from different communities of actors. As she says, there
are the ESDP storylines, the ESPON storylines, the TCA
2020 storylines, and the European Commission’s story-
lines in theirGreen Paper on Territorial Cohesion: Turning
Territorial Diversity into Strength (European Commission,
2008). More importantly, after the publication of the lat-
ter, the European Commission proceeded with a narra-
tive exercise that involved various actors at different lev-
els being asked to speak their minds about territorial co-
hesion concerning meaning, scope, ways of implemen-
tation and more. As part of a synthesis report, several

policy sub-narratives came out, such as 1) polycentric
development, 2) equal access to facilities, services and
knowledge, 3) balanced development, 4) regions with
specific geographical features and 5) territorial capital
(Sarmiento-Mirwaldt, 2013).

Such a narrative approach has also been taken by the
ESPON Interco Project (2010–2012), which attempted
to capture, through organised workshops with relevant
stakeholders, the various non-mutually exclusive terri-
torial cohesion storylines. The project aimed at start-
ing a dialogue between Territorial Cohesion’s compet-
ing sub-narratives (Dao et al., 2017). Through a partic-
ipatory approach, the following storylines broke to the
fore: 1) smart growth in a polycentric Europe; 2) inclusive
and balanced development with fair access to services;
3) local development conditions and geographic speci-
ficities; 4) environmental sustainability; 5) coordination
of policies and territorial governance. Furthermore, six
territorial objectives were created while a group of indi-
cators was assigned to each objective (Dao et al., 2017).
This was a clear analytical effort to silence possible an-
tagonisms between competing sub-stories by flattening
out the various narratives into straight-forward territo-
rial objectives.

4. Territorial Cohesion and the Place-Based Narrative

The most relevant EU policy document that attempted
to construct territorial cohesion was the Green Paper
on Territorial Cohesion: Turning Diversity into Strength
(European Commission, 2008). It argued that:

Territorial cohesion is about ensuring the harmonious
development of all these places and about making
sure that their citizens are able to make the most of
the inherent features of these territories. As such, it
is a means of transforming diversity into an asset that
contributes to sustainable development of the entire
EU. (European Commission, 2008, p. 3)

More importantly, territorial cohesion became linked
with taking advantage of territorial diversity as allegedly
“increasingly competitiveness and prosperity depend on
the capacity of people and businesses located there to
make the best use of all territorial assets” (European
Commission, 2008, p. 3). A year after this publication, a
report came out that became known as the Barca Report
(Barca, 2009). This policy document further strength-

Table 2. Territorial cohesion’s storylines.

Writers Storylines

Sarmiento-Mirwaldt (2013) Polycentric development, equal access to facilities, services, knowledge, balanced
development, regions with specific geographical features, territorial capital

Dao et al. (2017) Smart growth, inclusive and balanced development, local development conditions and
geographical specificities, environmental sustainability, coordination of policies and
territorial governance
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ened the link between territorial cohesion and the place-
based approach (Mendez, 2013).

The Barca Report brought to the policy front the
place-based approach: “A place-based policy is a long-
term strategy aimed at tackling persistent underutiliza-
tion of potential by reducing social exclusion in specific
places through external interventions and multi-level
governance” (Barca, 2009, p. vii). Furthermore, it was ar-
gued that public interventions and economic institutions
had to be tailored to local conditions and rely on local
knowledge, networks and partnerships. The new policy
approach aimed “at giving all places the opportunity to
make use of their potential (efficiency) and all people
the opportunity to be socially included independently of
where they live (social inclusion)” (Barca, 2009, p. xii).

On a theoretical level, many of these ideas come
from modern political philosophy. According to Rawls’
(1971/1999) Theory of Justice, the principle of fair equal-
ity of opportunity in just and democratic societies trans-
lates into the dictum that social and economic dif-
ferences can only be tolerated if they are associated
with offices and positions that are open to everyone.
Nevertheless, this Rawlsian principle of justice is a-
spatial, as his theory does not examine the distribution of
injustices in space (Malý, 2016); it does not take account
of the position of the equality of opportunity in space.
The spatialisation of this principle would mean that peo-
ple should not be disadvantaged because of their loca-
tion; location should not be a hindrance or constraint to
the life-chances of individuals.

Many of these ideas of territorialised social inclusion
originate from the European social model that was built
upon the social-democratic and Christian-democratic
canon of European politics and maintained ‘appropri-
ate balance’ between the individual, the market and the
state (Faludi, 2007). The French principle of egalité in-
creasingly found its spatial correlation through the core
political belief that citizens should not experience spa-
tial disadvantage or be deprived of essential services.
Decades later, the Barca Report promulgated that an
EU “territorialized social agenda” (Barca, 2009, p. 120)
should create equality between places as people live
their lives and built their human capabilities in spe-
cific locales.

In this sense, the life-chances approach of individuals,
or the freedom of individuals to live decently according
to their potential in their places of residence (very similar
to Amartya Sen’s (2000) argument about development as
freedom in the case of the developing world), becomes
part and parcel of territorial cohesion’s territorialised so-
cial inclusion perspective as location should not be a hin-
drance. This imperative becomes articulated through the
storyline of parity of access or equity to services, facili-
ties, infrastructure and knowledge. It also becomes com-
municated through the concept of ‘general services of
economic interest’ that cover all fundamental needs of
people to lead a decent life (jobs, health, education, se-
curity). Through the equal provision of “general services

of economic interest” in all places, people are not de-
prived of public goods because of where they happen to
live (Bohme et al. 2011, p. 6).

After the Barca Report, several EU policy publica-
tions came out that stressed the importance of the
place-based narrative. The EU document Territorial
Cohesion: Unleashing the Territorial Potential (European
Commission, 2009, p. 8) argued that a local development
methodology “is possibly the only effective way to ad-
dress questions related to social inclusion and the spe-
cific challenges facing inhabitants in disadvantaged ar-
eas.” According to the Cohesion Policy Support for Local
Development report, a new emphasis on local develop-
ment was needed to cope with the aftermath of the
2008 economic crisis (European Commission, 2010, p. 6).
The Bohme Report (Bohme et al., 2011) stressed the role
of ‘territorial keys’ in the promotion of territorial cohe-
sion’s goals—among them, ‘territory-bound’ factors like
local milieus were cited. According to such narratives,
places have the potential for endogenous development,
albeit with external help and as part of multi-level gov-
ernance systems (Servillo, Atkinson, & Hamdouch, 2016,
p. 4). Furthermore, to escape their undeveloped eco-
nomic structures and their bleak economic futures lo-
calities have to take advantage of territorial assets and
create new ones (Servillo et al., 2016). Such a place-
based narrative takes for granted a bottom-up perspec-
tive; local knowledge has to be harnessed while a-spatial
theories and policies have to be substituted by place-
informed understandings (Atkinson, 2017).

It has been also suggested that a place-based ap-
proach may be more suitable than spatially-blind poli-
cies for the economic goals of “Europe 2020 Strategy”
to be reached. According to CSIL (2015, p. 3): “A place-
based approach is a flexible policy choice which can be
more successful in delivering the 2020 Europe strategy
than traditional approaches, typically sector-based and
top-down.” In GSC (2017, p. 6) it was stated that:

In order to achieve the desired impact and added
value of Cohesion Policy, a ‘one size fits all’ approach is
not optimal; the policy, its delivery mechanisms, legal
framework and interpretations need to take account
of different social, territorial and economic realities to
address the specific situations on the ground.

From all the above, it becomes apparent that the place-
based narrative became progressively mainstreamed
into the ECP and territorial cohesion policy narra-
tives within the post-2014 framework (2014–2017;
Mendez, 2013).

5. Economic versus Socio-Spatial Sub-Narratives of
Territorial Cohesion

As argued, territorial cohesion as a policy narrative is re-
lated to a diverse narrative structure that includes vari-
ous sub-narratives. Some writers have argued that com-
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petition or antagonismmight exist between the different
territorial cohesion storylines. By and large, this competi-
tion involves its two most significant sub-narratives: eco-
nomic competitiveness and territorialised social cohe-
sion; the underlying economic and socio-spatial stories
of this policy narrative (Atkinson & Zimmerman, 2016).
On the one hand, the economic competitiveness sub-
narrative becomes articulated by reference to polycen-
tricity, smart growth and connectivity while the socio-
spatial storyline becomes communicated through the
themes of accessibility (equal/fair access) to services and
balanced development (see, for instance, Bohme et al.,
2011; Dabinett, 2011; Medeiros, 2016; Mirwaldt et al.,
2009). From all the above, a couple of questions arise:
Is territorial cohesion as a policy narrative mostly about
promoting economic competitiveness or reducing socio-
spatial disparities (territorialised social inclusion), or sim-
ply both?

Nevertheless, if we go back to the Green Paper
on Territorial Cohesion: Turning Territorial Diversity into
Strength (European Commission, 2008) and the Barca
Report (Barca, 2009), these two sub-narratives become
intertwined as socio-spatial inclusion is mergedwith eco-
nomic competitiveness goals. This merging takes place
through the concept of territorial capital. More particu-
larly, this notion of different forms of capital originates
from the work of Bourdieu and his conceptualisation of
capital as economic, symbolic, cultural and social. In this
take, capital is extended to include territorial assets. This
is the narrative of territorial diversity as strength and the
place-based approach together, where territorial capital
should be exploited to take advantage of endogenous
local strengths and promote the economic and socio-
spatial aims of territorial cohesion. In other words, terri-
torial capital by taking advantage of local strengths can
promote economic competitiveness and territorialised
social inclusiveness. Following such lines, territorial cap-
ital becomes the new policy instrument for the merging
of territorial cohesion’s twin sub-narratives in a Europe
of spatial specificities (Sarmiento-Mirwaldt, 2013).

However, the narrative conviction of such an argu-
ment remains contested. According to some writers, af-
ter the signing of the Lisbon Treaty (2009), the two
sub-narratives of economic competitiveness and socio-
spatial inclusiveness became less compatible with each
other (Malý, 2016). Others have suggested that the
economic competitiveness sub-narrative has dominated
over socio-spatial cohesion’s considerations (Atkinson &
Zimmerman, 2016; Holder & Layard, 2011). In this sense,
the two significant storylines either do not add up or are
even in competition with each other.

6. Broader Narrative Changes within the Post-2020
Framework

The ECP within the post-2014 context (2014–2020) has
been closely connected with the place-based narrative
and has focused more on economic competitiveness

rather than redistribution and social cohesion (Avdikos &
Chardas, 2016;Medeiros, 2017).More to the point, it has
been argued that the ECP is “re-oriented, away from the
traditional goal of promoting balanced socio-economic
development, towards a regional growth-policy perspec-
tive that puts the issue of competitiveness as a pre-
requisite for regional convergence” (Avdikos & Chardas,
2016, p. 97).

Up until now, the ECP has been funded by the
ERDF, the Cohesion Fund and the European Social Fund.
Furthermore, the ECP within the post-2014 framework
has the following thematic priorities: 1) research, tech-
nological development and innovation; 2) information
and communication technologies; 3) small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs); 4) low carbon economy; 5) cli-
mate change; 6) environment and resource efficiency;
7) transport; 8) employment; 9) social inclusion and
poverty; 10) education and training; 11) efficient pub-
lic administration.

More specifically, the ERDF provides financial assis-
tance to all EU regions that are subsequently categorised
as less developed, in transition and more developed re-
gions. Although the ERDF finances all 11 thematic ob-
jectives, its main focus is on objectives 1–4, namely, re-
search and innovation, information and communication
technologies, SMEs and the low carbon economy. From
this perspective, the ERDF has as its main objectives the
promotion of economic competitiveness through smart
growth and the creation of a green economy.

For the multi-annual period of 2014–2020, devel-
oped regions have to direct at least 80% of ERDF fund-
ing at the national level towards two or more of these
four objectives, and at least 20% on environmental pri-
orities. For regions in transition, the proportions of ERDF
funding are 60% and 15%, and for less developed 50%
and 12% (Widuto, 2018). Additionally, the Cohesion Fund
supports infrastructural projects in EU member states
with gross national income (GNI) below 90% of the EU
average. The Cohesion Fund focuses on priorities 4–7,
namely, low carbon economy, climate change, environ-
ment and resource efficiency and transport. With this
in mind, it can be argued that the Cohesion Fund has
an environmental and transport-related focus, but be-
cause it contains a technical assistance component, it
contributes to the 11th thematic objective, namely effi-
cient public administration.

After this brief description of the ECP for 2014–2020,
it is logical towonderwhat kind of changes the post-2020
programming period will bring. Are there any broader
changes within the metanarrative of ECP for the next
funding period? If the current period has been accom-
panied by the rise of the place-based narrative and the
economic competitiveness storyline (Avdikos & Chardas,
2016; Medeiros, 2017; Mendez, 2013), what are the nar-
rative priorities of the next to come? These are the ques-
tions that will guide the brief analysis that follows.

According to the European Commission’s proposal
for the next multiannual financial period (2021–2027),
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and before the revamp of the budget because of the
Coronavirus pandemic, around 370 billion euros have
been assigned to the goals of economic, social and ter-
ritorial cohesion (European Commission, 2018). The pro-
posal comes with a reduction in funds that will become
allocated to ECP. There has been a funding reduction
from 34% to 29% of the total EU budget. Of course, such
negative budgeting developments have created a lot of
steer among interested parties and a hashtag has been
created, #CohesionAlliance supporters, backed by sev-
eral stakeholders and EU leading associations of regions
and cities. Discussions have been quite heated around
the finalisation of thematic priorities and the allocation
of funding to each Member State. According to the pro-
posal, the majority of funding from the ERDF and the
Cohesion Fund will be directed towards the twin ob-
jectives of a ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe, governed
by a single regulation (previously they were covered
by two separate regulations). On the other hand, the
new European Social Fund for the period 2021–2027 be-
comes independent and will no longer be part of ECP.
It will be named as European Social Fund + and be
governed by its own regulation (European Social Fund
+ Regulation). It will be geared towards implementing
the goals of the European Pillar of Social Rights. The
European Social Fund+Regulationwillmerge the former
European Social Fund, the Youth Employment Initiative,
the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived, the
Employment and the Social Innovation Programme and
the EU Health Programme.

From the 11 thematic priorities of the multian-
nual framework of 2014–2020, the new financial period
(post-2020) has only five: 1) a smarter Europe through
innovation, digitisation, economic transformation and
support for small and medium-sized businesses; 2) a
greener, carbon-free Europe, implementing the Paris
Agreement and investing in energy transition, renew-
ables and the fight against climate change; 3) a more
connected Europe, with strategic transport and digital
networks; 4) a more social Europe, delivering on the
European Pillar of Social Rights and supporting quality
employment, education, skills, social inclusion and equal
access to healthcare; 5) a Europe closer to citizens, by
supporting locally-led development strategies.

As argued above, the biggest part of funding from
the ERDF and the Cohesion Fund will go towards the first
two objectives that allegedly have the “highest added
value” (Widuto, 2018). At the same time, the role of
the place-based narrative remains strong as a tailored
(place-based) approach to regional development is being
sought after (Margaras, 2018). There is a strong empha-
sis on cities, as cities are seen not only as the engines
of growth and innovation, but also the spaces of accu-
mulated social, economic and environmental problems.
For this reason, it is proposed that 6% of the European
Regional funding should be directed to sustainable urban
development, while a new European Urban Initiative will
be created.

The European Commission, in order to proceed with
the budget restrictions for the new multi-annual period
(from 34% to 29% of the total EU budget), had three op-
tions: 1) make cuts across the board; 2) fund developed
regions; or 3) keep selectively supporting key thematic ar-
eas and further reduce funding in secondary objectives.
By deploying the notion of the highest EU ‘added value,’
whichwas based on a series of ex-post evaluations of pre-
vious cohesion policy periods, the European Commission
eventually decided to follow the third option and fur-
ther boost a budgeting concentration of the European
Regional Fund (with a budgetmore than five times higher
than the Cohesion Fund) on the thematic schemes of a
‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe (objectives 1–2).

For countries with a GNI lower than 75% of the
European average, 35% of the budget has to be spent
on ‘smart growth’ and 30% on the ‘green economy’
(65% of the total budget). For countries with a GNI be-
tween 75–100% of the European average, the percent-
ages that have to be spent are 45% and 30% respectively
(75% of the total budget), whereas for countries with
a GNI (GNI) above the European average, the percent-
age for both objectives is a minimum 85% (of the to-
tal budget). By comparing the percentages of the ERDF
that have to be spent on economic competitiveness and
the low carbon economy within the 2014–2020 period
with the ones that have to be invested on ‘smart’ and
‘green’ Europe within a post-2020 context, it becomes
apparent that ‘smart’ growth and environmental con-
cerns become further strengthened. There seems to be
a ‘thematic’ concentration (Widuto, 2018) of funding in
the area of ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe as European
Regional Development funding increases from 80% to
85% for developed regions, from 60% to 75% for regions
in transition and 50% to 65% for developing regions. Last
but not least, the place-based narrative continues to be
seen as the most suitable path for the development of
EU regions.

As the then European Commissioner for Regional
Policy, Corina Cretu, stated, the new multi-annual finan-
cial framework has as its main goal “to make Europe
smarter and greener” (Cretu, 2018, p. 10; emphasis in
original). The intention is to ‘modernise’ the ECP:

All regions today face the challenge of the digital econ-
omy, increasing global competition and economic
transformation. This is why we created the new policy
objective ‘A Smarter Europe—Innovative and Smart
Economic Transformation,’ which brings together in-
novation, research and SME support—everything that
is needed for regions to thrive and survive in our dig-
ital age! We must also not forget that in addition to
economic transformation regions must be ready for
the transition to the low-carbon economy and circu-
lar economy. We brought these two environmental
objectives together in the policy objective ‘A Greener,
Low Carbon Europe.’ (Cretu, 2018, p. 10)
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7. Conclusion: Territorial Cohesion for the New Funding
Period (2021–2027) and the Coronavirus Pandemic

For this article, territorial cohesion is an EU policy nar-
rative constituted by several sub-narratives or a diverse
narrative plot. Among others, the narrative structure of
territorial cohesion includes the themes of economic
competitiveness, territorialised social cohesion, environ-
mental sustainability, etc. However, it is a dynamic nar-
rative that changes over time. As time goes by, and dif-
ferent politico-economic philosophies become more in-
fluential, along with technological changes that bring
along different priorities, broader EU narratives change
and territorial cohesion adapts to such changes as well.
More to the point, within the programming period of
2014–2020, territorial cohesion’s (spatialised) social in-
clusion perspective became partly subdued to the eco-
nomic sub-plot that emphasised economic competitive-
ness in a globalised world. This narrative change oc-
curred as the ECP had already changed its focus by em-
phasising growth and employment. ForMedeiros (2017),
“faced with mounting globalisation processes and neo-
liberal political agendas, the ECP has gradually shifted
its strategic design from the initial goals of achieving
socio-economic cohesion to the present [2014–2020] of
fermenting growth and jobs” (Medeiros, 2017, p. 1859).
Last but not least, both the ECP and territorial cohesion
became linked to the place-based narrative to promote
locally-led development strategies as ‘place’ seemed
to matter.

For the forthcoming programming period
(2021–2027), the ECP will be linked even more strongly
to the place-based narrative by increasingly emphasis-
ing locally-led development strategies and, by doing
so, bringing Europe closer to its citizens. Meanwhile, it
will forcefully promote a ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe
within a global space of flows and fast technological
challenges. Accordingly, territorial cohesion within the
post-2020 framework will become more closely linked
to economic competitiveness by focusing on ‘smart’
growth. However, the economic competitiveness sub-
narrative was already linked to ‘smart’ growth within the
current programming period (2014–2020). Nevertheless,
within the forthcoming framework, the narrative link
between economic competitiveness, digitisation and
economic transformation becomes more paramount
through the notion of ‘smart’ growth. Similarly, envi-
ronmental sustainability has also been a territorial cohe-
sion’s storyline within the current programming period.
however, since the adoption of the “European Green
Deal,” environmental issues have come to the front of
ECP and hence they have become transferred to all re-
lated policy narratives. As the NewCommissioner, Ursula
von der Leyen, has argued: “The ‘European Green Deal’
and digitizationwill boost jobs and growth, the resilience
of our societies and the health of our environment”
(European Commission, 2020a). In short, the twin ob-
jectives of a ‘smart’ and ‘green’ Europe are the new

European policy stories that spread through all policy
meta-narratives and narratives and subsequently reach
territorial cohesion, too.

And then the Coronavirus pandemic came. As a re-
sult, the EU had to reinforce its budget to repair the
economic and social damages brought along by the
Coronavirus pandemic. The proposed measures include
the Next Generation EU initiative with new financing for
the 2021–2024 period and a revamped budget for the
forthcoming programming period (2021–2027) reach-
ing more than one billion Euros. It is interesting that
the pandemic response closely follows the logic of the
need for a ‘smarter’ and ‘greener’ Europe. As it is ar-
gued: “Our generational challenges—the green and dig-
ital revolution—are even more important now than be-
fore the crisis started. Through the recovery, we will
press fast-forward on the twin green and digital rev-
olutions” (European Commission, 2020b). As part of
these actions, a new initiative for Recovery Assistance
for Cohesion and Territories of Europe (REACT-EU) will
provide extra funding of 55 billion euros specifically to
cohesion policy. The package includes additional fund-
ing that will become available to the ERDF, the European
Social Fund and the European Fund for Aid to the Most
Deprived. These fundswill be provided in 2020 through a
revision of the current financial framework (2014–2020)
and during 2021–2022 from Next Generation EU. They
are additional to the 2014–2020budget andon topof the
forthcoming 2021–2027 budget. REACT-EU will provide
financial support to the most important economic sec-
tors for a solid recovery while member states will decide
how they will channel them. By all accounts, the focus of
the ECP and territorial cohesion for 2021–2027 remains
economic competitiveness as smart growth and digital
transition and the “European Green Deal” (European
Commission, 2020c).
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1. Introduction

The central role of regions in contributing to growth
has been made clear in the EU agenda since the 2000s.
At the same time, it has been stated that the ability to
generate economic growth is strictly linked to the social
cohesion of a territory (European Commission, 2005).
Cohesion policies, developed by the EU, were drawn up
with the specific goal of helping regions to use their

assets and to benefit from all their potentials (Fratesi &
Perucca, 2014).

This objective gave rise to the relevance not only of
material features of territory but also of cognitive ones.
On this, in 2001 the OECD promoted the idea of territo-
rial capital, listing a variety of material and non-material
factors (OECD, 2001). The European Commission (2005)
resumed the same concept highlighting the role of ter-
ritorial policies in making territorial capital effective for
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growth; in other words, enhancing the mobilization of
local capital. The topic of mobilizing territorial capital at
regional levels raises issues of territorial inequalities, con-
sidering not only the diversity among European regions
but also intra-regional diversity. Looking at the mobi-
lization of territorial capital with a focus on inequalities
means not only considering the differences in terms of
assets, be theymaterial or non-material, but also the gov-
ernance, institutional arrangements, collaboration cul-
ture, identity and networks that characterize each locali-
ty. In this sense, themobilization or the lack ofmobilizing
of territorial capital is usually legitimized by a public dis-
course that can support, foster or hinder it.

Moving from the theoretical framework suggested
by Servillo, Atkinson, and Russo (2011) on attractiveness
andmobilization strategies, this article investigatesmobi-
lization in the light of territorial inequalities. We do this
by analysing mobilization strategies at regional levels
and by adopting a comparative case study approach that
makes it possible to both interpret and identify relations
(Ragin, 2014, pp. 35–36). Taking into consideration three
cases at diverse territorial levels (urban, suburban and
rural) in two countries (Austria and Italy), we suggest a
comparison in order to see how the mobilization of terri-
torial capital is enhanced or hindered. The methodology
is based on secondary data, key-actor interviews and pol-
icy discourse analysis (see the Supplementary Material
for more details).

The article starts with a first part that describes the
theoretical discussion on territorial capital and its mobi-
lization. A second part presents the cases, focusing on
the main socio-demographic features and the territori-
al assets. A third part is devoted to the analysis of the
strategy discourse relating to territorial capital mobiliza-
tion and interviews with key informants for each locality
in the two countries. Finally, the last part concludes with
an analytical comparison and final remarks.

2. Territorial Assets, Mobilization and Inequality

Stemming from the idea of local milieu (Maillat, 1995),
territorial capital entails both material and cognitive
assets. While material aspects are easily associated
with locally available resources, cognitive aspects are
often lost in discussions analysing contextual conditions.
A local milieu is defined based on the following charac-
teristics: (1) a group of actors relatively autonomous in
taking decisions and formulating strategies, (2) a specific
set of material and immaterial elements, (3) institutional
elements and cooperation between local actors used as
a basis, and (4) internal self-regulating dynamics and the
ability of actors to find new solutions as their competitive
environment changes.

The milieu is a cognitive concept, which assembles
the behaviours of its protagonists and enhances their
collective learning. According to the original definition,
the milieu is also characterized by a strong propensi-
ty towards innovation (Maillat, 1995). As Servillo et al.

(2011) observe, he original definition of milieu does not
imply any formof local dynamics that risks describing the
territory as a simple container of material or immaterial
goods. Picking up a more dynamic view, the OECD intro-
duced the comprehensive concept of territorial capital in
2001. It is defined as the system of territorial assets of an
economic, cultural, social and environmental nature that
ensure the development potential of places.

The potential of this approach resides in the recog-
nition of possible interactions between assets of differ-
ent kinds: private or public goods interacting with knowl-
edge or innovation capability and cooperation networks.
Thereby, the concept of territorial capital introduces a
shift from a functional to a cognitive approach. Local
competitiveness is identified not only in the presence
of skilled labour or the availability of capital but also in
creativity, local trust and a sense of belonging. It implies
localized externalities, localized production activities, tra-
ditions, skills and know-how (Camagni, 2009; Capello,
Caragliu, & Nijkamp, 2009). Together, they build a system
of proximity relationships that enhance the static and
dynamic productivity of local factors. Territorial capital
can therefore be conceived as “the set of localized assets
that constitute the competitive potential of a given terri-
tory” (Camagni & Capello, 2013, p. 1387). The econom-
ic role of territorial capital resides in the enhancing effi-
ciency and productivity of local activities. The attempt to
measure the territorial capital by Camagni and Capello
(2013, p. 1398) shows “an intermediate class of club
goods or impure public goods” that imply a relation-
al nature, “and which appear to be of great impor-
tance in terms of the governance of the local develop-
ment process.’’

Themain difficulty in transposing this framework into
empirical applications lies in the complexity of the set of
assets that define territorial capital and, consequently, in
the resulting measurement problems (Affuso, Camagni,
& Capello, 2011; Perucca, 2014).We suggest using discur-
sive approaches to filter this complexity (Atkinson, Held,
& Jeffares, 2011). Besides the assets that make up terri-
torial capitals, policies and narratives contribute to rep-
resenting and evaluating the resources of any single ter-
ritory, enforcing or hindering their mobilization. Public
authorities and stakeholders, who usually hold the cen-
tral discourse, play a strategic role in triggering mobi-
lization processes in a multilevel governance framework
(Servillo et al., 2011). Therefore, this article takes into
consideration the public discourse used by these actors
to foster economic growth by comparing the results that
emerged from the discourse analysis with the data col-
lected from strategy documents and interviews with key
informants, which included policymakers, public authori-
ties, business actors and experts of the specific localities.
The final aim is then to understand how the narratives
conveyed by the public discourses hinder or enforce the
mobilization of territorial capital with the objective of
economic growth in a context characterized by diverse
local features. The article seeks to answer: What local
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conditions of cognitive assets hinder or enforce themobi-
lization of territorial capital?

We arrive at a reflection on diverse localities, by
comparing three local contexts in two countries (Austria
and Italy). We chose localities within one geographical
region that has had socio-economic interventions by rel-
evant development strategies in the last 30 years (after
de-industrialization). At the same time, these localities
show internal social and economic inequalities in terms
of access to vital services and life-chances. The cases
have been labelled as rural, suburban and urban to indi-
cate specific features related mostly to demographic dif-
ferences and the structure of the local economy. Table 1
sums up some of the main characteristics.

3. Case Studies

3.1. Italian Case Studies

Lombardy is the most populated region of Italy. Milan,
the regional capital, has been one of the leading indus-
trial centres since 1900. The region shows a high degree
of heterogeneity in terms of socio-demographic indica-
tors (such as population change or immigration) and
socio-economic ones (unemployment rate, female par-
ticipation in the labour market). This internal hetero-
geneity represents a challenge for the design of cohe-
sion policies and the fostering of economic growth.
The three local cases discussed here are Milan, as the
urban case, Legnano, the suburban, and the rural case
of Oltrepo’ Pavese.

Milan is the central economic and financial hub of
Northern Italy with a population of 1.370 million inhab-
itants. It features a multi-sectoral economy, generally
dominated by the advanced tertiary sector (Cucca, 2010).
The city’s governance arena is populated by a multi-
plicity of diverse actors (business actors, tertiary sec-
tor, community actors) with the subsequent retrench-
ment of the local authority from some relevant issues
of the local agenda. This also derives from a long
history and tradition of Milanese civil society. Milan
shows layers of the society engaged in development
and solidarity. Moreover, the city displays a significant
amount of intangible resources: It is the Italian capital
in terms of start-ups, home to public and private uni-
versities, research centres, cultural institutions and inno-
vation hubs. These factors have flowed into a flourish-
ing of public-private partnerships that work successful-
ly because of considerable amounts of private resources.
Despite a race towards growth and innovation, the city
is often described as a two-speed city, indicating the
increasing polarization occurring within the urban con-
text. Milan copes with a general impoverishment of the
population, spreading inequalities and increasing social
polarization. The distribution of the population exem-
plifies this increasing polarization: a heterogeneous and
scattered periphery with a low level of residential seg-
regation, the opposite of a strongly homogenous city
centre with a concentration of wealthy members of
the population.

Legnano lies in theMetropolitanArea ofMilan, about
20 kilometres from the Milan city centre. The town is

Table 1.Main features of the selected cases.

Italy Austria

Oltrepo’ Kleinregion Waldviertler
Milan Legnano Pavese Vienna Ebreichsdorf Kernland
(urban) (suburban) (rural) (urban) (suburban) (rural)

Population (2019) 1,351,562 60,259 13,590 1,867,582 36,601 14,022

5-year population change 0.08% 0.04% −0.03% 8.76% 8.43% −3.13%
(2011–2016)

Unemployment (2011) 8.4% 4.6%
Local unemployment (2015) 6.8% 8.3% 5% 13.3% 7.5% 3.4%
Employment primary 3.6% 4%
sector (2015)

Local employment primary 0.8% 0.9% 11.1% 0.1% 4.3% 26.2%
sector (2015)
Notes: Legnano and Kleinregion Ebreichsdorf, despite the diverse size in term of population, share some typical features of suburban
localities such as being commuter towns. The rural areas are more similar in terms of population size and they both are characterised
by depopulation and the dominant role of agriculture. The following section gives context details on each case locality and digs deeper
into territorial assets. Unemployment is ratio by active population. Local employment in primary sector by total workforce—own cal-
culation based on official national statistics. Employed by sector of total workforce numbers are based on Statistics Austria municipal
data (authors’ own calculation). Sources: Statistics Austria (n.d.), Italian National Institute of Statistics (n.d.), Eurostat (n.d.; last accessed
11 August 2020), AMS Austria (2018), Eurostat as cited in Grozea-Helmenstein, Helmenstein, and Neumüller (2016, p. 24).
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linked toMilan by a good transportation system that per-
mits commuting. Its dependency onMilan is softened by
the fact that Legnano is the biggest and leading munici-
pality of the Alto Milanese area, one of the most indus-
trialized and populated areas of the country. From the
end of the 19th century, Legnano has become the main
city in a cluster of industrial development centres, occu-
pying a crucial position in the textile andmechanical engi-
neering industries at a national level (Tosi & Vitale, 2011).
During the de-industrialization process in the 1980s and
1990s, big firms and industries started to decline and par-
tially or entirely closed in the beginning of the 2000s.
This change not only created unemployment but chal-
lenged the narrative about the identity of Legnano’s long-
term inhabitants, strongly linked to the world of industry.
The decline in industrial activities has been only partial-
ly offset by the growth in the construction and service
provision sectors (Tosi & Vitale, 2011). Legnano’s main
asset is the quality of its local enterprises (SMEs). After
the de-industrialization, these enterprises have been try-
ing to re-invent themselves and adapt to the interna-
tional context. Their quality is linked to a widespread
entrepreneurial spirit that is also the leading dimension
of the territorial identity.

Oltrepo’ Pavese is located in the province of Pavia
and includes 18 municipalities, most of which have few-
er than 1000 inhabitants. The Northern portion of the
region is mainly hilly, while the Southern area is part
of the Northern Apennines. Because of natural obsta-
cles in the area, mobility has always been an issue for
commuting and service delivery. The territorial capital
in Oltrepo’ Pavese is connected to the natural features,
local history and culture. The main economic opportu-
nities are represented by agri-food, slow-tourism and
biodiversity. Oltrepo’ Pavese’s main challenge is to over-
come the economic marginalization caused mainly by
two demographic processes: depopulation and ageing.
Nevertheless, this challenge is hardly taken up by the
local (public) actors. In general, a set of features hin-
dering growth and development is identifiable in the
area: low entrepreneurial aspiration, conflicting social
attitudes, lack of business vision and clientelism dynam-
ics that characterize local politics.

3.2. Austrian Case Studies

The Austrian case study region is in the north-eastern
part of the country. It consists of the Bundesländer Lower
Austria and Vienna. While Lower Austria is the largest
Bundesland, Vienna is the smallest in terms of territori-
al size. Moreover, Vienna is the densest city in the coun-
try, while Lower Austria’s territory has the most farm-
ing land per square kilometre in the country. The three
local cases chosen for this research are Vienna, as the
urban case, Kleinregion Ebreichsdorf as the suburban,
and Kleinregion Waldviertler Kernland as the rural case.

Vienna counts over 1.8 million inhabitants (2019),
which is around one-fifth (21%) of Austria’s popula-

tion. Its crucial demographic trend is population growth.
Compared to other cities in Austria, Vienna presents
itself as a centre for international business in the ter-
tiary sector and international migration. After years of
depopulation in Vienna, Austria’s accession to the EU in
1995 and the further enlargement of the Union reversed
depopulation. The governance arena of the urban case
is populated by a multiplicity of diverse actors (inter-
est groups, tertiary sector, business actors) but the
local authorities are the main drivers of urban socio-
economic development. This derives from a long tradi-
tion of the social-democratic rule and the city’s status as
a Bundesland. Accordingly, the city’s government forms
both the city and Land administration and enjoys more
autonomy than any other city in the country. Overall, gov-
ernance is organized collaboratively with a strong influ-
ence of the city council and Austrian social partners that
represent the institutionalized interests of both work-
ers and employers. The involvement of social partners
is not unique to the city of Vienna. However, the city
can act almost as a city-state due to its legal status as
a Bundeslandwhich allows the city to focus almost exclu-
sively on urban topics. Moreover, as the capital, Vienna
hosts vital national institutions which enables vital net-
works. Public-Private Partnerships are somewhat rare
but sought after by the city government according to
international best-practice discourses.

The Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion is an inter-municipal
collaboration of tenmunicipalities. It is part of the Lower
Austria Bundesland located within the Functional Urban
Area of Vienna, 40 kilometres south of it. Traffic con-
nection opportunities differ between municipalities, but
the area is quite well connected. The most important
demographic trend is population growth. Between 2007
and 2017, the population in this area grew by 16.5%—
slightly more than Vienna. Mostly, this trend is based
on domestic migration. Population growth by immigra-
tion and high shares of commuting towards Vienna sig-
nificantly shaped the Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion in the last
ten years. The administrative status is that of a volun-
tary Kleinregion, an inter-municipal collaboration of ten
municipalities (36,601 residents). This governance instru-
ment aims to foster inter-municipal cooperation and is
supported by the Bundesland government with extra
resources. The Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion was originally
founded in 2008 by five municipalities. In 2015, collabo-
ration in the Kleinregionwas reinstalled and extended by
five more municipalities. Based on the recent expansion,
we observe a lot of activities and enthusiasm in media
accounts, but some municipalities seem to have a more
substantial lead than others. There is no one single com-
pany that dominates the region. In 2018, however, the
opening of a ‘Research and Technology Hub’ was adver-
tised by the government of Lower Austria as a significant
project for improving the local economy and developing
the tertiary economic sector.

Waldviertler Kernland is in the north-western part
of Lower Austria. The case lies outside of the functional
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area of Vienna and consists of 14 municipalities (14,022
residents). The most significant demographic trends are
population decrease and aging. The area is considered
peripheral due to the bad connection to motorways
and public transport. Since de-industrialization in the
1980s, the locality has lost vital industries and business-
es. However, in the early 1980s, new regional planning
policies and agencies started to counteract the econom-
ic downturn. Regional planning focused on the search
for new, locally-based identities and territorial capital
(e.g., nature for tourism and health resorts) to spark the
local economy. Today, forestry, agriculture and tourism
are key for the local economy. The economic structure
contrasts with national trends of tertiarization—the role
of agriculture and forestry is very high (26.2%) due to
key farming activities and companies in the area. Still,
the share of employment in that sector is also declin-
ing slowly. Like the Austrian suburban case, the rural
case is a voluntary Kleinregion, an inter-municipal col-
laboration which has been in operation since 2001 and
has implemented several regional development projects.
Their focus lies on health and social services, like child-
care during summer. They also collaborate on a common
regional identity and tourism marketing.

4. Method and In-The-Field Activities

Country case selection was based on theoretical sam-
pling (Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967/2009) for
two national cases with different underlying governance
logics (Bonoli, 1997; Esping-Andersen, 1990), but simi-
lar external conditions (Ragin & Becker, 1992) such as
the governance structure within the European Union,
global competition and the socio-economic develop-
ment of Europe. Both Italy and Austria are long-term EU
member states that have invested in cohesion policies.
Regional disparities exist in both countries between thriv-
ing places of knowledge economies and de-industrialized
zones. The cases chosen within the countries share
some local features in terms of assets but differ in gov-
ernance modalities and collective participation in the
policy-making process (tertiary sectors, private actors,
and civil stakeholders). The comparison helps to identify
similarities and differences in broadly the same external
conditions (i.e., EU membership, 2008 financial crisis in
Europe; Rihoux&Grimm, 2006, pp. 43–45). The research
investigated in-depth mobilization strategies of territo-
rial capital on a local level by scrutinizing strategies for
local development and key-actor discourses. Thereby, a
descriptive comparison is achieved thatmakes it possible
to follow up on the mechanism for mobilization in differ-
ent political economies. A larger country sample would
not be able to arrive at such an extensive description of
the phenomena.

Our discursive analysis uses 12 strategy documents
outlining regional economic development and 12 semi-
structured key-actor interviews involved in local econom-
ic development as public, business or civic agents (for

the description of the interview codes used in this arti-
cle see the Supplementary Material). These discourses
outline territorial capital in descriptions of strengths as
well as how to tackle identified challenges. We investi-
gated the documents and interviews collected in three
steps: (1) mapping a larger sample of collected docu-
ments with background information, (2) analysing cen-
tral documents and interviews in a structural-agent-
canteredmanner (Atkinson et al., 2011), and (3) linguistic
performance-oriented ways (Kornberger & Clegg, 2011).
For the first step, we coded descriptions of goals, eco-
nomic growth, identity and collaboration mechanisms in
each document. For a more in-depth analysis of central
documents and interviews, we coded them thematically
in a deductive way (Mayring, 2007; Schmidt, 2007) oper-
ationalizing concepts of territorial capital as descriptions
of local strengths and their mobilization. The analysis
included the perspective suggested by Gervais, Morant,
and Penn (1999) to detect the silence and absence of
specific dimensions and positions.Wewere thereby able
to compare what is addressed, but also what has been
left out.

4.1. Urban Mobilization

Since 2014, Milan has been focusing on becoming a
Smart City, able to compete on a global scale. This
goal constantly resounds in public narratives, coming
from both political and business actors. According to the
Smart City programme diffused by the Municipality, eco-
nomic growth must be pursued with the related goal of
social inclusion. This can happen through strategic coor-
dination and synergy between actors (Milan Municipal
Council, 2014, p. 1). Intangible goods and networks are
considered as resources on which the city should count
to grow and guarantee social inclusion. To this end, a piv-
otal role is assigned to technology and innovation as well
as social integration and inclusion. Milan is presented as
a city already with the capital to be smart, but in need of
a new perspective. This positive narrative aims at gather-
ing the actors needed in order to find away to exploit the
existing assets. However, the modalities through which
this participation should be implemented are not speci-
fied. Other than citizen involvement, public-private part-
nerships have acquired more relevance. An example of
the new role played by business actors is Assolombarda,
an association gathering enterprises in the Province of
Milan and its surroundings. The last Assolombarda pres-
ident describes the network as:

One of the modalities adopted to give shape to this
intention has been the constitution of an adviso-
ry board for the social responsibility of the enter-
prise, that is an organism collecting diverse personal-
ities from the Milanese industrial world….This board
has started to work lately following three priorities:
young, women and culture. (ITUrb1)
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Apart from launching events to bring diverse actors
together, there is no clear strategy to make these net-
works work. The risk is the dispersion of the resources
and the creation of networks that lack shared contents.
Dynamics of inclusion and exclusion are likely to emerge
with some civil society organizations contributing to a
general improvement of the city and others being exclud-
ed from this process. This oversight makes the threat of
a two-speed city more real (ITUrb2).

The hybrid nature of actions presented in the
documents is evident especially in the Manifattura
Milano. Alongside economic growth (“increasing eco-
nomic attractiveness,” “developing consolidated sec-
tors”), the social vocation appears consistently, “com-
bining innovation, inclusion and sustainability,” “rebirth
of peripheries” (Municipality of Milan, 2016). Especially
the social vocation goal implies the participation of cit-
izens. However, there is no clear consensus about the
mobilization capabilities of citizens. A business inter-
viewee (ITUrb3) highlights that there is a restless race
towards innovation, but this hyper-activism risks result-
ing in dispersion and hiding socio-spatial tensions that
will remain unsolved.

In terms of mobilizing territorial capital, Vienna tries
to use policy bundles to achieve economic growth and
cohesion with five-year strategy frameworks and spe-
cialized strategies that range from land-use planning
to business plans, and a wide range of topics (Vienna
Municipal Department 18, 2005, 2014a, 2014b). Similar
to Milan, the city administration initiated the process
of becoming a Smart City with a full strategy in 2014
(see Vienna Municipal Department 18, 2014b). The city
administration has a thorough approach to city planning
that tries to incorporate social, economic and ecologi-
cal issues. However, this holistic planning style mostly
remains on paper. Urban key-actor interviewees from
the administration indicated that not only has this holis-
tic planning been around for more than 20 years, but
that organizational structures make it prone to institu-
tional hurdles:

However, they overlooked the fact that the biggest
obstacle to implementation is their administration,
which cannot understand this from the outset.
So, those on the inside, experts from the internal
administration, work together, but the actions of the
departments are based on their work programmes.
This is incredibly difficult, which means that internal
PR is one of the biggest challenges tomake something
like this effective. (ATUrb1)

Ultimately, this limits cross-sectoral coordination, even
if it is envisioned in strategy papers. Current strategies
at the municipal level indicate a perceived growth poten-
tial, particularly in the segment of research, technology
and innovation. Documents and interviews highlight the
city’s status as Austria’s hub for higher education and ter-
tiary sector workforce. This status is depicted as territori-

al capital to create a local knowledge economy and Smart
City (Vienna Municipal Department 18, 2014b).

Fostering a culture of collaboration is presented as
the solution to many issues. Cross-horizontal collabora-
tions are often presented for solving challenges with-
in the city. The 2014 strategy prominently put region-
al collaboration forward to create Vienna as a potential
“economic hub, workplace and place of living” (Vienna
Municipal Department 18, 2014a, p. 93). In the Austrian
context, this is not surprising since the institutional social
partnership between union, labour and commerce inter-
est groups, is present in every Bundesland and on dis-
trict levels. However, the strategy document (Vienna
Municipal Department 18, 2014a) sets out ways to use
these connections in urban development issues like
developing programs for underused urban areas and
ground floors. Herein, the asset of being the political cen-
tre of the country shows, as it is much easier for interest
groups, including entrepreneurial networks, to connect
and work out solutions (informally).

Politically, the city has a long-standing social-
democratic rule which includes almost permanent
positions of key actors like mayors and town coun-
cils. Thereby, strategies form visions that are more risk-
avoidant and less dynamic but have a solid base for long-
term planning.

4.2. Suburban Mobilization

The identity of Legnano is strongly connected to its glori-
ous industrial past. This rhetoric is vivid in the document
issued in the Strategic Plan of Confindustria Lombardia
(Confindustria, 2015). This plan was prepared to inspire
local firms. The territory is represented as homogenous,
and it is described as a macro-region that belongs to
Europe. The aim of promoting a shared identity and a
feeling of attachment is evident.

As in the case of Milan, the territorial capital is
already considered well-developed to trigger growth.
This already existing capital, according to the document,
is fostered by a high-level training tradition and long-
term experience in school-to-work transition. The pro-
posed clustering strategy is suitable for exploiting the
already existing resources, but a cluster implies a shared
identity and vision. The discourse contained in the doc-
ument emphasizes the similarities among the territories,
especially the entrepreneurial spirit, the courage of the
inhabitants and the capacity of sharing experiences and
abilities. Even if ‘territorial cohesion’ does not appear in
the text, this is the only document, among those select-
ed for the analysis in the Italian case, that shows an ori-
entation towards this concept. The strategy describes
the industrial cluster as belonging to and participating in
wider territorial dynamics (mostly European). The reality
constructed is one of a shared identity that would nat-
urally end up in a cluster. This clashes with the general
loss of identity that has characterized the territory since
the 1980s, which worsened after the 2008 financial crisis
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(Tosi & Vitale, 2011). The closure of several firms, increas-
ing unemployment, and the abandoned and empty facto-
ries have undermined the solidity of the ‘entrepreneurial
culture,’ which is still alive in narratives, but emptied in
terms of contents. The investment in local firms that the
discourse promotes clasheswith the delocalizing policies
of recent years.

Some of our interviewees highlight that it is the
wealthy population that dominates the discourse, trying
to push a mobilization of assets that are not there any-
more and are sustained only by a rhetorical representa-
tion. The lack of services or the lack of coordination is
rarely mentioned as a concern:

This narrative of the Legnano entrepreneurs is con-
veyed by the same people over time. They are the
wealthiest people in Legnano, sharing the same inter-
ests. They are a family, not relatives, more a family
bound by interests. It has not changed; it has always
been like that. (ITSub1)

The Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion focuses mainly on
transport and ecological projects. Even though the
Ebreichsdorf Kleinregion is an inter-municipal collab-
oration, its name does not reflect a collective identi-
ty; instead, it names just one municipality, mainly the
municipality of Ebreichsdorf, which seems to be oper-
ating the municipal collaboration strategies. Key agents
are that municipality’s mayor and the municipal coun-
cil. As Ebreichsdorf has the most residents within the
collaboration, it also harvests more financial resources
through taxes. Additionally, its council has good contacts
with Bundesland agencies, which is vital for funding.

The documents (Kleinregion Ebreichsdorf Man-
agement & Emrich Consulting, 2011; Kleinregion
Ebreichsdorf Management & NÖ.regional, 2016)
describe the high standard of living due to the recre-
ational and rural character of the settlements as its ter-
ritorial capital. Assets for both residents and businesses
are the land available for businesses and the proximity to
Vienna. The strategy document from 2015 describes the
increase in residents as a strength, but it does not explicit-
ly address how to use this strength in local development.
This rhetoric is not always shared by our interviewees
and, according to them, especially long-term residents
do not share it (ATSub4).

Strategies indicate the wish for stakeholder involve-
ment. However, the documents do not specify anywhere
who these are and what their role would be, leading to
the assumption that although the Kleinregion manage-
ment knows that stakeholders and civic society need to
be or should be involved, it does not want to or does not
knowhow to activate this collaborative potential: “I think
the individual places…have found their identity, but since
the Kleinregion is relatively different, I do not know if
there is now a common identity” (ATSub3).

Mostly, proposed solutions for local development
revolve around identity-building, marketing, transport

and digital infrastructure, and environmental protec-
tion. The municipalities collaborate to attract business-
es. Renewable energy is also on the agenda of municipal
collaboration, connecting each municipality (ATSub2).

Although Bundesland agencies support their efforts,
internal tensions between municipalities and within
them are clear from document analyses and interviews.
As is evident in the documents, the Kleinregion would
like to have an active community life. Nevertheless, the
documents never mention the active involvement of res-
idents. Instead, there is a clear top-down understanding
with mayors and city council (of one municipality) draft-
ing strategies. Interviewees outline that “there is no actu-
ator, in Ebreichsdorf there is always fragmentation, and
one always waits for something to come from outside
and the basis [for locally based action] is so to speak still
not existent” (ATSub1).

Also, politically, the town councils are fragmented
with split political lines of conservative and progressive
politics. This is evident in regular changes of political lead-
ership in municipal councils, different alliances and spe-
cialized local political factions.

4.3. Rural Mobilization

Oltrepo’ Pavese is struggling with isolation and fragmen-
tation issues. The idea of growth is far from being root-
ed there since not even the idea of a territorial econo-
my is shared by the different communities. The notion
of cohesion and economic growth based on territori-
al assets is usually brought into this context by exter-
nal actors and is not at all interiorized. These external
actors (mostly supra-municipal organizations or founda-
tions from Milan or national programmes) play a vital
role in the attempt to mobilize the local, territorial cap-
ital. However, their efforts are not successful given the
obstacles and the resistance from local actors (most-
ly mayors). According to interviewees, a cultural shift
is needed:

We are trying to make Oltrepo’ known for its territori-
al bio-diversity, meaning the forest, the variety of agri-
cultural products, the animals, the local history, and
tradition. Local authorities seem into it right now, but,
at the same time, they are making arrangements to
host the Enduro Motorcycle Championship next year
that of course clashes with promoting and respecting
biodiversity. (ITRur1)

The Inner Areas Strategy, a national project that aims at
relaunching marginal territories—usually rural or periph-
eral, sees the territory as a “production factor,” including
cultural identity, contextual knowledge, environmental
and social features, which represent pull factors for vir-
tuous flows and foster the competitiveness of the local
economic fabric (Ministry of Territorial Cohesion, 2012).
This strategy for relaunching the territory clashes with
the strong fragmentation that isolates the municipalities
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from each other. Municipalities are suffocated by the
dynamics of clientelism and familism. Local actors are
trapped in historical fights anddivisionswhich keep them
from participating in collaborative projects: “We orga-
nized seminars, meetings, dissemination activities…well,
and only one mayor attended them and participated in
the project, and it is an anomaly because he is very young
and, apparently, he does not care about being voted in
again” (Ministry of Territorial Cohesion, 2012). This com-
ment indicates that the only concern among mayors is
being re-elected rather than engaging in innovative initia-
tives. The contrast between the official document glori-
fying a neglected territorial capital and the interviewees’
narrative about disinvestment by local actors is striking.

The Waldviertler Kernland Kleinregion has a long
history of bottom-linked regional planning. Well estab-
lished since 2001, the rural case collaboration’s focus is
to foster cohesion, the local economy and demograph-
ic growth. Local-based development has an even longer
history there, as key actors for regional development
in Austria started this pursuit in 1982 (Gerhardter &
Gruber, 2000). Small businesses and local initiatives play
a big role as their impact is more significant on the
community. Documents further highlight nature, agri-
cultural products and traditions as assets as well as
family life in the countryside (Kleinregion Waldviertler
Kernland Management, 2012, 2016; NÖ.regional, 2015).
There is no outlined pursuit of large company settlement
(Gerhardter & Gruber, 2000). Instead, we found a ‘can-
do-on-our-own’ attitude, which is also part of the per-
ceived territorial capital and proud identity both in docu-
ments and interviews (KleinregionWaldviertler Kernland
Management, 2016): “Well, one says of the Waldviertler
that he is hard-working…modest, without taking it to
extremes….‘AWaldviertler is three people’….In truth, our
potential is the people and the mentality of the people
that come from here” (ATRur1).

Even though the strategies have limited influence on
specific sectoral policy elements, there is a rather high
mobilization rate when it comes to promoting territori-
al capital. Key agents and stakeholders are limited to a
handful of people who also have intersecting roles with-
in the communities.

Politically, municipal councils have quite a constant
political representation with not much diversity or
change of the local political leadership. This more fixed
conservative rule inmostmunicipalities is not just a polit-
ical ideology that remains constant; personnel and key
actors also stay quite constant. This affects the stream-
lining of regional development strategies, especially for
mobilizing territorial capital:

There are verymany Kleinregionen that just do a bit of
municipal cooperation. Others, like us, have put it on
a completely different level…we are also taking action
in other areas….The government of Lower Austria
does not always welcome that….The Kleinregionen
mainly have the task of municipal cooperation…in our

case this is far more advanced and much more wide-
ly spread than is actually desired by the Bundesland
government. (ATRur2)

Unlike the Austrian suburban case, the rural case does
not incorporate the Bundesland discourse well. Local key
actors try to improve local development creatively and
show a high level of mobilization. These actors are not
solely civilian but have intersecting responsibilities, roles
and networks across the communities, businesses and
public authorities. This allows them to mobilize local
assets and effectively influence local development from
strategy planning to implementation. Nevertheless, the
issues concerning the rural case are not well transferred
upwards to the regional or federal level.

5. Intra-Regional and Inter-Regional Comparison

Not surprisingly, the urban cases, Milan and Vienna, are
united by a developed local knowledge economy. They
have fostered partnerships between public and private
sectors (Milan) and between unions and commerce inter-
est groups (Vienna). In general, they display a consider-
able capacity for getting stakeholders to work towards
a common goal. Nevertheless, there is a strong contrast
in both cases between the rhetoric describing an inclu-
sive network and the reality that shows, instead, a frag-
mented and not very inclusive community. There is con-
siderable stress on the role of innovation and technology
in the official discourse, but it is hardly embedded in a
clear, socially inclusive strategy. In both cases, cohesion
is mostly interpreted as being social rather than territo-
rial: ‘Territorial cohesion’ is almost never referred to in
official documents. The two cities differ, instead, in terms
of the role of the local authority: In the case of Milan,
the municipality plays a detached role, although local
authorities are officially in charge of leading alliances.
This is linked to the idea of leaving more space and pow-
er to non-institutional actors, but it is also due to the
high turn-over that characterizes the city’s administra-
tion. Vienna, on this point, reveals a different pattern,
with key actors in administration having almost perma-
nent positions. This leads to long-term, less fragmented
and time-constrained planning, increasing the ability to
build long-lasting networks. In our urban cases, territori-
al capital seems to be mobilized and exploited success-
fully but they still fail to address the matter of inclusion
and social cohesion consistently. Especially in Milan, this
mobilization fails to promote equality, but rather it fos-
ters polarization and the impoverishment and exclusion
of the already marginalized population.

Suburban contexts share a perceived high standard
of living. They also have in common the proximity to
main regional centres and available land for new busi-
ness activities. In both cases, strategies for growth are
settled by interest groups that use identity-building pro-
cesses as a tool tomobilize capital. The effects are contro-
versial: In the Italian case, the identity constructed and
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spread by interest groups is representative only of the
wealthy part of the population. This discourse excludes
a large part of the population. In the Austrian case, the
internal tension betweenmunicipalities has led to a frag-
mented landscape, and themobilization of cognitive cap-
ital remains low or limited to influential public and busi-
ness actors.

The two rural cases are significantly different in terms
of local-based development. The Austrian case has been
engaged in fostering cohesion, local economy and demo-
graphic growth since 2001 and even before that as far
as local development is concerned. The rural Italian
case has been neglected over the last few years, and
inhabitants are accustomed to a mentality of out-ward
immigration, accepting the demographic decline and
marginalization of the territory. In the Austrian case, the
identity draws on the self-made rhetoric that is perceived
as the territorial capital, more like the Italian suburban
case, than the rural one. In the Italian rural case, there is
no tradition of entrepreneurial spirit, and this is also one
reason for the apparent lack of interest in local growth.
Here, attempts to exploit the local assets are made by
external actors in the nameof regional interests, but they
are notmeetwith enthusiasmor the engagement of local
stakeholders. This last point is due to high and historical
fragmentation between municipalities and a lack of col-
laboration, typical of several rural areas in Europe (Copus
& de Lima, 2015; Kristensen, Dubois, & Teräs, 2019). Key
agents and stakeholders of the Austrian case, instead,
have intersecting and quite permanent roles within the
communities, which benefits collaborations (similar to
the Viennese city administration).

6. Conclusion: Fragmentation, Civic Involvement and
Identity in Mobilization

While comparisons between material capital cannot
translate into improving cohesion policies, given the
diversity in size, natural assets, demographic trends and
history, comparing mobilization strategies sheds light on
pushing or hindering factors to beneficial uses of endoge-
nous territorial capital. Therefore, identifying these fac-
tors in mechanisms of mobilization contributes to devel-
oping place-sensitive development strategies.

Narratives contained in public documents consider-
ably stress the idea of a shared identity, regardless of
the scale of the localities. If this narrative is shared by
all local stakeholders, the mobilization of capital is more
likely to be successful. Nevertheless, being an identity dis-
course conveyed only by specific stakeholders (e.g. busi-
ness groups) or external actors that push for econom-
ic growth, the outcomes hardly foster social and terri-
torial cohesion. This is evident in our urban and subur-
ban cases. There, the dynamic does not include all local
cognitive assets. Some of them, alongside with their ter-
ritories, remain excluded from the overall mobilization
efforts. This exclusion might be mitigated by the lead-
ing role of the authorities in places that suffer from frag-

mentation (Milan and Vienna) and high turn-over (Milan).
Fragmentation plays a pivotal role in hindering the efforts
for mobilizing the capital. The Austrian suburban case
and the Italian rural case are clear examples of that.

The lack of a shared identity weakens the efforts
made by a single municipality (Ebreichsdorf) and exter-
nal stakeholders (Oltrepo’ Pavese). As highlighted by the
interviews, the rhetoric spread by these actors is not
shared by most residents, mayors or council representa-
tives. Often, this results in the implementation of strate-
gies and projects that clash with cohesion policy goals.
Participation seems a key issue then. While civil society
seems much livelier in cities, still it suffers from exclu-
sion dynamics with some actors holding considerably
more power and access to key networks, usually linked
to economic resources. In smaller areas (suburban and
rural), we find very different trends that relate again to
fragmentation dynamics. Therefore, it is vital to identify
inequality dynamics early on, in order to develop more
successful locally-sensitive strategies for regional devel-
opment. Not only in terms of fruitfulmobilization of terri-
torial capital but also in promoting cohesive and sustain-
able development.

Studies on mobilization strategies should consider
the cognitive aspects of territorial capital and its con-
tribution to local development. How policies enhance
growth and cohesion, how they are built and conveyed
(by which actors) is a relevant piece of the puzzle in
understanding why territorial capital is mobilized suc-
cessfully or not. What and who is excluded by the narra-
tives is an important indicator as well as what is stressed
and who the main conveyors of the discourse are. If
growth policies are actually exclusive, they leave behind
the weakest parts of the community, resulting in hinder-
ing cohesion. This exclusion is already built into somenar-
ratives that promote local growth policies.
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1. Introduction

In this article we argue that the context and cultures
for collective action and local leadership sets limita-
tions on the mobilization of territorial capital (Camagni,
2017; Servillo, Atkinson, & Hamdouch, 2017; Servillo,
Atkinson, & Russo, 2012) and what local communities
can achieve vis-à-vis their interaction with local gov-

ernment, thus generating different learning spaces for
addressing social cohesion and inclusion. Using a case
study approach of two rural localities, West Dorset in
England and Lemvig in Denmark, we examine how place
identity reflects both settlement structures and rela-
tions to territorial governance at different spatial levels.
Understanding place identity as a dimension of ‘collec-
tive efficacy’ (Sampson, 2011) we investigate the role col-
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lective efficacy has for social and territorial cohesion in
rural areas. Sampson has coined the concept Collective
efficacy as a link between mutual trust, shared expecta-
tions among residents and willingness to intervene and
interact (Sampson & Morenoff, 1997). This means actu-
ally lived social relations have an impact on neighbour-
hood and places (Sampson, 2011). Collective efficacy is
a composite measure of activity patterns/routines, orga-
nizational infrastructure, social networks, and segrega-
tion/resource stratification. In contrast to endogenous
notions of local development, which tended to empha-
sise the dominant role of external actors and powerful
local actors and often excluded other local participants,
neo-endogenous development emphasises participatory
bottom-up development (Ray, 2006). Thus at local level
a wider range of actors are involved in identifying and
mobilizing local resources. This does not mean excluding
the input of extra-local resources, but seeks to reduce
dependence on extra-local actors in the form of eco-
nomic structures and political and administrative net-
works at different scales. In this article we argue that it
is important to understand the specific local dynamics
of what communities can achieve vis-à-vis their interac-
tion with local leadership and government as this inter-
action generates possibilities for addressing issues relat-
ed to economic, social and territorial cohesionwithin the
framework of neo-endogenous development (Ray, 2006).
We show through the two case studies in West Dorset
and Lemvig how the interaction between rural cohesion
and local leadership vary in the two contexts generating
varied conditions for neo-endogenous development.

Our two cases are different in size and population,
West Dorset in much bigger than Lemvig. However,
despite their differences they share a common set of
challenges regarding settlement and economic struc-
tures. Thus, the comparative case study in this article
illustrates the importance of looking at the character of
local social infrastructures and how they are connected
to or conditioned by non-local government structures to
understand questions of economic growth and quality of
life or cohesion (Bosworth et al., 2016).

We begin with a review of existing literature which
frames our case studies, outlining the discussion on how
to understand the rural, the importance of networks
and social capital in neo-endogenous development, col-
lective efficacy and leadership. Secondly, we describe
national factors framing rural development in Denmark
and England. In section three we outline our methodol-
ogy before presenting the two cases. This is followed by
two sections comparing the cases focusing on collective
efficacy and identity, and forms of local leadership.

2. Rural Neo-Endogenous Development, Collective
Efficacy and Place-Based Leadership

One of the first issues we are confronted with is what
do we mean by rural. Some writers have questioned the
relevance of rural as a meaningful category in modern

advanced industrial nations (e.g., Pahl, 1968). However,
as has become increasingly clear, there are distinct pat-
terns of social and economic relationships that distin-
guish urban from rural areas, albeit that these categories
need to be treated with care as they entail within them
a plurality of different relationships between and with-
in the categories of urban and rural. “The rural is—
just as the urban—not homogeneous and universal, it is
highly socially and culturally differentiated” (Pahl, 1968).
Moreover, the very definition of place entails a series of
difficult choices (cf. Servillo et al., 2017). However, broad-
ly speaking in this article we agree with the approach
adopted by Copus and de Lima (2015, p. 3) who argue:
“The concept of rural areas…is inherently socioeconom-
ic and has more to do with settlement patterns, ways
of life and culture, than with land use, landscape, envi-
ronment or particular economic activities” (Copus & de
Lima, 2015).

As Ray (2006) has argued, social capital is at the cen-
tre of neo-endogenous development, but also calls for
critical research into how and in what ways social capi-
tal is a driver of territorial development. This is also sup-
ported by other studies emphasising variations in bond-
ing and bridging capital and locally anchored place identi-
ty (Rivera, Knickel, Díaz-Puente, & Afonso, 2019; Winther
& Svendsen, 2012). Similarly, Bosworth et al. (2016) place
networks and their social capital at the heart of rural neo-
endogenous development. However, most rural areas are
not only defined by their territorial characteristics and cul-
ture, but by their extra-local contexts, their connections
to the vertical politico-administrative planes (Ray, 2006).

The interaction between local culture, place attach-
ment and character of local networks is similarly
important to Sampson’s concept of collective efficacy
(Sampson, 2011). For Sampson, the root of the collec-
tive efficacy of an area is “the intersection of practices
and social meanings with a spatial context” (Sampson,
2011, p. 230). This aspect of face-to-face interaction is
inherently better understood in small units where peo-
ple recognise others than in large, anonymous units.
Networks have to be activated in order to be meaning-
ful and in this sense, collective efficacy can be defined
as a link between mutual trust, shared expectations
among residents and willingness to intervene and inter-
act (Sampson & Morenoff, 1997).

Organisational density and levels of participation in
relation to these organisations are crucial, as organ-
isational density is not an equivalent to coordinated
action for local interests (Sampson, 2011). Sampson and
Morenoff (1997) have constructed a measure of collec-
tive efficacy combining informant ratings of the capaci-
ty for informal social control with social cohesion. This
means that network-density, attachment to place, civic
participation, disorder, organisational density, identity
and capacity for collective action are variable and ana-
lytically separable from structural variables and possible
consequences. In this way, the concept of collective effi-
cacy is an answer to the most dominating critique of
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social capital (Woolcock, 1998) as it manages to avoid
both being a matter of morality and being per se some-
thing good and desirable. The composite (and complex)
measure is composed of different dimensions and has to
be investigated locally and in relation to a problem or a
variable before it can be defined as desirable or not.

The conceptual framework of this article is focused
on understanding place-based leadership as a combina-
tion of local leadership and collective efficacy. Local lead-
ership has been addressed in different ways. Grillitsch
and Sotarauta (2020) distinguish between innovative
entrepreneurship, institutional entrepreneurship and
place-based leadership as the main drivers of local
and regional changes, highlighting that these dimen-
sions might be of relevance in understanding why some
regions diverge fromwhat could be expected. Thus, they
call for more research on agency, their embeddedness in
multi-scalar networks and institutional contexts, which
creates regional growth-paths (Grillitsch & Sotarauta,
2020). Potluka, Kalman,Musiałkowska, and Idczak (2017)
point out that “successful local leadership must share
power, have visions and good communication skills and
finally have political support including funding and strate-
gic networks” (Potluka et al., 2017, p. 298). Specifically,
the authors point to the need for more research on
the long-term impact that local governancemechanisms,
and involvement of civil society and non-profit leaders
have on economic development and governmental effi-
ciency (Potluka et al., 2017). Beer et al. (2019) identify
the features of place leadership as a system that directs
but does not determine outcomes. This system guides
actors and their behaviour and embraces deeply embed-
ded cultural values, including attitudes to social inclusion,
unions, the willingness to provide financial incentives to
private enterprises and the perception of political risk
(Beer et al., 2019). Leadership is a seen as amatter of rela-
tionships and social interaction in the places that people
actually live, work and play. Or as Collinge and Gibney
(2010) argue building on Agnew (2005), the degree to
which local leadership is able to draw on the different
dimensions of place as locality, locale and sense of place
are crucial dimensions of area development.

A consistent line in these contributions is an
approach to leadership of rural development that empha-
sise it as a collective endeavour and social interaction,
local networks, local cultures as soft factors that should
be taken into account in combination with structural and
institutional factors. Thus, we argue that the soft fac-
tors are combined in the concept of collective efficacy
(Sampson, 2011), as this concept highlights both the role
of place identity, collective organisations, the propensity
for collective action and relations to vertical scales.

2.1. National Contexts for Rural Cohesion in Denmark
and England

It is important to consider wider national factors as they
place important structural limitations on the relative

autonomy of places. Both localities have experienced the
impacts of varieties of neoliberal planning, while in the
UK there has been a sustained period of austerity result-
ing in a significant reduction in resources from central
government. Moreover, in Demark there is a high level
of local welfare services whereas the picture is very dif-
ferent in the English case. Furthermore, Denmark is char-
acterized by close interlocking relations between local
government, business and civil society, this is less so
in England where centralization of powers in tandem
with a dramatic restructuring of service delivery forms
(e.g., contracting out, privatisation) have had damaging
effects on these types of interlocking relations.

2.1.1. National Context for Rural Cohesion in Denmark

The 2007municipal reform (called the Structural Reform)
reduced the number of Danish municipalities, all coun-
ties were abolished and the territorial administration
went from a three-tier to a two-tier system between
state and municipalities. The majority of tasks of territo-
rial governance were transferred to the new and bigger
municipalities (Andersen, Maloutas, Raco, & Tasan-Kok,
2008; Olesen, 2012). Five new regions were established
to administer a number of remaining regional tasks
(mainly health). With the 2015 revision of the Danish
Planning Act there was an increased focus on planning
for growth (Olesen & Carter, 2018). Regional growth
forums were introduced as soft planning spaces (Olesen
& Carter, 2018) later turning into business houses with
the latest devolvement of growth planning to inter-
municipal collaboration. This means that the Ministry of
Business oversees rural development, while local author-
ities retain their autonomy in the implementation of
rural development programmes. The existing framework
of collaborative and participatory approaches to physi-
cal planning was retained. All physical plans are devel-
oped through a hearing process that gives the public the
possibility to influence local planning. This means that
a collaborative and participatory approach to territorial
development is a natural framework for territorial gover-
nance in Denmark. Municipalities have within nationally-
decided frames relative autonomy in setting tax rates
and prioritizing between welfare services locally, and a
complex inter-municipal reimbursement system ensures
good quality welfare services even in more remote areas
of the country, such as Lemvig. The consequence of this
is that Lemvig, like other Danish municipalities, has a rel-
atively high level of autonomy when it comes to devel-
oping territorial development strategies. Lemvig munici-
pality is steeped in a form of national path dependency
that favours balanced growth and a welfarist emphasis
on equity and social inclusion.

The overall goal of the national rural development
programme is to support balanced and smart growth
in both economic and employment terms in rural areas.
However, these more economic goals are explicitly
intertwined with ambitions to generate spatial justice

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 229–241 231

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


through more balanced development and fair access
to services—what they term framing conditions for liv-
ing in the rural areas (Miljø-og Fødevare ministeriet,
Agency, 2014). The programme draws on EU rural devel-
opment funds which, together with national funds, aims
to improve territorial cohesion between urban and rural
areas by making rural areas more attractive to live in and
by supporting the development of culture and leisure
services. The programme is organized as pools of funds,
which stakeholders and local communities have to orga-
nize to apply to. Formally organized in the ‘local action
groups,’ which covers several municipalities, Lemvig is
part of the Lemvig Ringkøbing Skjern local action groups.

2.1.2. National Context for Rural Development UK

Local governance in England is divided between a uni-
tary system (local government at a single level) and a
´two-tier´ system of counties (upper tier) and districts
(lower tier) with each tier responsible for different ser-
vices. This split is reflected in the budgets and resources
managed and controlled at these different spatial levels.
Since reorganisation in 2019, when the Dorset County
Council was abolished, West Dorset is part of Dorset
Council which combines the powers of upper and low-
er tier authorities. Our case study falls within recent
rounds of neoliberalism which is characterized by “a vari-
ety of market supportive state forms and modes of
governance” (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2013, p. 11).
At sub-national level, since 1979, these developments
have significantly restructured and reduced the role of
local government, entailing changes in the way services
are delivered (e.g., through contracting out, developing
delivery partnerships with a range of private, communi-
ty and voluntary sector organisations). Moreover, post-
2010 and under an austerity regime, there has been a sig-
nificant reduction in local authority autonomy and bud-
gets, leaving community/voluntary sector organisations
to attempt to pick up the slack (see, for overviews, Gray
& Barford, 2018; Laffin, 2016; McGimpsey, 2017).

In England, rural policy falls under the control of
Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs and
its Rural Development Programme for England pro-
vides funds for projects to improve agriculture, the
environment and rural life. However, the major empha-
sis has been on agriculture with some projects on
reviving/supporting rural market towns. Since 2011,
sub-regional partnership arrangements existed with
the establishment of Local Economic Partnerships
(LEPs). These bodies were intended to be business led
and reflect the functional economic geographies of
their localities. Dorset has the Dorset Local Enterprise
Partnership although its territorial scope incorporates
more than one functional economic area. A House of
Lords (2019) report argued for a more place-based rural
strategy noting that successive governments lacked a
coherent strategy on rural areas (see, also, Morris, 2017;
Shucksmith, 2019). This is a new turn as the concept of

territorial cohesion has been more or less absent from
UK policy discourse.

3. Methodological Considerations

The research for this article originates from an ongo-
ing EU project COHSMO investigating the relationship
between territorial cohesion, urbanization and inequal-
ity in seven countries. In each country case studies were
carried out in a rural, suburban and urban area. The chal-
lenge of conducting cross-national comparison is that
the definition of rural differs between countries, and that
the administrative units vary greatly. Thus, in England,
the local government districts are vastly greater than in
Denmark, for example, and there is no regional govern-
ment. However, the choice of case areas was made with
emphasis on the following criteria:

• Lowpopulation density (belowmedian for the con-
sidered region);

• Tendency for out-migration (perhaps depopulating
character);

• Role of agriculture (measured by employment
structure and land use) higher than median in the
considered region.

Both case studies are representative of rural localities
within their own national contexts. Our comparison is
based on the differences and similarities in ‘conditions,’
‘processes’ and ‘outputs’ that characterize those two
localities despite their differences in size and population,
with a particular focus on the interaction between place
identity, culture for participation, collective efficacy and
structures of local leadership.

In each area, we began our research with a desk
based review of a range of general documents relat-
ed to demographic and settlement structure, problems
and challenges facing each area, key strategic policy doc-
uments and any associated documents. Having done
this, we moved to the stage of carrying out interviews
with key individuals from a range of public, private and
community and voluntary organisations. We employed
a snowballing technique to generate additional inter-
views. A total of 20 interviews were carried out in West
Dorset. The sample included six community/voluntary
actors, eight public sector actors and 6 business actors,
each of whom held a senior position within their organi-
sation (e.g., senior officer, project manager). The Danish
case study of Lemvig included a total of 24 interviews.
The sample included five business actors, five active citi-
zens and 14 governance actors (spanning policy makers,
civil servants and other key governance actors).

The interviews were semi-structured following the
same guidelines in all seven countries based around com-
mon topics. These topics included exploring the role of
territorial capital, how local actors would characterize
life chances and possible segregation, the coordination
and involvement of both local communities and busi-
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ness actors in territorial governance, the adaptive com-
petence of local government to changing conditions, and
relations to other scales.

4. Rural Case Studies: Lemvig and West Dorset

Our research focuses on two rural case study areas,
Lemvig municipality in Denmark and West Dorset in
England, and explores the contextual conditions structur-
ing the development of rural cohesion in these localities.
Table 1 summarises the key characteristics of these two
rural localities in relation to population, demographic,
economic and political structure, territorial governance
and territorial strengths and weaknesses.

4.1. Lemvig, Denmark

Lemvig is a rural area in the West Coast of Jutland with
the town of Lemvig, the only town in the municipali-
ty with more than 2,500 inhabitants, being located at

the entry to the fjord named Limfjorden (see Figure 1).
Lemvig is surrounded by the North Sea and Limfjorden.
By land, Lemvig is peripherally located in terms of con-
nectivity to major roads and airports.

Lemvig is a town struggling with a paradoxical prob-
lem of being a very well run municipality with a strong
local economy, sufficient jobs and substantial services,
on the one hand, and on the other experiencing a decline
in population, with the total population expected to
decrease by 9% in the next ten years. Young peoplemove
from Lemvig to larger cities of Denmark for further edu-
cation and tend not to return to Lemvig after completing
their studies. Environmental capital is high in Lemvig—
farm land is of high quality; fish stocks are good; and the
wind atlas of Lemvig shows the highest wind speed in
the country, which is ideal for wind turbines. Lemvig is
characterized by political stability, policy integration and
economic cautiousness, and easy engagement of local
community and businesses in development strategies.
The town also works closely with other municipalities in

Table 1. Key characteristics of Lemvig and West Dorset.

Name Lemvig (Municipality), Denmark West Dorset (District Council), UK

Population 20,000 inhabitants 101,382 inhabitants

Density 39.30/km2 94/km2

Size 508.80km2 1083.9 km2

Geography Peripheral rural area; low degree of
urbanization (30% residents live in rural
areas)

Peripheral rural area; low degree of
urbanization (31% residents in isolated rural
communities); dispersed settlement
structure of small towns and villages

Demography Declining and aging population (25.54%
over 65)

Declining and aging population (29.8%
over 65)

Economic structure Good local economy with very high
employment and productivity scores;
predominance of jobs in the primary sector

Declining economy; large public sector
workforce with many private sector SMEs;
low GVA and productivity; affordability gap

Local electoral system Proportional electoral system Majoritarian electoral system for the council
district (not individual towns)

Territorial assets High levels of environmental capital—high
quality farm land and coastal resources with
potential for further tourism development;
culture of entrepreneurialism

High levels of environmental capital—large
areas of protected landscape, outstanding
coastal area (Jurassic Coast) and cultural
heritage with potential for further tourism
development

Territorial weaknesses Depopulation—loss of young people and
labour shortage issues

Very fragmented spatial structure—issues of
connectivity and accessibility

Territorial Governance Strong territorial governance; high level of
service and infrastructure; strong tradition of
community involvement and partnership
working

Weak and fragmented territorial governance;
services shared between councils and a range
of partnerships; lack of political leadership
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Figure 1. Location of the Municipality of Lemvig, Denmark. Source: The Danish Agency for Data Supply and Efficiency
(2020).

Western Jutland as there is an awareness that everyone
gains from cooperation rather than competition. This is
formalised in the Business Region MidtVest, and in the
municipal coordination council, both with advisory com-
petencies rather than decision making power.

4.2. West Dorset

West Dorset is a diverse rural area largely made up of
small towns, villages and hamlets. The largest town is
Dorchester with a population of almost 20,000 while the
remaining towns have populations under 10,000. Overall,
the degree of urbanization in West Dorset is low with a
highly dispersed settlement structure and a low popula-
tion density.

As noted in Table 1 in demographic terms West
Dorset has an aging population and is also losing quali-
fied young people (a brain drain), it is considered to be
a retirement area. In economic terms, West Dorset is
characterized by a predominance of public sector jobs
and a large proportion of SME’s, and although 40% of
employed residents in the district are classified as high
skill occupations there is a reported shortage of labour
with relevant skills or training. Furthermore, productivi-
ty and wage levels are lower than the national average.

West Dorset is rich in environmental capital related
to its rural and cultural heritage. However, West Dorset
faces problems as a result of a declining economy with
low levels of pay, connectivity and service accessibility,
and a very fragmented spatial structure, which translates
into inequalities across the area.

A significant weakness in the area is the lack of polit-
ical leadership which has inhibited the emergence of
effective forms of territorial governance. This is partly
a result of a lack of capacity within local government.
But it also reflects divisions within the business sector
due to its atomized structure that make it difficult for it
to collectively represent its interests, the locally organ-
ised focus of much of the community and voluntary sec-
tor that means they cannot take a strategic view of how
they fit into the wider needs of the area, combined with
a fragmented settlement structure and the prevalence
of local identities. Together, these factors have worked
to hinder the strategic development of the area in a
way that addresses its collective problems. This has been
compounded by the fact that coordination and collab-
oration within local government and with other stake-
holders was/is often limited, intermittent and vertical
and horizontal partnerships and joint working is relative-
ly weak.

5. Collective Efficacy, Identity and Leadership in Lemvig
and West Dorset

A central element in linkages among groups in rural loca-
tions is that they cut across organisations, actor types
and differences in power, providing opportunities for
crosscutting interaction and coordination. The way this
crosscutting interaction takes place in the specific, rural
locations are related to the local degree of collective effi-
cacy, local identity and local strategies for addressing
issues and problems.
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Figure 2. Location of West Dorset, United Kingdom. Source: The Danish Agency for Data Supply and Efficiency (2020).

5.1. Collective Efficacy and Identity

Lemvig ranks among the municipalities with the highest
share of locally active residents in Denmark (Jakobsen,
Sørensen, & Johansen, 2014). Our research identified a
high degree of interlocking and interdependent relations
between entrepreneurs, business stakeholders, commu-
nity stakeholders, NGO’s and local public authorities.
There is a mentality of taking care of problems in these
varied and local webs of social relations—something
that is described as built on “the mentality of being
self-employed farmers or fishermen located in a remote
part of the country where you are not used to getting
help” (interview with community actor, 24 August 2018).
Another factor is the long history of associational cul-
ture. The area is the birthplace of the co-opmovement in
Denmark, which has not only resulted in benefits for the
farmers and many educational facilities along the West
Coast but has also been a key condition for the Danish
wind industry more recently. This historical identity of
the area is presented as a reason for the taking responsi-
bility mentality and for participating in local affairs. This
explanation is linked to a certain culture of necessity
related to the geographical remoteness of themunicipali-
ty: They have tomanage things themselves as no onewill
come and help because the municipality is too small and
too remote. Many narratives in the interviews centred
on a capability to fend for oneself and the local communi-
ty, and related this to historical path dependencies con-
ditioned by the material surroundings and dependence
on natural conditions, which is exacerbated by recent cli-
mate challenges. This becomes an incorporated part of
habitus in the areas along the West Coast, and result in

an attitude of “if we want to get something done then
we have to do it ourselves”:

There is sort of a self-enforcing power, which I think is
interesting, because where there is will, there is abili-
ty. There has to be an institutional foundation, but at
the same time this institutional foundation should not
be driven, if there are passionate and engaged actors
in it. I think this area has succeeded in gathering all
the public and private actors in different types of net-
work groups, which there aremany of in this area, and
where there is a surprisingly good turnout.We are not
talking about the exclusive network groups you might
see in other locations. (Interview with local business
actor, 27 September 2018)

There is a danger these types of networks result either
in exclusive old-boys clubs or clientelism. However, the
interview material counters both such tendencies. The
mind-set of self-reliance and the widespread prefer-
ences for an informal and open character of local social
life is explained as an outcome of several local circum-
stances. One explanation is the culture of necessity out-
lined above. Another is the lack of pronounced social divi-
sions or class differenceswith only a few very rich people.
Everyone seems interested in investing in the local area
with rich citizens being no exception. A third explanation
is the informal and proactive way the local authority acts
towards difficult issues. Authorities reach out to other
sectors and central actors, thus contributing to the main-
tenance of local networks. In Lemvig, there is a strong
preference for an informal, open and dynamic character
of local networks. The informal way of networking and
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the limited size of the population is of vital importance
for the development of a wide range of interlocking rela-
tions between business, community and public authori-
ty actors.

The short distances between central actors and dif-
ferent sectors aswell as the informal character of collabo-
ration give local networks a sense of familiarity. Everyone
knows everyone, and it is a core value to act for the com-
mon good of the locality. The local mind-set is marked
by shared expectations and mutual trust, even between
individuals that are of different political orientations:

There are not that many farmers left in the municipal-
ity but the old culture of the co-operative movement,
non-profit organisations and the whole association-
al life still plays a role—it is like a generation or just
half a generation closer in the memory than in many
other places. It also has to do with the low residen-
tial density in the sense that you cannot hide or skive.
It is a transparent milieu and it is easy to distinguish
between the ones that who are doing the hard work
and the ones that are not. (Interview with local head
of school, 26 September 2018)

A strong tradition for participation in local associations
and in non-profit organisations persists and many local
attractions and cultural institutions are mainly run by
volunteers. For example, the volunteer society around
Bovbjerg Lighthouse (with 150 volunteers), which is a
thriving cultural centre and beacon for the area. Here
the active resident heading Bovbjerg Lighthouse explains
how the success depends not only on the amount of
volunteers, but that intermediaries (Bosworth et al.,
2016) with connections to local decisions makers were
able to lobby national and local authorities so that buy-
ing and preserving the old lighthouse building became
a possibility:

There are three factors involved in its success from
my perspective. That it was locally engaged residents
who saw the potential and put things in motion, that
there are social relations running all the way through
the municipality and which you can mobilize and
activate, and the interplay between political author-
ities, municipality, state, and region. Those three fac-
tors: entrepreneurs, the social capital and the inter-
play with the authorities, were crucial for its success.
(Interview active resident, 23 August 2018)

In this way it was not only the entrepreneurial ideas of
local residents, but their interlocking networks to deci-
sion makers who provided the legal and financial back-
up that was crucial for its success. Place narratives and
place identities become prominent features in explain-
ing the high level of collective efficacy. Moreover, when
the narratives of engagement become the dominant cul-
tural narratives of place, people also align themselves
with these narratives. Thus the ability to mobilize this

form of meaning-making and entrepreneurial peasant
culture and broadening this into something that is an
identity of the Lemvig community (Kumpulainen & Soini,
2019) is central to why Lemvig has managed to pros-
per despite depopulation and difficulties in attracting
businesses; something they have in common with other
coastal regions with the same natural conditions.

While there are large numbers of community organ-
isations and stakeholders in West Dorset, their focus is
very local and the lack of a collective West Dorset identi-
ty makes it difficult to identify common interests around
whichmore over-arching forms of collectivemobilisation
can be organised. Thus, the overall levels of collective
efficacy are relatively low and this has impacts on the life
chances of the more disadvantaged sectors of the area’s
population and creates inequalities in terms of service
access for the more disadvantaged groups in the area.
These have been accentuated by the impacts of long-
term austerity policies that have seen a dramatic reduc-
tion in the budgets of local service providers and a focus
by local authorities on statutory service provision. These
reductions in support for local government has negative-
ly impacted on collective efficacy, not only in terms of
local government’s own capacity, but also through reduc-
tions in support to community organisations making it
difficult for this sector to work with both local govern-
ment and other community organisations.

There are a few positive examples of local collective
action in some towns (e.g., Bridport) where mobilisa-
tion has taken place around local forms of development
and the preparation of Neighbourhood Plans. These local
attempts at developing place-based strategies have influ-
enced local government policy resulting in improved
partnership working in some towns. However, these ini-
tiatives have often been led by resourceful and well
connected individuals who might be described as social
entrepreneurs (e.g., Bridport) with some Town Council
support, but they are the exception rather than the rule.

In Bridport’s case I’d put it down to one particular
character who was involved in a number of different
groups and was very, very passionate and very driven
and, actually, I see his footprint in, not only Bridport,
but in a number of other initiatives that happen in
the area. (Interview with Local government economic
regeneration officer, 9 September 2018)

Generally speaking, the community sector finds it diffi-
cult to agree on common issues/problems, develop col-
lective responses to them that transcend particular local-
ities and collectively represent their interests to local gov-
ernment, thus undermining collective efficacy.

Regarding identity, a fragmented settlement struc-
ture and the prevalence of local identities have translat-
ed into a lack of cohesiveness and collective identity in
West Dorset. There are amultitude of community organi-
sations but these tend to be based on towns, villages and
hamlets with an overwhelming focus on the issues and
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problems of the locality: “If…I had to really characterise
Dorset, you’ve got enormously independent towns with
a great sense of self-identity, but not necessarily pulling
in the same direction” (interviewwith community leader,
9 September 2018).

What this implies is that despite the high levels
of institutional capital in small places there is a rather
inward looking climate thatmitigates against wider coop-
eration and joint working between smaller places as part
of the territorial governance of this largely rural area.

The above descriptions of the degree of collective
efficacy can be summarized in the table below. Because
collective efficacy is a composite measure, West Dorset
is characterized as having a low level of collective effica-
cy. This is because the high number of active organiza-
tions is fragmented leading to a lack of collective vision
and collective connections to local and regional gover-
nance. Reversely, Lemvig is characterized by a high lev-
el of collective efficacy as the interlocking relations facil-
itate collective action for local development. Different
compositions of the elements of collective efficacy set
different contexts for how forms of local leadership can
mobilize territorial capital in order to improve territori-
al cohesion.

5.2. Forms of Local Leadership

Mobilizing local leadership is, as Beer and Clower (2014)
note, a matter of focusing on leadership rather than on
leaders. Further, this is connected closely to collabora-
tion, power sharing and trust in the formation of horizon-
tally based leadership coalitions (Beer & Clower, 2014).
Nations marked by strong centralized systems of gov-
ernment are more likely to experience local leadership
deficits (Beer & Clower, 2014). The latter is very rele-
vant in the case of West Dorset. The centralized system
of government focuses on specified outputs and out-
comes at the expense of a strategic approach to the
challenges and opportunities confronting West Dorset.
Placeswhere power is centralized are less likely to accom-

modate the emergence of local leaders andmore likely to
follow modes of government that hinder local initiatives
(Beer & Clower, 2014). This is critical in relation to West
Dorset being subject to the UK New Public Management
mode of government preoccupied with rules and regula-
tions because it does not functionwell in the rapid chang-
ing, information rich, knowledge intensive society and
economy (Stimson, Stough, & Salazar, 2009)

There is a pragmatic approach to strategic gover-
nance in Lemvig focusing on doing things and solving
problems rather than producing a lot of policy strategies.
Overall, the strategy is related to the refusal to be periph-
eral. Lemvig wants to use its location and size proactively
emphasising the advantages of being small and agile. The
municipal council of Lemvig is highly engaged in territo-
rial development of the municipality. For example, the
municipality has been the catalyst for generating rela-
tions between local businesses and universities in bigger
cities. They have invited people from higher education as
pathfinders in order to generate common knowledge of
the university systems. According to our interview with
the local government chief executive, the aim is to attract
employees with higher education to the area and to
show young local people that there are jobs to return to.
Moreover, themunicipality has a proactive planning poli-
cy when it comes to the attraction of new businesses and
securing high quality services for the villages they believe
will continue to thrive. Another example is in relation to
the climate industry and sustainability. Here, the vision-
ary ideas of the former mayor together with a group of
entrepreneurs creating one of the first biogas plants and
support from the wind power entrepreneurs has meant
that the municipality can brand itself as an important
area for the industry and development related to climate
change. According to our interview with a local business
actor, the proactive stance on these issues has resulted
in the municipality being part of the regional EU fund-
ed Coast2Coast project and has secured the location of a
Klimatorium, a centre for research and development of
climate issues, at the Harbour in Lemvig.

Table 2. Outlining characteristics of collective efficacy.

Lemvig West Dorset

Place identity Strong collective Locally strong but focussed on particular
places—thus overall fragmentized and particularised

Activity patterns High and pragmatic, goal oriented Highly localized activity based on particular places

Organizational infrastructure Densely organized but informal Highly localized and inward looking

% Social networks Social networks are interlocked High number of organizations with local focus

Segregation Limited segregation Limited segregation with hidden micro-pockets of
isolated deprivation

Collective efficacy High Low
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Based on the studies in Lemvig on the importance of
territorial ties and heterogeneous networks, Jørgensen,
Fallov and Nielsen (in press) have termed this certain
type of local governance that is interwoven with local
business life and local civil society in handling territo-
rial challenges as governance efficacy. The interactions
between the locally specific culture for participation (col-
lective efficacy), the facilitation of networks and the prag-
matic governance attitude are the main ingredients. The
term governance efficacy is in this way a concept that
focus on the ability of local government to instrumental-
ize collective efficacy (Sampson, 2011) towards territo-
rial development. This governance efficacy enables the
mobilization of territorial capital in the most effective
way through changing local networks of central actors
within business, civil society and local government. The
policy strategy narrative relayed in our interviews with
local government officials and business actors is that the
municipality can utilize the high degree of efficacy dis-
played by local public servants and infrastructural invest-
ment in key welfare services as a means to maintain a
high level of local services, which can then attract new
families to the area. Nevertheless, the structural pull of
metropole centres and the lack of jobs locally for women
still counteract this proactive strategy.

West Dorset lacks bodies that transcend local bound-
aries. This could facilitate the creation of collective organ-
isations bringing together a range of stakeholders and
forming the basis for the creation of mechanisms to sup-
port territorial governance. The Dorset LEP seeks towork
with employers, private providers, Further Education
Colleges and schools, in relation to the organisation of
Vocational Training and Labour Market policies and has
sought to address these policy fields in its Local Industrial
Strategy (LIS; Dorset Local Enterprise Partnership, 2018).
A key aim being to improve the opportunities for invest-
ment in broad-based and targeted regeneration activity
in the southern and western part of the county, to pro-
tect local strengths, generate jobs and growth and help
to reduce economic deprivation. The plan was organised
around four key themes—competitive Dorset, talented
Dorset, connected Dorset and responsive Dorset—and it
seek to integrate Vocational Training, LabourMarket poli-
cies and regeneration into the overall strategy.

The LIS builds on the national government’s
Industrial Strategy document (H.M. Government, 2017),
and attempts to identify key industrial sectors to sup-
port in order to facilitate the growth in productivity
and to enhance the area’s competitiveness. However,
the LIS has been criticized for the lack of a clear place-
based approach to address the diversity of Dorset and
for being weak on implementation, making it difficult
to identify the particular policy bundles that would be
developed and deployed to mobilise the forms of terri-
torial capital present and address perceived weakness-
es. Other criticisms included the restricted process of
engagement and consultation with stakeholders and the
lack of any notions of inclusive growth and thus of social

inclusion/cohesion in the strategy document: “It’s not
joined up and in my humble opinion the LEP is actually
the grit in the oyster here because the LEP almost works
against all the initiatives that people are trying to get
together” (interview with business leader, 13 December
2018). More generally, our interviews revealed a gener-
al lack of confidence in the effectiveness of the LEP and
both its ability and capacity to provide strategic leader-
ship and action.

6. Conclusion

Lemvig and West Dorset are areas struggling with demo-
graphic decline and particularly the loss of young people,
due to their remote locations and lack of connectivity. At
the same time, they are both places with a potential to
develop the tourist industry due to their environmental
capital. What the comparison of Lemvig andWest Dorset
have shown is that the rural varies socially, economical-
ly and in terms of government, leadership and territori-
al cohesion. Variations in rural areas foster different con-
ditions for stimulating both growth and territorial cohe-
sion. Based on the two case studies we argue that the
relationship between collective efficacy and local leader-
ship is a crucial factor in neo-endogenous development.
Peters (2012, as cited in Beer & Clower, 2014, p. 14) has
distinguished between “leading by doing” and “leading
by talking,” the first is related to bonding social capital
and the latter to bridging capital. In relation to how the
dimensions of collective efficacy are operationalised in
the present study, they refer to the character of the orga-
nizational infrastructure and social networks. Lemvig is
led by “doing the things that needs to be done” (inter-
view with Mayor, 24 August 2018) and in this sense lead
by doing. At the same time, Lemvig is densely organised
both with informal (bonding social capital) relations and
interlocking connections to local government (bridging
capital). Conversely, the organizational activity in West
Dorset is particularly hampered/vulnerable by a lack of
connections to other scales of government. Local net-
works become more inward looking, which results in
localized and fragmented local development. Low collec-
tive efficacy is in the English case of West Dorset cou-
pled with a limited room for manoeuvre for local gov-
ernment, as the national context is structured by central-
ized strategies emphasizing business partnerships rather
than broader efforts regarding civil society engagement
and how to bring it closer to the local governance system.

The way Sampson (2011) has defined collective
efficacy as a composite measure of activity patterns/
routines, organizational infrastructure, social networks
and segregation/resource stratification provides a
means to specify the soft-aspects of local contexts.
In place leadership literature, this soft content is referred
to as an important dimension of local leadership for
development (Beer & Clower, 2014; Beer et al., 2019;
Collinge & Gibney, 2010; Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020;
Potluka et al., 2017). Our effort through this compara-
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tive case study has been to put empirical flesh on the
bones of the conditions for neo-endogenous develop-
ment and its relation to social cohesion. We have shown
how rural development and the governance of rural
cohesion, understood as a combination of local lead-
ership and collective efficacy, contribute to a clearer
understanding of how this soft dimension plays a key
role in carving out local variations on the ground.
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1. Introduction

The article takes inspiration from the territorial gov-
ernance concept established in the broader theoreti-
cal discussion on the neo-institutionalism perspective in
analysing governance routines, networks, mechanisms
and practices (Healey, 1999, 2004; Jessop, 2000, 2002;
Lowndes, 2001). Governance institutions underline the
character of formal and informal collective action look-
ing at the relations between citizens, stakeholders and
other actors (Lowndes, 2001). An extensive research lit-

erature indicates that territorial governance is used as a
specific term that refers to the interaction between gov-
ernance networks, practices and routines in urban (or
metropolitan) and rural spaces (Davoudi, Evans, Governa,
& Santangelo, 2008; Le Galès, 2002).

Our article traces the mechanisms and modalities of
suburban governance. The suburbanity and suburbanisa-
tion processes manifest the decentralisation of power,
redistribution, segregation and inclusiveness, changing
the patterns of urban-suburban interactions, forms and
contents (Ekers, Hamel, & Keil, 2012). It is important
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to discuss the different forces that shape the transfor-
mation of suburban governance, considering political,
economic and social dynamics. Regional differences are
also significant. The existing literature demonstrates that
it is a difficult task to trace down the regional socio-
economic and political forces shaping suburban gover-
nance processes. Our article is oriented towards address-
ing the literature gap on the Central Eastern Europe (CEE)
suburban governance schemes and practices. Can we
refer to specific modes of suburban governance in the
CEE region? What are the governance practices, policies,
actors and networks that lead to the suburban charac-
ter? What are the similarities and differences of subur-
ban governance compared to Western countries when it
comes to how we understand the qualities of suburban
places considering the territorial and functional intercon-
nectedness with urban zones? From the urban gover-
nance perspective,we elaborate on the understanding of
suburban governance considering vertical and horizontal
networks, actors and arenas. Our main hypothesis relies
on the assumption that the suburban municipalities in
the CEE region have their specific ‘suburban’ approach
to governance in terms of actors, roles, strategies, inter-
ests, networks and discourses.

The article uses the comparison of two municipal
cases in two countries that had experienced similar insti-
tutional paths concerning economic growth and terri-
torial cohesion policies since the EU accession process
in 2004 as a part of the CEE region: the Kaunas dis-
trict municipality in Lithuania and the municipality of
Pruszcz Gdański in Poland. The selected municipal cases
(one municipality in each country) represent suburban
characteristics such as urban sprawl, interdependence
within metropolitan zones, overlapping public services
infrastructures and different horizontal and vertical inter-
policy coordination mechanisms. We use the qualita-
tive datasets from the fieldwork in suburban Lithuanian
and Polish localities (municipalities) collected in 2019.
The interviews were performed with the local authori-
ties, businesses and community stakeholders to decon-
struct the territorial understanding and discourse of ter-
ritorial place-based policies.

The article is organised as follows. First, the theo-
retical assumptions on territorial governance and sub-
urban spaces are discussed, drawing the contextual
background of vertical and horizontal coordination net-
works, a variety of local actors and collective action.
The research outline brings a comparative basis for the
methodological framework to analyse both suburban
municipalities in Poland and Lithuania. Subsequently,
the contextual factors of suburban localities turn to the
empirical suburban governance analysis focusing on the
local governance actors, arenas, vertical and horizon-
tal coordination modes and collective action in the two
case studies. The article provides tentative conclusions
explaining the differences and similarities of suburban
governance in CEE region compared to Western pro-
cesses of suburban development.

2. Theoretical Framework: Territorial Governance and
Suburban Places

The concept of territorial governance and the shift
from government to governance or multi-level gover-
nance opens the broader theoretical discussion on col-
lective territorial action, local democracy and mobili-
sation (Rhodes, 2000). Territorial governance is under-
stood as “the process of territorial organization of the
multiplicity of relations that characterize interactions
among actors and different, but non-conflictual, inter-
ests” (Davoudi et al., 2008, p. 37). Additionally, the
ESPON report interprets the concept of territorial gov-
ernance through the dimensions of coordinating actions
of inter-related actors and institutions, integrating pol-
icy sectors, mobilising stakeholders, adapting to territo-
rial context and realising territorial specificities (ESPON,
2014). The definition is based on the integration of the
decision-making process. The main challenge of urban
sociology and spatial planning analysis is to develop a
consistent framework for analysing governance mecha-
nisms and practices in areas that promote their specific
suburban forms of coexistence.

2.1. How to Integrate Territorial Governance and
Suburban Spaces?

If we look at the territorial governance approach, there
are different interpretations of how to operationalise
the concept (Atkinson, Tallon, & Williams, 2019; Jessop,
2002). In general, four territorial governance issues are
essential: vertical coordination, horizontal coordination,
the participation and involvement of social stakeholders’
interests and territorialised collective actions (Davoudi
et al., 2008). Vertical coordination refers to the principle
of re-scaling and subsidiary in self-governance systems. It
also indicates the allocation of decision-making power to
different governmental scales for implementing decen-
tralisation policies in countries (Sellers & Lidström, 2007).
The horizontal coordination dimension underlines the
networking and collaborative mechanisms among differ-
ent local-level stakeholders and actors. The integration of
different territorial assets and resources and implemen-
tation of sectoral, local policies are linked to the verti-
cal subordination as well as involving a variety of central
and municipal actors (multi-level governance). The par-
ticipation dimension is connected to the involvement
forms and strategies used by stakeholders and policy
actors. Here, the capacities and resources are necessary
for the decision-making and implementation processes
of local welfare policies. Finally, the aspect of territory as
a decision-making arena in linking territorial governance,
local assets and collective action is important.

In the contemporary world, the suburban spaces are
expanding in territorial and cultural sense (Ekers et al.,
2012). The theoretical discussion noticed that subur-
banisation leads to economic, political, social and spa-
tial expansion. The suburban sprawl overwhelms the
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metropolitan discourse with the fast growth of capital,
human resources and changing modes of the relation-
ship between local-region and state. The critical point
turns to the lack of consistency in suburban planning pro-
cesses and decentralisation processes in Eastern Europe
(Hirt, 2007; Hirt & Petrovic, 2011).

2.2. Suburban Governance in the CEE Region

It is impossible to formulate a universal framework for
the analysis of territorial governance modes in subur-
ban areas. The term ‘suburban’ seems rather abstract
and aggregates extremely different processes and socio-
economic contexts. Various authors emphasize that
there is more than one universal global definition of
‘suburbanity’ (Ekers et al., 2012). We can instead do it
for the specific groups of regions and countries. Even
within the European Union, the suburban context is very
different. Some suburban processes are very similar in
the CEE region compared to those observed in Western
Europe: dynamic immigration and spatial development
increase in the share of the urban and sub-urban popu-
lation within the society. However, there are also signifi-
cant differences, i.e., up to the beginning of the 21st cen-
tury, most of the CEE suburbs had not experienced eth-
ical diversity. Besides, unlike most of the EU countries,
the CEE after the economic transition has not developed
advanced spatial planning instruments of integrated and
legally binding agglomeration plans. It results in the rela-
tively spontaneous development of the suburban spaces
and urban divisions, for example, gated communities
(Blinnikov, Shannin, Sobolev, & Volkova, 2006; Hirt, 2007;
Hirt & Petrovic, 2011; Stoyanov & Frantz, 2006) and
intensification of urban sprawl. For many years, the CEE
metropolises have been functioning rather as a simple

aggregation of the core city and neighbouringmunicipali-
ties with no direct emphasis on strategic and spatial coor-
dination of the policies. Suburban processes in the CEE
context are a mixture of metropolisation coordination
(where suburban municipalities are instead a supporting
actor) and neoliberal thinking.

Thus, when trying to merge different dimensions of
territorial governance contexts with the European sub-
urban specificities described in the literature, we should
keep in mind several contextual differences between the
best-described Western European suburban areas and
the CEE context (e.g., Hess, Tammaru, & Leetmaa, 2012;
Krisjane & Berzins, 2012):

• relatively low importance of ethnic issues, minor-
ity conflicts are rare or absent;

• economic collapse after 1989 and rapid growth
after the accession to the EU in 2004;

• weak and unstable spatial planning standards,
often resulting in urban sprawl;

• high emigration rate after the 2000s, mostly from
rural areas to the big cities or abroad.

2.3. Analytical Perspective for Suburban Governance
Analysis

For analytical purposes, we refer to Patsy Healey’s (2004)
perspective on governance as a collective action mode.
The analytical levels demonstrate continuous interac-
tions within governance networks and actors, including
local arena specificities, governance processes and gov-
ernance culture (for an adapted summary, see Table 1.).

The first dimension of the local arena looks at the
variety of actors, roles and interests in territorial gover-
nance. In suburban cases, the suburban actors are highly

Table 1. Suburban specificities of territorial governance.

Level Dimension Suburban context in the literature

Local arena Actors High dynamics, urban sprawl, diversification of actors (old versus new
specificities inhabitants, ethnic conflicts), diversified territorial identity, high

expectations regarding public service delivery

Arenas Weak local arenas, social life concentrates in the core city(-ies)

Territorial Vertical coordination Unstable networks, coalitions beneath and above territorial borders,
governance a strong influence of above-local actors (e.g., big companies), the
processes strong influence of above-local policies (e.g., national, sectorial)

shaping the local discourse

Horizontal coordination Strong metropolitan (urban-suburban interconnectedness)
coordination

Participation and involvement Low involvement on local policy co-creation
of social stakeholders’ interests

Territorialised collective Diverse according to metropolitan governance standards (level of local
actions suburban autonomy, the scope of above-local tasks)

Source: Authors’ elaboration, adapted from Davoudi et al. (2008), Ekers et al. (2012), Faludi (2012) and Healey (2004).
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diversified and decentralised. Suburban policy actors are
municipal inhabitants, business sector, NGO and local
administration understood as officials and elected repre-
sentatives. The literature of suburban governance con-
centrates mostly on the social contextual specificities
of municipalities suffering from fast urban sprawl and
immigration and spots light on the potential conflicts
between groups of citizens. On the one hand, the ‘new
metropolitan class’ of the suburban society is composed
mostly of relatively young, affluent and educated people
(Swianiewicz & Lackowska, 2008). However, according to
the literature, their territorial identity is above local; they
identify with the whole metropolitan area more than
their suburban municipality. Sometimes their mobility
and openness result in a kind of ‘de-localized’ identity of
a “creative class” (Florida, 2002).

On the other hand, suburban citizens are also those
living in the same place for decades, often representing
post-rural families. The suburban arenas face the typical
problem related to both under-bound (family) and over-
bound (above-local) catchment areas (Bennett, 1997).
The same problem may concern, e.g., the local business
sector: Many locally based enterprises can be oriented
on the regional and metropolitan market, thus less inter-
ested in local politics.

Secondly, the governance process means access to
power and forming governing coalitions in the terri-
tory (Healey, 2004, p. 93). The literature on suburban
political elite’s behaviours and formation is relatively
scarce. Acritical aspect specific to suburban governance
schemes is the relatively high dependence of above-
local actors’ policies and decisions made outside the
municipal borders. Suburban municipalities are strongly
dependent on the national framework for metropoli-
tan/agglomeration coordination and the scope of avail-
able spatial policy tools (or a lack of it) is decisive, e.g.,
urban sprawl control. Besides, the suburban economy
relies on the broader socio-economic context of the
agglomeration, where the policy conducted by the core
city(-ies) plays the leading role. Thus, operation within
various vertical and horizontal networks is the crucial
importance of suburban areas.

3. The Research Outline

3.1. Comparative Background

As it was suggested in the previous sections, the study
aims to confront the processes and specificities of sub-
urban governance suggested by different scholars with
the two municipality case studies from the CEE region.
We assume that there are suburban governance prac-
tices that can be compared in different contexts in terms
of governance patterns, networks and actors in differ-
ent places. From the other point, the national social-
economic and demographic factors and circumstances
and local political decisions might also bring a different
approach to the adaptation of suburban understanding

of place. Referring to the dimensions of territorial gov-
ernance listed in Table 1, we propose the following set
of research questions that allow looking at comparative
contexts in two suburban localities (Ekers et al., 2012;
Healey, 2004):

• What types of local actors and stakeholders canwe
identify in suburban territories?

• How is the process of governing coalitions
and network formation organised in suburban
municipalities?

• What are the relations with the metropolitan area
and the other upper-level administrative or politi-
cal actors in twomunicipal cases (in horizontal and
vertical perspective)?

• How does it differ from the patterns and mech-
anisms described in the suburban governance
literature?

3.2. Empirical Dataset and Selection of Cases

To answer the questions on suburban governance
modes, we use the empirical dataset based on a research
project implemented in seven EU countries (Denmark,
Greece, Italy, UK, Austria, Poland and Lithuania). Among
the other research activities, the project methodology
envisaged qualitative research in suburban, urban and
rural municipalities in each participating country (LAU
level municipalities). The research was carried out in
one large metropolis in each country, one suburban and
one rural locality (municipality). Our article focuses on
the suburban municipalities in two participating coun-
tries, Poland and Lithuania. Selected municipalities rep-
resent the diversity of suburban development concern-
ing territorial capital, local stakeholders’ involvement
and local governance arrangements. In Lithuania, we
selected Kaunas district municipality for the suburban
case, which represents a sizeable outer ring municipal-
ity characterised by the fast-growing population and out-
ward commuting networks via the metropolitan area.
In Poland, we have chosen Pruszcz Gdański, one of the
leading satellite localities of the Tricity (Gdańsk-Gdynia-
Sopot) metropolitan area in the Pomerania region.

Following project methodology, 33 semi-structured
interviews were carried out in total: 20 in Kaunas dis-
trict municipality, 13 in the municipality of Pruszcz
Gdański. In each locality, the interviews were conducted
with the community stakeholders (community organisa-
tions, NGOs), business stakeholders and public author-
ities (municipal officials involved in planning, business
relations, municipal officials and state institution repre-
sentatives). In both countries, the interviews were car-
ried out in June-September of 2018. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted following the synchronised
interview guidelines for all countries dedicated to all
three groups of respondents. Our article focuses only on
the aspects of territorial governance that permit us to
define the similarities and deficiencies of suburban char-
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acter in both countries. The other part of the article gives
more answers to the theoretical assumptions defined in
our comparative framework.

4. Case Studies’ Local Context

The article focuses on two different suburban munic-
ipalities in Poland (Pruszcz Gdański municipality) and
Lithuania (Kaunas district municipality) that turn to a
comparison of several suburban characteristics. The
research outline presents the justification for the selec-
tion of the cases in both countries.

Kaunas district municipality surrounds themetropoli-
tan area of the second largest city of Kaunas in Lithuania.
Kaunas district municipality is one of the largest subur-
ban municipalities in the country, with a population of
96,441 thousand inhabitants in 2020. It has strong inter-
relatedness with the metropolitan area of Kaunas city in
terms of urban governance, public services, infrastruc-
ture and local population flows. In this sense, both urban
and suburban municipalities have a significant poten-
tial for investments and the potential for creating poly-
centric urban districts and functional transportation sys-
tems, the programs for the renewal of residential dis-
tricts and the use of cultural potential and active local
communities. It is also an example of significant subur-
ban demographic growth. Themost considerable popula-
tion growth was between 1996 and 2019, which reached
17.42% compared to other municipalities according to
the national statistical data. The more significant num-
ber of arrivals is explained by the fact that young fami-
lies started to move to the suburbs because of rapid pri-
vate housing development projects. In the Kaunas dis-
trict municipality case, the municipality-led suburbanisa-
tion process turned to the problems of deliberate plan-
ning of housing and recreation zones, market infrastruc-
ture development and effective land use, especially in
the zones close to the metropolitan city. The dominant
narrative around local territorial assetswithin Kaunas dis-
trict municipality are those that one might expect to find
in post-soviet conurbations in the CEE region, one that
has extensive economic development indicators.

In what concerns the Polish case, Pruszcz Gdański
is a suburban municipality of 30 thousand inhabitants
located within Tricity metropolitan area in Pomerania
region (South Baltic coastline). The municipality neigh-
bours the city of Gdańsk—the core of the TriCity. Pruszcz
Gdański is a suburban town and an important node in
a regional settlement network—the town is an admin-
istrative centre of a county composed of eight munic-
ipalities and counting more than 110 thousand inhabi-
tants. It is also a centre of economic activity. It is very
well connected to the metropolitan core (via the A1/S6
Highway, National Route 91 and the railway). Both nat-
ural population change and net migration rate are posi-
tive, with apparent domination of the latter in the over-
all population growth. Thanks to the suburban location,
the population over the last 10–15 years more than

doubled. This trend should continue in the following
decades as the locality is a part of an intensively subur-
banising area and commuting zone of the metropolitan
core. Secondly, Pruszcz Gdański is an important centre of
economic activity and is characterised by an absorbent
labour market. The location near the seaport and main
transportation corridorsmakes it a particularly attractive
location for logistics companies and distribution centres.
The indicators of the personal income also place Pruszcz
Gdański among the most affluent localities in the region.
Apart from the private sector, the military air force’s
base is located there with plans to be developed. Pruszcz
has huge and developing investment areas. Pruszcz as a
‘southern gate’ to Gdańsk City and is taking the benefits
of this position. As in the Kaunas district case, the inter-
nalmigration drives the development of urban infrastruc-
ture, creates demand for public services and is beneficial
to the labour market. Although most new residents are
young people, the locality is no stranger to the problem
of ageing. The issue of the elderly is increasing in Pruszcz
Gdański. It becomes more important than the ‘classical’
scope of social service (poverty, etc.). Considering the
territorial bottleneck, the most crucial challenge for the
locality is roads and public transport. Another challenge
is to catch up with the suburbanisation processes with
adequate spatial management tools and plans to control
it better.

5. Results

5.1. Perception of Local Governance Actors and Arenas

5.1.1. Actors

5.1.1.1. Local Authorities

Referring to local authorities’ participation in suburban
processes, one could focus on a different interpreta-
tion of roles and interests in suburban-driven policies.
Local municipal authorities and mayors are those that
pay attention to various local actors and their benefits.
The modes of coordination and management might vary
between both suburban localities.

In Kaunas suburban locality, the municipal adminis-
tration and the mayor are considered the main actors in
territorial development policies. The municipality uses a
sectoral approach to meet the territorial needs, focus-
ing mainly on welfare services, education and quality
of public infrastructure. The elderships (territorial sub-
units of municipal administration) that have some auton-
omy in small-scale decisions, but are mostly depen-
dent on the municipality or central government’s pro-
grams, funding and plans, still play a critical role in
connecting the functions of municipality and locality
needs. As interviews indicate, the local authorities are
responsible for the inter-organisational collaborations
and private-public partnerships in the locality. According
to the local strategic development plan, the local insti-
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tutional networking is enacted using private initiatives,
non-governmental organizations, and promotion of vol-
untary work for integration of socially vulnerable groups
or individuals.

In Pruszcz Gdański, the political leader (mayor) is
often mentioned as a critical asset of the commune
thanks to his vision, determination and courage in apply-
ing for the external funds. He has been re-elected four
times since 2002 with very high support (83.5% support
in the last election in 2018with 55.4% turnout). Local pol-
itics is perceived as very much mayor centred. Despite
local government declarations, our interviewees assess
that local administration does not partner from outside
the town hall in the policymaking process.Moreover, the
local government is not expected to do so. As one local
businessman put it: “We all have our job to be done;
we work in different areas.” Other interviewees clearly
express their expectation that local authorities should
act on their own in a purely administrativemanner. Some
of the local politicians (councillors) see themselves as
reviewers rather than co-creators of policy, which should
be developed by the mayor.

Moreover, the local authorities (mayor and deputy
mayors) are not interested in stimulating new public-
private initiatives. They declare being afraid of decreas-
ing transparency in consequence of the governance style
of policymaking. Despite some financial difficulties in
catching-up investment needs, it is much easier to con-
duct investments independently than in a different kind
of partnership.

5.1.1.2. Business Actors

The involvement of business stakeholders and pub-
lic/private partnerships are also necessary for the design
and implementation of the suburbanisation process
in terms of capital accumulation and flows (Ekers
et al., 2012).

In the Kaunas district municipality case, the main
business actors are large industrial companies located
in Kaunas Free Economic Zone that operates as the
largest employer in the region with more than 5 thou-
sand employees and 24 foreign companies in 2020.
Referring to business actors, the main factors that fos-
ter suburban entrepreneurialism are related to strong
inter-organisational networks within large companies
in Kaunas Free Economic Zone and their small and
medium-sized subcontractors (Kaunas suburban busi-
ness actor). Nevertheless, the other business actor—
suburban small andmedium businesses—are not always
actively involved in local policies because the municipal-
ity and elderships do not often invite entrepreneurs to
the public meetings or discussions on critical local issues.
The interviews demonstrate that the lack of a shared
understanding of public interests and ineffective nego-
tiations between the municipality and businesses limits
entrepreneurs’ initiatives from a more active role in ter-
ritorial development (suburban business actor). Only a

small number of local entrepreneurs take a proactive role
in suburban development policies.

In Pruszcz Gdański, the leading employers among
large companies are LPP (retailing company logistics cen-
tre), Poczta Polska (the distribution centre of the national
postal operator), Crown Packaging and Smurfit Kappa
(international producers of packaging). Many local small-
sized enterprises accompany them. The general assess-
ment of the involvement of entrepreneurs in co-creating
local policies and management is unclear. Some inter-
viewees see that entrepreneurs are not involved in mak-
ing the policies. Contacts of local municipalities with
local business sectors are incidental, mostly informal,
and described as ‘responsive’—they occur when the spe-
cific problem is to be solved. They only cooperate in
consulting the schedule of public investment processes.
There is a problem inmobilising broader collective action
in the local business environment. The interviewees do
not blame local authorities for the low involvement of
the local business sector. There are two most frequently
indicated reasons for this: on the one hand, local firms
are too big (thus, not interested in local politics) or too
small (therefore, concentrated on day-to-day operations)
to get involved in policymaking. On the other hand, the
local administration scope of tasks is not attractive for
the business sector; they do not expect much from the
public sphere.

5.1.1.3. Role of Local Social Actors and Citizens

Low level of community participation and social stake-
holders’ involvement is typical for both suburban munic-
ipalities. Our interviews demonstrate that civic engage-
ment’s bottom-up effects are understood as a matter
of minor importance in both localities. The shortage of
leadership and expertise of local community activists is
treated as the main impediment to the successful imple-
mentation of public services.

In Kaunas suburban locality, the main social actors
are local community centres (more than 20 organi-
sations) and NGOs’ operating in the welfare services.
Kaunas district Community Council and NGO Council ini-
tiated by local authorities, provide an essential arena in
expressing community voice to suburban development.
Community stakeholders focus on territorial activation
projects, the efficiency of collective mobilisation, the
importance of local leadership and improving access to
local welfare services. The impact of local communities
and activists refers to small-scale interventions related to
cultural projects, public infrastructure and the provision
of public services (public transport, recreational zones,
street maintenance and care for the elderly).

In Pruszcz Gdański municipality, there are more than
70 recognised local associations active in various fields
(sports clubs, education, culture, social care, tourism,
ecology and sustainable development). Surprisingly, the
role of community actors in the provision of local public
services isminimal. The only exception in social care, e.g.,
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mentally disabled people and seniors. The most active is
the local senior citizen community, represented by three
organisations and a council advising the mayor. The
municipality prepares, adopts and implements yearly
plans of cooperation with local NGOs (required by
national law). These plans are used mainly to define the
basic rules of the bids for public funding distributed by
the municipalities to the NGOs. However, many intervie-
wees expressed dissatisfaction with the degree of self-
commitment and self-organisation of the inhabitants.
The activeness of local leaders and public actors in organ-
ising is coupled with a general willingness to participate.
Generally, local society is commonly perceived as very
integrated with no clear divisions nor conflicts.

5.1.2. Arenas

Local arenas focus on the spaces of collective interac-
tions. In suburban territories, the local arenas might dif-
fer in terms of how deliberative efforts are organised.
In both cases, the mobilisation of the collective action
reflects weak civic resources and traditions.

In the Kaunas district municipality case, the local
deliberative arenas are less critical for collective deci-
sions. In dealingwith the changing suburban context (the
increasing population of young families with kids, indus-
trial zones, growing economic productivity and explosive
development of suburban residential areas), Kaunas dis-
trict municipality uses occasional deliberative practices
for local stakeholders, for example, public discussions,
deliberations and meetings with citizens. As interviews
with local authorities reveal, the elderships are responsi-
ble for the formal communicationwith various stakehold-
ers’ groups; for example, they initiate formal meetings
and debates with inhabitants to discuss territorial devel-
opment plans.

In general, in the Polish case, local governance pro-
cesses are powerfully concentrated within the town
hall. There are only several exceptions from this rule.
Surprisingly, it seems that the most crucial lobbying
group is senior citizens. The Third Age University (run by
an NGO) is a thriving organisation with approximately
400 students. The Council of Senior Citizens serves as

a consultation body in the town hall. Its role is to rep-
resent the needs of senior citizens and their organisa-
tions. It puts forward initiatives aimed at integrating the
senior community (meetings, events) and providing bet-
ter health care for them, but it does not seem to play
an essential role in policymaking. Apart from that, there
are no other institutionalised territorial cooperation are-
nas. For several years, the mayor has organised a regular
(once per year) Christmasmeeting for local businessmen,
but it does not play a role of a regular consultative plat-
form. It is rather treated as an occasion for building hori-
zontal inter-sectorial business relationships.

Finally, the comparison of both suburban cases (sum-
marized in Table 2) emphasises the challenging context
impeding the formulation of inclusive local development
strategies. Suburban territories are organised around dif-
ferent spaces within the lack of functional interconnect-
edness, especially between business and civic actors.
Suburban business actors focus on economic capital
accumulation and growth coalitions. Local public author-
ities, including the mayor, face regional and state regula-
tions on different issues (spatial segregation, housing pol-
icy, public services delivery, infrastructure development
and economic growth).

5.2. Perception of Local Governance Schemes

The main question analysed here involves the mecha-
nisms and arrangements of suburban governance, collab-
orations and coordination of local networks and relations
with the other actors important for suburban policies.
What is the level of the above-local binding of local poli-
cies and their horizontal coordination? What is the role
of local stakeholders involved in territorial governance
and policymaking? We look at different perspectives of
community, local governance and business stakehold-
ers in Polish and Lithuanian suburban municipalities to
reveal the diversity of territorial governance perceptions.
First, the suburban mechanism of local networks and
coalitions is essential for both localities. The qualitative
interview data indicate that it is possible to distinguish
between vertical and horizontal suburban coordination
modes and decision-making. Secondly, territorialisation

Table 2. Actors and arenas—the main characteristics of the case studies.

Suburban governance dimensions Lithuanian locality Polish locality

Actors High importance of local municipal Powerful multi-term mayor, entrepreneurs,
administration and directly elected many NGOs of moderate activity, integrated
mayor, suburban entrepreneurialism, local society, low involvement in
weak NGO, active local communities policymaking, strong senior citizen

bottom-up activism

Arenas Concentration on top-down initiated Concentration of governance processes, the
arenas, limited cases of bottom-up only formalised cooperation arena is the
deliberative arenas. Senior Citizen Council

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on interviews with stakeholders in analysed municipalities.
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is an important factor for identifying programs, projects
and initiatives that stimulate the territorial approach
(Davoudi et al., 2008, p. 38).

5.3. Horizontal Networks

On the horizontal level, formal and informal inter-
organisational networking and interconnectedness
are important for different issues, for example, eco-
nomic development and urban regeneration programs.
Thereby, the suburban relations with the metropoli-
tan city reflect the functional symbiosis, for example,
public services, infrastructure and transport provisions
(Ekers et al., 2012; Young & Keil, 2010). The relations
with the core city reflect the internal policies of organ-
ising point public services provisions and overlapping
infrastructures. In Polish and Lithuanian localities, the
inter-municipal cooperation is organised autonomously
from state policy, creating their suburban narratives
of welfare provisions, commuting networks and capi-
tal accumulation.

Both suburban localities reveal differences and
similarities in organising horizontal networks. In the
Lithuanian case, horizontal coordination and collabo-
ration mostly focus on developing area regeneration
and public infrastructure projects in cooperation with
the metropolitan area. Data from the suburban local-
ity also reveals that the main actors in horizontal net-
works are urban-suburban municipal administrations,
mayors and elderships that tangle between top-down
and bottom-up approaches. The municipal administra-
tive sub-divisions (elderships) play a central role in
facilitating the process of suburban governance issues.
As local authorities notify, Kaunas district municipality
and eldershipsmake efforts to reconcile local community
needs and public services delivery infrastructures.

In the locality of Pruszcz Gdański, we observe diverse
types of horizontal inter-municipal cooperation net-
works. The best known in the area is the Association
Metropolitan Area Gdańsk-Gdynia-Sopot (MAGGS), gath-
ering three core cities of the conurbation, eight coun-
ties and 45 smaller municipalities of the area. A 20-year
long history of more or less successful competing and
overlapping metropolitan networks ended in 2011 with
the establishment of theMAGGS. The actual stimulus for
this was the formal requirement to create one coordi-
nated metropolitan structure to get the EU funds avail-
able under the Integrated Territorial Investment frame-
work 2014–2020. However, metropolitan coordination
of sectoral policies is still at a very early stage.

Pruszcz Gdański also cooperates with neighbouring
municipalities. Surprisingly, the relations with the ring
rural municipality of Pruszcz Gdański are not intense,
not regular, but assessed instead as “proper and cor-
rect.” Most inter-municipal projects occur within bilat-
eral and multilateral agreements: with Gdańsk (pub-
lic transportation) and Kolbudy (a project of common
metropolitan school).

5.4. Vertical Networks

The vertical dimension of territorial governance refers to
the hierarchical arrangements between central authori-
ties andmunicipalities in implementing different policies
(e.g., active labour market, urban regeneration, or eco-
nomic growth policies). In Lithuanian and Polish cases,
the regional context and impact of the state policy on
suburban governance are significant in designing policy
instruments and territorial discourses. The main differ-
ence turns to the configuration of self-governance sys-
tems in Poland and Lithuania that produces the suburban
governance processes.

In the Lithuanian case, the data from the interviews
reflect the recent discussion on the self-government
autonomy level in Lithuania. Questions on fiscal auton-
omy of municipalities, financial self-reliance, policy
scope, institutional depth, political discretion and
shared-rule factors (Ladner, Keuffer, & Baldersheim,
2016) become themain topics in the interviewswith sub-
urban business and local authorities’ actors. In Lithuania,
the municipalities have relatively low financial self-
reliance and fiscal autonomy that limit the implemen-
tation of large-scale investment projects. According to
interviews, the coordination and supervision between
municipality administration and state authorities is cru-
cial. One of the examples of vertical coordination noticed
by respondents is municipal fiscal policy and municipal
budgeting procedures. Many governance actors (e.g.,
public authority actors) use the case of the disintegration
of strategic visions on sustainable suburban zones devel-
opment and central government regulations on the con-
struction process and private investments to real estate.

Contrastingly, the vertical division of powers in
the Polish three-tier local government system put the
most considerable emphasis on the municipal level.
Municipalities are the strongest among the three admin-
istrative levels in terms of financial resources per capita
and the only having any own revenues. However, this
does not mean that relations with the county and the
region are not necessary. Conversely, thanks to the rel-
atively high position of municipalities, the vertical rela-
tions are perceived as balanced and realised, keeping the
partnership’s good practices. The municipality conducts
several investment projects with the county (as it is its
capital). Cooperation between the municipality and the
office of an elected regional government is very intense,
and it concentrates on the implementation of the EU
funds projects since the regional government is manag-
ing their regional part. Another often and spontaneously
indicated contact is national transportation companies,
notably the National Railway. As the mayor of Pruszcz
Gdański, the county governor and the regional govern-
ment are rather associated with the national opposition
party; most of the unfavourable decisions made at the
national level (concerning, e.g., railway transportation)
are explained by the political conflict.
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5.5. Participation and Involvement of Social
Stakeholders’ Interests within Territorialised Collective
Actions

The participation and involvement of social stakehold-
ers represent the scope and number of different inter-
ests involved in suburban governance. If the agreements
between stakeholders are formal, it might lead to greater
accountability and satisfy the needs of a wider commu-
nity (Davoudi et al., 2008). It is essential to consider how
local stakeholders define and prioritise actions that ben-
efit suburban territories. Finally, the aspect of territory
as a decision-making arena in linking territorial gover-
nance, local assets and collective action is essential. Both
localities demonstrate the importance of bottom-up ini-
tiatives to identify the specificity of suburban territory.

Kaunas district case demonstrates that collective
engagement is very active in fostering the small-scale
projects on environmental issues or public services pro-
vision. Local actors can increase the quality of life by
small-scale projects, donations and initiatives but can-
not mobilise as a political force with a higher impact on
strategic planning. A part of suburban residents is middle-
class professionals with capacities for collective mobili-
sation, especially in the areas of urban-suburban pub-
lic services availability (e.g., public transportation, pre-
school system). The collective efforts are concentrated
on a territorial level and mostly focus on the increasing
living quality standards, such as the renovation of recre-
ational zones in elderships (community representative).
The social stakeholders underline the limited impact of
collective mobilisation and cannot implement large-scale
projects or use formal channels of collective actions.

The interview analysis results that in the suburban
locality in Lithuania, the attachment to the specific geo-
graphical territory is essential. The collective actions of
local stakeholders emphasize particular territorieswithin
the municipality geographical boundaries that require

more specific economic investments. For example, urban
regeneration and economic growth policies are based
on the distinction between more urban and rural elder-
ships that need different policy coordination approaches
to tackle social exclusion. Another aspect that fosters ter-
ritorialised collective actions is the functional autonomy
of the elderships. Most of the locality stakeholders argue
that the municipality needs to reconsider the public ser-
vices implementation and provide more responsibility to
the elderships that recognise the local needs (community
representative).

In what concerns the Polish case and territorially
adapted policies, there are only several cases of a truly
territorialised and individualised local policies. Most
local societal initiatives are micro-scale events aimed at
building local identity. The town hall initiates most of
them, but there are also examples of bottom-up initia-
tives undertaken by local leaders, such as documenting
the history of the area, the stories of post-war settlers,
lobbying for school patrons of domestic origin, or organ-
ising cultural and leisure activities. Apart from that, the
interviewees declare a rather low and superficial role of
public participation of consultation. The most vivid par-
ticipatory process has been organised for the prepara-
tion of the local regeneration plan. In addition, as the
municipality failed to acquire financial support (because
it is toowealthy tomeet the regional financial support cri-
teria), the future of the local regeneration plan is unsure.
As it is now, the program is focused on improving public
space in the centre with hard investments in infrastruc-
ture. It is mostly a local government program, which is
implemented by local government administration. A sim-
ilar concentration of the planning processes within the
town hall can be observed in the case of regular spatial
planning procedures. A new form of including and frame
citizens’ needs are the opinion polls among the residents.

Table 3 summarises the vertical and horizontal net-
works and governance processes in Polish and Lithuanian

Table 3. Networks and governance processes—main characteristics of the case studies.

Suburban governance dimensions Lithuanian locality Polish locality

Horizontal networks Strong metropolitan cooperation in Weak and incidental metropolitan
public services and infrastructure cooperation, metropolitan school with
provision, emerging conflict zones, neighbouring municipalities, weak
high importance of municipal horizontal contacts
administrative sub-divisions
(elderships) in horizontal ties

Vertical networks High importance of state authorities, High significance of the region and the
low autonomy level in organising county, the key decisive role of the
territorial policies national railway company (conflicts)

Participation and involvement of Low capacity of local activism, Incidental actions, failure of the Local
social stakeholders’ interests and territorial identity. Renewal Plan initiative, territorial
territorialised collective actions initiatives are sporadic
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on interviews with stakeholders in analysed municipalities.

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 242–252 250

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


localities. The cases reveal strong inter-municipal coop-
eration in terms of public infrastructure, economic cap-
ital flow and service delivery approaches. In both coun-
tries, the state authorities do not regulate specifically the
modes and mechanisms of urban-suburban cooperation.

6. Conclusions: Suburban Understanding of the
Governance and Territory

Summing up the theoretical debates of territorial
governance, the dimensions of the participation and
consensus-building among public and private actors, the
devolution of powers and resources to lower levels of
decision-making and territorial cohesion implementa-
tion could be identified (Stead, 2014). The article focuses
on the relational approach of territorial governance that
refers to the hierarchical and/or vertical arrangements
between suburban actors in defying ‘suburban charac-
ter.’ Our assumption relies on identifying parameters of
suburban governance in the CEE region compared to the
experience in Western countries.

The article analyses two suburban localities reflect-
ing the trend of intensive suburban sprawl and an
increasing number of middle-class families, economic
capital accumulation and inter-connectedness with
metropolitan areas. Summarising the main dimensions
of suburban governance cases in Polish and Lithuanian
localities, we could distinguish a few main conclusions
in terms of local authorities, business and social actors’
participation, horizontal and vertical network coordina-
tion and territorialised collective actions (Davoudi et al.,
2008; Healey, 2004). Compared to similar research in
Western countries, the parameters we find in Polish and
Lithuanian cases can refer to the regional specificity of
suburban governancemechanisms. However, we keep in
mind that the conclusions based on the analysis of only
two case studies can only be tentative.

Among suburban governance characteristics, we can
highlight the similarities in the low inclusiveness of social
and business actors in territorial agenda. Both Polish and
Lithuanian cases demonstrate the limited importance of
civic and business actors in suburban policymaking but
relatively high importance of local authorities. The local
authorities tackle the ongoing tensions between the
interests of different stakeholders. Although civic organi-
sations are active in small-scale interventions, their voice
in developing the territorial strategies remains almost
unarticulated. Nevertheless, the problems of a shared
definition of public interests, negotiations and business
leadership create detached clusters within different sub-
urban development visions. Besides, the interviewees
seemnot to expect the immense impact of actorswhodo
not have an electoral mandate. The government (instead
of governance) approach seems broadly accepted.

Secondly, the administrative self-governance design,
decentralisation traditions and low level of institutional
trust in the CEE region reflect the importance of verti-
cal governance networks rather than horizontal. In both

suburban localities, vertical and horizontal coordina-
tion networks are important as an interest’s negotia-
tion and decision-making mechanisms. However, the sig-
nificance of vertical top-down networks (local-regional-
state) seems to have more power than horizontal ones.
We expect that horizontal networks provide a formal
basis for negotiations, consultancy and deliberations.
The second problem is the diffusion of the different
interest’ groups and stakeholders with a diverse prac-
tice, understanding of the territorial needs and com-
mon good.

Thirdly, we consider the growing importance of
designing territorialised agenda for urban-suburban rela-
tions. Our analysis confirms the low significance of
state/regional authorities in designing and implement-
ing urban-suburban interrelations policies. The orienta-
tion of local suburban authorities towards themetropoli-
tan area is based on willingness, informal coopera-
tion and territories’ functional interconnectedness. The
Lithuanian case reveals the dynamic nature of urban-
suburban relations in terms of ongoing competition in
attracting resources. In the Polish case, the municipal-
ity cooperates with the county and the region on a
partnership basis. The explanation lies in the gener-
ally high institutional position of the municipal govern-
ment in the national three-tier territorial governance
system. The cooperation with the metropolitan area
needs more compromise. The partisan context of inter-
municipal cooperation is significant; for example, the
authorities and mayors of the locality are associated
with the leading national opposition party—the Civic
Platform. The role of informal contacts and friendly rela-
tionships within a similar political environment enables
the urban-suburban relations.

Finally, we must reconsider the nature of suburban
governance and politics in the CEE region. There are con-
sistent issues that differ in terms of the multiplicity of
actors, institutions and interests. Intensive suburbanisa-
tion processes such as capital accumulation, decentrali-
sation and the growing power of suburban political agen-
das allow re-imagining of local municipalities, regional
authorities and states. Different suburban governance
conceptions will enable us to discuss how to put into
practice territory, collective action, networks and actors.
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1. Introduction

The objective of this article is to downscale the phe-
nomenon of spatial inequalities and the concept of ter-
ritorial cohesion to the level of municipalities and to
investigate perceptions of intra-municipal differences.
Territorial cohesion and inclusive growth are an impor-
tant question in EU policies and discourse (see, e.g.,
European Commission, 2010; Treaty of Lisbon, 2007).
However, it is regions that are the main focus of inter-
est. The allocation of funds has been aimed at support-
ing development in NUTS2 and NUTS3 entities that lag
behind the European average. Inequalities at a more lo-
cal level are overlooked both in EU policies and in statis-
tics. In the last decade, the European cohesion policy suc-

ceeded in shrinking the distance in economic develop-
ment between EU countries; however, the differences
between regions are still on the rise (Bachtler, Martins,
Wostner, & Żuber, 2017). This seems to pose a serious
problem for the Community for at least two reasons.
First, according to spatial disequilibrium hypothesis the
inequalities are likely to deepen due to path dependen-
cies being triggered or exacerbated, encouraging agglom-
eration economies and thereby contributing to a back-
wash effect and the creation of growth poles (Kaldor,
1970; Krugman, 1991; Myrdal, 1957; Thirlwall, 2014).
Furthermore, perceived inequality in wealth gives rise
to euroscepticism and populistmovements by undermin-
ing trust in the fairness of European policies (Dijkstra,
Poelman, & Rodríguez-Pose, 2020; OECD, 2019).
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Although equalisation between the regions is still
cited as the chief challenge for the years to come, the
subregional level has gained recognition as an important
agent of the implementation of policies and execution of
structural change. To embrace fast-moving technological,
economic and social changes “[p]olicy packages need to
be integrated and coordinated, delivered at a national,
regional and local levels, while being adapted to the
needs of different territories” (Bachtler et al., 2017, p. 1).

The first step in attaining this objective is obviously to
understand territorial capital and inequalities at a more
detailed level than the inter—or intra-regional. Cities
became the primary object of these in-depth inquiries,
which is noticeable in the analyses of international or-
ganisations and in scientific publications. The reporting
of OECD pays attention to the problem of inequalities
in urban environment, as big cities are claimed to be
the most affected by socio-economic segregation (OECD,
2018a, 2018b). Furthermore, cities and urban areas are
recognised as “some of the most appropriate ‘units’
or scales to measure and assess multi-dimensional in-
equality, as well as propose effective policy responses”
(OECD, 2018b, p. 11), which strengthens the argument
in favour of special interest in metropolises. Scientific
investigation of intra-urban inequalities has a long tra-
dition (Castels, 1977; Duncan & Duncan, 1955; Harvey,
1973). Also, more contemporary research on spatial
disparities has been focused on metropolitan areas
(Glaeser, Resseger, & Tobio, 2009; Musterd, Tammaru,
van Ham, & Marcińczak, 2016; van Kempen & Murie,
2009). Inequalities in rural areas are usually studied
from the point of view of the paradigm of centre–
periphery cleavages, demonstrating the gap between lev-
els of wealth in main urban centres and the country-
side. I argue, however, that the micro-scale spatial in-
equalities within rural communities are also an impor-
tant and at the same time markedly under-researched
issue. Also, economic parameters such as income domi-
nate as measures of inequalities. Accessibility of public
services is a less common subject of investigation, with
research focused on transport, education and health ser-
vices. However, understanding of inequalities needs to
go beyond the spatial distribution of wealth or economic
growth. Territorial cohesion—understood as fair access
to services of general interest (SeGIs)—inclines us to in-
vestigate disparities in distribution of public service facil-
ities at a very local level, where inequalities are actually
experienced. In the Polish literature we find examples
of comprehensive research into sub-regional differences
in access to SeGIs: at inter-county (Komornicki & Ciołek,
2017) or even inter-municipal level (Stanny, Rosner, &
Komorowski, 2018; Świątek, Czapiewski, & Komornicki,
2013). The intra-municipal approach is, however, scarce
and restricted mostly to metropolises. Thus, the article
binds together two less popular strands of research. First,
it shifts the attention from income inequalities to un-
equal access to SeGIs. Second, it extends the field of in-
terest from urban (metropolitan) municipalities to more

diversified sample of municipalities in order to obtain
more comprehensive insight into intra-municipal dispar-
ities. The focus of the research is on the perception of
spatial inequalities in order to analyse local expectations,
capacity to act and potential patterns of interventions.

The phenomenon of intra-municipal inequalities is
studied using the example of Polish municipalities se-
lected as case-study localities in the project “Inequality,
Urbanization and Territorial Cohesion: Developing
the European Social Model of Economic Growth and
Democratic Capacity” (COHSMO). The choice of locali-
ties was guided by ESPON classification of metropolises
(ESPON, 2007), national delimitations of functional ur-
ban areas (Śleszyński, 2013), functional classification
of municipalities (Śleszyński & Komornicki, 2016) and
official statistics with the objective of identifying cross-
nationally comparable exemplifications of metropolitan,
suburban and rural environments.

The article is intended to translate the notion of terri-
torial cohesion—understood as fair access to SeGIs—into
the micro-level of municipalities, and to go beyond the
prevalent urban context. First, I analyse various mean-
ings and storylines behind the concept of territorial co-
hesion in order to set the theoretical framework for the
research into perception of spatial differences in access
to selected public services delivered at the municipality
level and the importance of spatial exclusion in the lo-
cal agenda. Second, I describe the empirical approach:
methods of analysis, case localities and data sources.
Next, I present the results of the study based on quali-
tative interviews and a standardised questionnaire, and
discuss the findings against the background of local or-
ganisational structures and strategic documents to as-
sess the salience of intra-municipal inequalities. Finally,
some conclusions are offered regarding local territorial
cohesion in various settlement contexts.

2. Theoretical Underpinnings

As remarked by Dabinett (2011) territorial cohesion is a
construct verymuch embedded in European policies and
spatial planning, and difficult to find anywhere else. It is
the third pillar of European ‘cohesion agendas.’ While
the Maastricht Treaty (1992) already formulated postu-
lates of economic and social cohesion of the European
territory, the spatial aspect trickled in via the Treaty of
Amsterdam (1997), the European Spatial Development
Perspective (CEC, 1999) and the 2000 Lisbon Agenda
(to be later explicitly addressed by the 2007 Leipzig
Territorial Agenda and embraced in the Europe 2020
Strategy; see European Commission, 2010). The term it-
self is an interdisciplinary concept, encompassing econ-
omy, demography, political and urban studies. The am-
biguity in which it entered the European debate has
ever since troubled researchers, spatial planners and
policy makers trying to figure out how to understand,
operationalise and finally measure it. The attitudes to-
wards the vague character of territorial cohesion vary
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from outright criticism to hopeful acceptance that the
pluralism in how it is understood and implemented by
Member States is an opportunity rather than a critical
flaw. The opponents would put it under the label coined
by Ann Markusen (1999), “fuzzy concepts, scanty evi-
dence, policy distance,” while others term it “a catalytic
concept around which several (spatial and non-spatial)
discourses and policy practices have been generated”
(Servillo, 2010). However, simultaneously, a lot of ef-
fort has been made to resolve the disputed lack of clar-
ity in terms of scope and indicators (Abrahams, 2014;
Dao, Plagnat Cantoreggi, & Rousseaux, 2017; CEC, 2008;
ESPON, 2013; Faludi, 2004; Medeiros, 2016; Mirwaldt,
Mcmaster, & Bachtler, 2009)—shortcomings that hinder
a coherent scientific approach. Scholars and practition-
ers put forward various methods of pinning down the
elusive concept—and not merely by formulating defini-
tions and measures. For example, Mirwaldt et al. (2009)
proposed to define territorial cohesion by examining the
suggested ways of achieving it and focused on related
postulates of territorial cooperation and horizontal co-
ordination. Meanwhile, van Well (2012) concludes that
there are different storylines revolving around territorial
cohesion present in EU documents and reports: norma-
tive storylines, ESPON storylines, the Territorial Agenda
storylines, the Green Paper storylines, etc. By contrast,
Abrahams (2014)—in the face of the multitude of of-
ten incompatible definitions and storylines—advocates
a pragmatic rather than essentialist approach to under-
standing the concept: instead of asking what territo-
rial cohesion is, he advises to assess what it does or
might do.

From this variety of approaches to giving precision to
the disputed notion, we can, however, derive some com-
monalities and recurrent themes. They pertain to two as-
pects of territorial cohesion: its objectives and the pro-
cedural means to achieve them. Faludi (2004) describes
these two facets of territorial cohesion as the logic of
regional development and the co-ordination of policies
with an impact on one and the same territory.

As regards the objectives, at the heart of territorial
cohesion is an attempt to counter the unyielding logic
of economic growth and competitiveness in order to
make room for polices aimed at reducing inequalities
in their spatial dimension, social inclusion and sustain-
able development. Depending on the storyline or coun-
try’s tradition, values or interest (Doucet, 2006;Mirwaldt
et al., 2009) the emphasis can be laid on territorially bal-
anced growth or spatial justice and fair distribution of life
chances. The repeating postulates of territorial cohesion
include: (i) polycentricity (CEC, 2008; Dabinett, 2011;
Dao et al., 2017; Medeiros, 2016; Mirwaldt et al., 2009),
(ii) balanced development (Dao et al., 2017; CEC, 2008;
ESPON, 2013; Medeiros, 2016; Mirwaldt et al., 2009),
(iii) accessibility of SeGIs (Böhme & Gløersen, 2011; CEC,
2008; Dabinett, 2011; Dao et al., 2017; Mirwaldt et al.,
2009) and (iv) connectivity between the centre and pe-
ripheries (Dabinett, 2011; Mirwaldt et al., 2009).

In terms of means of arriving at the desired out-
comes, territorial cohesion’s interpreters accentuate the
need for territorial governance and coordination of poli-
cies (Dao et al., 2017; Faludi, 2004; Mirwaldt et al.,
2009). The Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion (2008)
and the Barca Report (Barca, 2009) lay the emphasis on
the strength of the local context. Place-informed poli-
cies and place-based interventions gained recognition as
‘territorial keys’ (Böhme, Doucet, Komornicki, Zaucha, &
Swiatek, 2011) to unleashing growth potential. Also, in
the face of neoliberal policies resulting from state rescal-
ing (Brenner, 2009) local communities are perceived as a
resistance factor that brings a socio-spatial dimension to
the political agenda. Thus, multi-level governance includ-
ing both vertical and horizontal collaboration constitutes
a vehicle for achieving objectives of cohesion policy.

This article takes as a point of departure the ‘spa-
tial justice’ strand of territorial cohesion, which states
that “people should neither be advantaged nor disadvan-
taged because they happen to reside within the bound-
aries of a particular locality” (Dabinett, 2011, p. 2). The
focus is on the provision of public services considered to
be SeGIs, whose importance for social cohesion is recog-
nised in the European Model of Society. I decided to
investigate the accessibility of services at a local level,
where their deficiency is actually experienced and can re-
sult in unequal opportunities and life chances.

Guided by the focus of the research (i.e., the micro-
level) I take special interest in selected SeGIs from among
those that are at least partially under municipal jurisdic-
tion in Poland: childcare services (nurseries and kinder-
gartens) and public transportation. Simultaneously, the
chosen services play an important role in equalisation of
life chances. The provision of institutionalised childcare
supports the Social Investment Strategy (Morel, Palier,
& Palme, 2012)—an approach that seeks to provide so-
cial and economic wellbeing by increasing participation
in the labourmarket. It perceives somewelfare state poli-
cies as long-term investments in human capital—a stock
that facilitates attaining high-quality jobs and provides
resilience in the face of social risks. Childcare services
specifically not only reinforce cognitive development and
early education, but they also enable re-entrance into
the labour market (especially for women) and the recon-
ciliation of family life and a professional career. In this
context, access to public services can be considered not
only equality of opportunity and conditions, but also of
outcome (Turner, 1986). Public transportation, on the
other hand, is responsible for connectivity and accessibil-
ity of services, especially second-tier ones. It is vital for
providing better education and job opportunities. The
European Commission promotes multi-mode transport
and accentuates the need to restrict the use of conven-
tional private transport to the “finalmiles” of the journey
or stretcheswhere providing collective transport is costly
(CEC, 2011). However, we need to be aware that individ-
ual means of transport, even over short distances, may
not be an option for members of a number of vulnerable
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groups: the young, seniors or the poor. Analyses cited by
Komornicki (2019) illustrate the gap between the num-
ber of healthcare facilities and secondary schools acces-
sible within 30 minutes by car as opposed to by pub-
lic transport. The allocation of public transport to the
specific tier of local government in Poland is not very
straightforward, though. City public transport is the clear
responsibility of themunicipal government. Regional rail-
way transport is under regional government jurisdiction.
But local and subregional bus services are not clearly al-
located to any of the tiers, and in practice bothmunicipal
and county governments play a role in organising this ser-
vice. In general, bus services are to a large extent dereg-
ulated in Poland, and provided in insufficient quality and
quantity. Several experts call for a more active role of lo-
cal governments.

Following Servillo’s (2010) observation that research
into territorial cohesion involves defining policy princi-
ples, territorial dimension (scale), strategic policy op-
tions and territorial governance, I ask the following re-
search questions:

1. How is access to SeGIs assessed in different set-
tlement contexts (urban, suburban and rural).
Is the subjective view reflected in more objective
measures?

2. Is accessibility of SeGIs viewed as an important lo-
cal issue?

3. Is territoriality, and in particular spatial disparities
in access to SeGIs, a salient theme of the local
agenda?

The research explores perception of inequalities, treat-
ing it as a precondition for intervention. The mere exis-
tence of disparities is not enough to take action against
them. As demonstrated in previous studies the presence
of differences concerning life situation (e.g., income or
access to societal goods) can be tolerated if these are
based on a socially accepted explanatory factor (Han,
Janmaat, Hoskins, & Green, 2012); otherwise, the sense
of breach of justice norms (Domański, 2013) or deviation
from a desired model of social development incites so-
cial tension and/or political reaction. Thus, the reasons
for deeming spatial inequalities tolerable can lie both in
objectively existing circumstances (H1) and in subjective
expectations and aspirations (H2).

The place-related hypothesis says:

H1: The more difficult it is to equalise access to public
services due to factors or circumstances considered
objective hindrances, the greater the acceptance of
spatial inequality regardless of the actual level of ser-
vice provision.

The expectations-related hypothesis claims:

H2: Past experiences, habits and expectations shape
the level of acceptance of spatial inequalities. They

can work either way—either increasing or decreasing
tolerance, regardless of current circumstances.

The selected localities, which vary in general level and
territorial distribution of public services provision, pro-
vide diversified contexts for testing the hypotheses.
H1 suggests that in sparsely populated rural areas local
actors aremore lenientwith regard to spatial inequalities
and give them lower priority on the local agenda. On the
other hand, H2 claims that people’s expectations matter
most in the perception of spatial disparities. Those accus-
tomed to accessibility of public services (from urban and
suburban localities) will be more demanding and more
critical of the current level of service provision. These
two effects predicted by H1 and H2 can strengthen one
another or be in opposition. From the perspective of co-
hesion policy and territorial governance it is also interest-
ing to investigate who is more aspirational: local politi-
cians or local communities?

3. Empirical Strategy

3.1. Research Method

The study represents a mixed-methods research strat-
egy (Venkatesh, Brown, & Sullivan, 2016). The analysis
of the selected case studies was based on a combina-
tion of methods including (1) desk research and analysis
of available official statistics, (2) analysis of local devel-
opment strategies, (3) in-depth interviews with local ac-
tors based on a semi-structured research scenario, and
(4) a standardised questionnaire administered at the end
of the interview aiming to summarise the respondent’s
opinion on spatial inequalities. This article focuses on the
results of the survey, but it utilises findings of the remain-
ing techniques to provide the context for analyses and
enable better understanding of the collected data.

Official statistics were used to describe the inves-
tigated localities and illuminate the general level of
public services provision and their territorial distribu-
tion in each of the municipalities. The data used for
comparisons between the case-study locations at LAU-2
level was acquired from Statistics Poland [Główny Urząd
Statystyczny] and Local Data Bank. The availability of
data at sub-municipal level is generally very limited,
whereas it is vital to access the differentiation of the ac-
cess to public services. This difficulty was partly resolved
with the means of desk research covering the websites
and strategic documents of the investigated municipali-
ties and somead-hoc external reports (Komornicki, 2019;
Stanny et al., 2018).

The recruitment for in-depth interviews was guided
by the objective to investigate the local development
from the perspective of territorial cohesion and to ex-
plore the intensity and forms of cooperation between
public and private sectors. Therefore, the sample con-
sisted of:
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1. Public actors: local politicians (mayors, council-
lors), local officials (from departments responsible
for local development, provision of public services
or social care).

2. Community actors: representatives of non-
governmental organisations (involved in support-
ing local development, counteracting social exclu-
sion or providing public services) and local commu-
nities (village heads, members of village councils).
Their opinions were treated as the closest approx-
imation of the voice of the citizens.

3. Business actors: local entrepreneurs and represen-
tatives of local business associations.

It is important to accentuate that the respondents were
local leaders and activists. This of course introduces a
specific context into the analysis. First of all, interviewees
had above-average knowledge about local policies and
the socio-economic situation of the municipality. They
were able to formulate more general, fact-based opin-
ions. On the other hand, their everyday life experience
and attitudes as representatives of the local elite may
not fully reflect those of ordinary members of the lo-
cal community, not to mention the socially or spatially
excluded. However, taking into consideration the objec-
tives of the study, the interviewees provided the desired
insight into the mindset of influential local stakeholders
who tend to dominate local discourse and formulated
policies (Swyngedouw, 2005).

In each locality there were at least 20 interviews.
Table 1 provides details of sample size and structure.

3.2. Selected Localities

The case-study localities represent three different settle-
ment types: urban (metropolitan), suburban and rural,
all situated in one Polish region—Pomerania. In terms of
structures of territorial organisation, the localities were
defined asmunicipalities (LAU-2 entities) in order to com-

bine the local-level character with the political scale re-
sponsible for the provision of the public services under in-
vestigation. Otherwise the case localities exemplify very
different environments in terms of size, population den-
sity, function and economic standing. The objective was
to select localities that provided an illustration of typ-
ical urbanisation-related phenomena (urban migration,
suburbanisation, depopulation of rural areas) and could
reveal issues connected with territorial cohesion at dif-
ferent scales. The key dimensions were function and lo-
cation in settlement grid, prevalent demographic trends
and, consequently, condition of the local economy (af-
fluence, labour market situation, etc.). Table 2 provides
basic background data concerning the size, distance to
local and regional centres, and economic standing. In ad-
dition, the selected localities were expected to be inter-
nally diversified, in order to provide the opportunity to
investigate intra-municipal inequalities.

Gdańsk (the urban case) is the sixth-largest city
in Poland population-wise, the capital of Pomerania
Region and the core city of so called Tricity agglomer-
ation, with administrative powers combining municipal
(LAU-2) and county level (LAU-1). Having territorial assets
in abundance—from environmental, through economic
to cultural and anthropic capital (Servillo, Atkinson, &
Russo, 2012)—Gdańsk drives the local and regional de-
velopment. Despite suburbanisation processes in the
neighbouring municipalities, the city’s population has
been growing steadily. Urban plans lay emphasis on ‘in-
ner growth’ and ‘controlled sprawl.’ However, dynamic
development of the city’s southern and south-western
outskirts has posed a challenge for the provision of in-
frastructure and SeGIs. In this study Gdańsk exempli-
fies a vibrant, affluent metropolis, aspiring to providing
good quality of life while making the best of its eco-
nomic potential.

Pruszcz Gdański—the suburban case—is a com-
pound entity representing high-density settlement in the
north-western part adjacent to Gdańsk and the sparsely

Table 1. Size and structure of the sample.

Urban Suburban Rural

Public actors 12 11 11
Community actors 7 7 5
Business actors 5 5 5
In total 24 23 21

Table 2. Basic background data on case localities.

Population 2018
(↓↑—trend in Area Distance to county’s/region’s Revenues from PIT per Unemployment

10 years) (km2) capital (km) tax-payer 2016 (euro) rate 2018 (%)

Urban 466 631 ↑ 262 0/0 7813 2,9
Suburban 61 110 ↑ 160 0/10 7812 2,8
Rural 9 078 ↓ 224 20/160 4272 10,5
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populated, rural area in the estuary of the Vistula River.
Its locationwithin the Tricity agglomeration is its greatest
territorial asset impacting its economic and demographic
development. Beneficially situated next to Gdańsk and
transportation corridors, the locality is a particularly at-
tractive location for logistics companies and distribution
centres. Due to suburbanisation processes its population
has increased by 33% in the last decade. In this study
Pruszcz Gdański represents a suburban locality owing its
economic success to its mighty neighbour, and coping
with the demographic consequences. The dual charac-
ter of the suburban case—comprised of both urbanised
and rural areas—provides the opportunity to analyse at-
titudes and policy responses to spatial inequalities in two
very different territorial settings.

Debrzno—the rural case—encapsulates characteris-
tics of inner peripheries: remotely located at the junction
of three regions, it is facing infrastructure deficiencies,
demographic decline and economic difficulties. Its eco-
nomic and social situation were dramatically aggravated
in the nineties as a result of the post-communist trans-
formation that swept away its economic pillars: state-
owned farms and the garrison (the unemployment rate
peaked at 37%). Without its main employers and so-
cial care providers, the community had to find its way
in the new socio-economic reality. Although the situa-
tion has improved thanks to a local development plan
prepared and implemented with substantial participa-
tion of the Third Sector and financed with external
(mainly EU) funds, the municipality is still troubled with
out-migration, long-term unemployment and uncertain
bases of its further growth. In the study, Debrzno illu-
minates the problem of spatial inequalities in remote,
rural areas with weak economic potential. In terms of
population distribution, approximately 60% of its resi-
dents dwell in the central town and the rest are dis-
persed in the surrounding villages that vary in size (pop-
ulation from 50 to 700 people), affluence (post state-
owned farms vs. villages of wealthy farmers and orchard
owners) and accessibility (situated along main roads vs.
devoid of paved roads).

3.3. Selected Policy Areas

In the study, territorial cohesion was operationalised as
access to SeGIs. In the empirical part, the term ‘spatial in-
equalities’ was translated into more natural language as
“unequal access to public services (such as public trans-
portation, childcare and education facilities) for inhab-
itants from different parts of municipality/city.” In the
questionnaire, respondentswere asked to assess local ac-
cessibility of public services in general. During in-depth
interviews, public transport and childcare were explored
in more detail—through a map-aided exercise aimed at
identifying excluded areas and consequences of territo-
rial inequalities.

Grey literature research was focused on the sig-
nificance attributed to childcare and public transport

provision in strategic documents. Special attention was
also paid to territorialisation of local policies: do policy-
makers treat theirmunicipality as a point on themap—as
a homogeneous entity—or are they sensitive to its inter-
nal diversification and specific needs of different parts of
the locality?

4. Results

4.1. Statistics and Grey Literature

Before analysing the results of the survey it is important
to provide a brief socio-historical introduction to public
service provision in Poland, which impacts the present
status quo. In 1989 Poland underwent a political and
economic transition—from an authoritarian state with a
centrally planned economy to a democratic, free-market
country. Along with economic shock the transition was
accompanied by a reorganisation of public services pro-
vision. Local governments and the private sector took
over SeGIs such as childcare and public transportation.
In the nineties this resulted in a significant decrease in
service coverage, especially in rural areas: the number
of kindergartens dropped by 38% and preschool enrol-
ment among children aged 3–5 decreased from 17.8%
to 15.7% (Levitas & Herczyński, 2002). Whereas avail-
ability and accessibility of childcare improved with time,
the transition marked the beginning of a more endur-
ing collapse in public transport outside functional ur-
ban areas. Having said that, it is necessary to emphasise
that, before 1989, provision of public services—although
motivated by the ideal of equalisation of access—was
troubled by numerous malfunctions and deficiencies of
the system. Resourceful solutions that bypassed the ab-
surdities of central planning by seeking community—or
family-based alternatives to the inefficient state-offered
solutions were a common experience for the society of
the time.

The investigated localities differ in terms of general
level of provision and intra-municipal accessibility of
SeGIs. The urban locality offers a dense bus and tram
network, Rapid Municipal Train and Metropolitan Train,
which provide connectivity within the agglomeration.
In Gdańsk alone there are 4.5 public transport stops per
square kilometre. The coverage of children in childcare is
13% for 0–2-year-olds and 92% for 3–5-year-olds (which
is above the national average).Mostly newly constructed
residential areas on the outskirts of the city suffer from
under-developed networks of public services. In the sub-
urban locality the situation is territorially diverse: in
the urbanised area there are frequent bus connections
(within the town, public communication is free), whereas
in the rural commune there are villages with three re-
turn connections daily. The coverage of children in child-
care is similar to the urban location, but, again, lower
in the rural part. In the peripheral locality—Debrzno—
there is no public transport organised by the municipal-
ity. Collective transport and school bussing are provided
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by county public transport and a private company. On av-
erage there are 0.3 bus stops per square kilometre and
90% of villages remain without public transportation on
non-school days. Childcare institutions are concentrated
in the central town (nursery and kindergarten) with only
small pre-primary sections at primary schools in three
other villages.

In all three localities there is some form of adminis-
trative territorialisation. Sub-municipal units represent-
ing city districts or villages in rural areas have at least an
advisory role to play, and bring local issues to the mu-
nicipal agenda. However, their financial resources and
discretion are limited. The most developed system—
with district councils—can be found in the urban local-
ity. Territorial thinking can, however, be even more em-
bedded in the principles ofmunicipal management. In its
social development policies Gdańsk uses advanced terri-
torialisation. Apart fromdistricts, two other types of enti-
ties are taken into consideration in planning. On the one
hand there are macro-areas comprising groups of dis-
tricts used to plan network of ambulatories and schools
(synchronised with their zoning); on the other hand,
there are neighbourhoods, with ‘neighbourhood’ de-
fined as an area within a 15-minute walk (bases for plan-
ning centres of local activeness, public libraries).

Intra-municipal differentiation is to various degrees
reflected in strategic documents and the political agenda.
The size and polymorphic character of the municipality
makes policy-makers more mindful of the territorial di-
mension. However, although both intra-municipal differ-
entiation and public services are present in local develop-
ment strategies, they do not necessarily form one joint
objective of social development policy. This transforms
the postulated accessibility into availability of services.

4.2. Empirical Data

The issue of spatial inequalities in access to public ser-
vices was investigated as a political postulate, as the ex-

perienced status quo and as a field of public intervention.
The interviewees assessed their attitudes on a seven-
point scale, where 1meant strong disagreementwith the
statement, and 7 meant strong agreement. In terms of
principles, very few respondents were inclined to treat
spatial inequalities as a fact of life that—as unavoidable—
can be ignored in local polices (see Figure 1). On the con-
trary, the majority was strongly convinced that spatial
inequalities should be actively counteracted. Therefore,
we may contend that the normative level spatial exclu-
sion within the municipality is not approved of. However,
the accepting of inequalities is most strongly opposed in
suburban and urban localities.

But what about the perception of the real situation?
Respondents were asked a series of questions probing
their perception of (1) the intensity of spatial exclusion
with regard to public services, (2) the importance of
spatial inequalities as a challenge for the municipality
against the background of other problems, (3) the lo-
cal authorities’ engagement in equalising spatial inequal-
ities (Figure 2).

The answers to these three questions provide some
interesting results. First, the existence of spatial inequal-
ities in the rural locality is acknowledged far less fre-
quently than could be anticipated judging by the limited
offer of public transportation and childcare in the mu-
nicipality and its territorial concentration in the central
town. Second, spatial inequalities aremost often empha-
sised by the respondents from Gdańsk—i.e., the local-
ity with the most extensive public transport and child-
care institution network of all locations under scrutiny.
Furthermore, the survey respondents are even less in-
clined to place spatial inequalities among challenges for
their municipality than they are to consider them to be
substantial. This is especially noteworthy in the case of
Debrzno, where the answers suggest that the problem
of inequalities is perceived as limited and, furthermore,
that there are more important issues the municipality
has to deal with. Third, no matter how insignificant the

Figure 1. Opinions on spatial inequalities.
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Figure 2. Perception of spatial inequalities at the local level.

inequalities are presented to be, local authorities are con-
sidered to be committed to counteracting spatial exclu-
sion. This discrepancy is particularly sizeable in the case
of Pruszcz Gdański—a locality in which inequalities are
perceived to be almost non-existent but still the authori-
ties’ priority.

5. Discussion

The results of the survey prove that the perception of
spatial inequalities—in both the normative and the em-
pirical sense—is varied in the investigated localities and
often defies expectations based on the level of service
provision in the municipality. Context factors such as set-
tlement type, level of affluence, and the experiences and
expectations of inhabitants and local authorities help un-
derstand some unobvious findings.

In Gdańsk, the relatively high level of dissatisfaction
with accessibility of public services becomes more un-
derstandable if we take into consideration the logic of
the city’s spatial and social policies on the one hand and
the attitudes of residents on the other. Nurturing local
communities, planning local centres at the level of neigh-
bourhoods also increases the awareness of local defi-
ciencies in access to SeGIs. In some sense it could be
viewed as downscaling Magnusson’s postulate to “see
like a city” (Magnusson, 2010) to an even more granu-
lar level. Active, demanding citizens close the feedback
loop by putting pressure on local authorities. As framed
by a representative of a non-governmental organisation
involved in childcare provision in several municipalities
in the region:

It’s about local awareness.We know that everywilling
child should have a guaranteed place in a municipal
kindergarten, but the average parent who has placed
their child in a non-public institution and is not well-
informed can have no clue. It has always been like

this, so it’s ok. Some local governments take advan-
tage of this….In Gdańsk, especially in some districts,
citizens are more aware, and if their children don’t
get admitted there is a furious row….The city does
its job, but such a grass-roots movement provides ex-
tra stimulation.

At the other end of the spectrum, Debrzno showcases
the pattern of low expectations. The lack of accessi-
ble public services has accustomed residents to their
absence, converting it into a fact of life—a part of
their reality. Many inconveniences have long been re-
sponded to with high spirits, internalised beyond recog-
nition, treated like something humorous. As described by
one interviewee:

I commuted towork formany years, in summer and in
winter, and I managed. There are of course moments
when roads are impassable due to snow or snowmelt.
Sometimes one might just sit and cry because you
don’t know what to do: walk across or swim?

5.1. Community Actor, Rural Locality

The long-lasting deficiency of public services forced the
development of individual strategies to ‘make do with
what you have’ and undermined the significance of spa-
tial inequalities. Inmany instances, cars filled the gap cre-
ated by the lack of collective means of transport and re-
motely situated public care facilities, making a driver li-
cence a must. Some interviewees reflect on the conse-
quences of the lack of public transportation for senior
citizens and the unemployed, though the modernisation
of the road network is given a higher priority. Secondly,
in rural areas the traditional model of family life is more
popular than in cities, makingmaternity leave longer and
making the help of relatives in childrearing an alterna-
tive to public services. The third factor that weakens the
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attention paid to accessibility of public services is the
economic situation of the municipality. The uncertain fu-
ture of the local labour market and unfavourable demo-
graphic trends outscore intra-municipal inequalities on
the list of priorities.

Due to its dual nature, the suburban locality com-
bines characteristics present in Gdańsk and Debrzno.
The influx of inhabitants from the metropolis made spa-
tial inequalities less acceptable. The newcomers are de-
scribed as ‘demanding’ with regard to accessibility and
quality of services, relating their expectations to experi-
ences they had in the city. Their pressure is one of the
reasons why spatial inequalities are so high on local au-
thorities’ priority list. This is especially true in the rural
part, where catching up with infrastructure without ne-
glecting any part of a territorially diversified municipality
is a part of the political commitment. At the same time,
the territorially concise town of Pruszcz Gdański aspires
to be a compact city providing high quality of life—thus,
driven by slightly different motives, the authorities also
feel strongly about accessibility of SeGIs. Thanks to its
good economic standing, the municipality can quite effi-
ciently deal with the provision of key services to its grow-
ing population. This may be why at the general level the
disparities are considered of little importance.

We can conclude that the research gives some sup-
port for the place-related hypothesis (H1). Indeed, inter-
viewees from the rural locality were least strongly con-
vinced that inequalities should be actively counteracted,
and somewhat played down the level of intra-municipal
differences in the access to public services. Disapproval
of spatial inequalities is stronger in the densely popu-
lated urban municipality, and even more so in the subur-

ban locality. This brings us to the other hypothesis refer-
ring to experiences and expectations (H2), which seems
to be even better anchored in the data, taking into con-
sideration the contrasting attitudes of respondents from
Debrzno versus those from Gdańsk and Pruszcz Gdański.

To summarise, it is important to reflect on the agents
that bring about an equalisation of access to SeGIs. The
survey revealed that almost regardless of the perception
of the magnitude of spatial inequalities, local authorities
are considered to be committed to counteracting spa-
tial exclusion. Of course, to some extent this can be at-
tributed to the fact that public actors account for half
of the sample and indeed assess their own involvement
more favourably than other interviewees. On the other
hand, there is also evidence supporting the thesis that
aspirations of local policy-makers drive the development
of public services. In rural, sparsely populated areas the
need formore accessible public services ismore often ex-
pressed by the local authorities, who introduce improved
public services without political pressure from the citi-
zens. Table 3 presents some telling statements of com-
munity and public actors.

It can be concluded that both bottom-up and top-
down impulses can drive the equalisation of spatial dis-
parities at the local level. The former result from the
expectations of citizens, while the latter derive from
the aspirations of local authorities. Also, the local elec-
tion process encourages sensitivity to the needs of var-
ious groups of voters. Symmetry in investments and
equalised development of different parts of the munic-
ipality were an explicit political commitment in the sub-
urban locality.

Table 3. Comparison of views on significance of access to public services.

Community actors Public actors

Rural locality “[on public transport in sparsely populated ar-
eas] Elderly people prefer to pay a neighbour
or someone from the family to give them a lift,
wait for them an hour or two, and drive them
home rather than use public transport, because
they would lose a whole day” (Community ac-
tor, town).

“Perhaps today Mr Smith doesn’t feel a need to
use a bus but tomorrow hemight. Therefore we
fight so that he has access to public transport”
(Local politician).

“[on access to childcare] If someone wants to
work, they work. A sister or a granny will take
care of their child. There is a woman whose
child is slightly disabled. She takes her child to
a specialised childcare institution in Człuchów
[over 20 km one-way] by car” (Community ac-
tor, village).

“Nowwe can’t imagine our townwithout a nurs-
ery. But at the beginning it was difficult to re-
cruit 10 children. People’s attitudes are chang-
ing” (Local official).

Suburban locality “[on public transport in sparsely populated ar-
eas] I often wonder why the municipality pays
such a lot of money to transport the air”
(Community actor, rural part).

“We are the only municipality in the county and
one of few in the region to organise public trans-
port at such a scale” (Local politician, rural part).
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6. Conclusion

Although both hypotheses gain some support in the re-
sults of the survey, it is the hypothesis of expectations
that seems to better explain the perception and accep-
tance of intra-municipal inequalities in access to public
services. As expected, in the urban context, expectations
exceed the current level of provision, whereas in rural
areas some inherited, long-lasting forms of territorial ex-
clusion have grown to be considered the norm. ‘Settling
for less’ is often accompanied by an array of individual-
istic or community-based strategies developed to substi-
tute public services (multiple car ownership, car-pooling,
neighbour taxi service, relying on family members for
help in child-rearing). However, the inefficiency of such
services as public transport in rural areas leaves some vul-
nerable groups adrift: minors, seniors, the ill and hand-
icapped, and the unemployed. The process of equalis-
ing spatial disparities can be driven by both bottom-up
and top-down interventions. In the urban environment,
public transport is incorporated into the spatial planning
vision, while childcare forms part of the social agenda.
Grassroots initiatives exert pressure to fix local deficien-
cies. In suburban localities the approach varies depending
on local development strategies and population density.
Influxes of urban migrants further increase the pressure
to invest in public services. In rural areas, however, the ini-
tiative to develop childcare or public transport networks
seems to be a top-down vision of social development.

Thus, this study shows the importance of how local
stakeholders perceive the role that public services play.
We can also conclude that the municipality is an interest-
ing and relevant scale for territorial cohesion. This micro-
level is the very one where inequalities are actually expe-
rienced and that has the political resources to alleviate
spatial disparities or at least bring them to the fore.

Of course these place-based interventions are at
their best when they are part of a wider, multi-level
and cross-sectoral cooperation. The national level plays
an important role in hindering the growth of inequality
by setting basic standards of public service provision. In
2011 the central government obliged municipalities to
make kindergarten available for all willing children. This
regulation largely accelerated the achievement of high
coverage rates. Nevertheless, as a regulation addressed
to municipalities as a whole, it does not guarantee ade-
quate spatial distribution of facilities. Finally, European
programmes and funds largely contributed to the devel-
opment of infrastructure in Poland—including to the pro-
vision of SeGIs. Furthermore, many EU procedural re-
quirements incentivised public consultations. Even if pri-
marily handled instrumentally, they encouraged more
territorial and communitarian practices in local politics.

Acknowledgments

This article draws on findings from the COHSMO Project,
which has received funding from the European Union’s

Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme un-
der Grant Agreement No 727058. I would also like to
express my gratitude for Professor Paweł Swianiewicz
for his encouragement and valuable comments which
helped to improve the article.

Conflict of Interests

The author declares no conflict of interests.

References

Abrahams, G. (2014). What “is” territorial cohesion?
What does it “do”?: Essentialist versus pragmatic ap-
proaches to using concepts. European Planning Stud-
ies, 22(10), 2134–2155.

Bachtler, J., Martins, J. O., Wostner, P., & Żuber, P. (2017).
Towards cohesion policy 4.0. Structural transforma-
tion and inclusive growth. Brussels: RSA Europe.

Barca, F. (2009). An agenda for a reformed cohesion
policy: A place-based approach to meeting Euro-
pean Union challenges and expectations. Brussels:
DG Regio.

Böhme, K., & Gløersen, E. (2011). Territorial cohesion
storylines: Understanding a policy concept. Heisdorf:
Spatial Forsight.

Böhme, K., Doucet, P., Komornicki, T., Zaucha, J., &
Swiatek, D. (2011). How to strengthen the territo-
rial dimension of ‘Europe 2020’ and the EU cohesion
policy: Report based on the Territorial Agenda 2020.
Warsaw: Ministry of Regional Development.

Brenner, N. (2009). Open questions on state rescaling.
Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society,
2(1), 123–139.

Castels, M. (1977). Kwestia miejska [The urban question].
Warsaw: Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe.

CEC. (1999). European spatial development perspective:
Towards balanced and sustainable development of
the territory of the EU. Luxembourg: Office for Offi-
cial Publications of the European Communities.

CEC. (2008). Green Paper on territorial cohesion. Turn-
ing territorial diversity into strength. Luxembourg:
Office for Official Publications of the European
Communities.

CEC. (2011).White Paper: Roadmap to a single European
transport area—Towards a competitive and resource
efficient transport system. Luxembourg: Publications
Office of the European Union.

Dabinett, G. (2011). Promoting territorial cohesion and
understandings of spatial justice. Paper Presented at
the Regional Studies and SloveniaGovernmentOffice
for Local Self-Government and Regional Policy Con-
ference, Bled, Slovenia.

Dao, H., Plagnat Cantoreggi, P., & Rousseaux, V. (2017).
Operationalizing a contested concept: Indicators
of territorial cohesion. European Planning Studies,
25(4), 638–660.

Dijkstra, L., Poelman, H., & Rodríguez-Pose, A. (2020).

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 253–264 262

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


The geography of EU discontent. Regional Studies,
54(6), 737–753.

Domański, H. (2013). Sprawiedliwe nierówności zarob-
ków w odczuciu społecznym [Just income inequal-
ity in social perception]. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo
Naukowe Scholar.

Doucet, P. (2006). Territorial cohesion of tomorrow: A
path to cooperation or competition? European Plan-
ning Studies, 14(10), 1473–1485. https://doi.org/
10.1080/09654310600852449

Duncan, O. D., & Duncan, B. (1955). Residential distribu-
tion and occupational stratification. American Jour-
nal of Sociology, 60(5), 493–503.

ESPON. (2007). Study on urban functions (ESPON Project
1.4.3 Final Report). Luxembourg: ESPON.

ESPON. (2013). Indicators of territorial cohesion. Scien-
tific platform and tools project 2013/3/2 (Draft Final
Report, Part C). Luxembourg: ESPON & University of
Geneva.

European Commission. (2010). Europe 2020: A strategy
for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. Brussels:
Communication from the European Commission.

European Union. (1992). Treaty on European Union,
Treaty of Maastricht, (C 325/5). Luxembourg:
Office for Official Publications of the European
Communities.

Faludi, A. (2004). Territorial cohesion: Old (French) wine
in new bottles? Urban Studies, 41(7), 1349–1365.

Glaeser, E. L., Resseger, M., & Tobio, K. (2009). Inequality
in cities. Journal of Regional Science, 49(4), 617–646.

Han, C., Janmaat, J. G., Hoskins, B., & Green, A.
(2012). Perceptions of inequalities: Implications for
social cohesion (LLAKES Research Paper 35). Lon-
don: LLAKES. Retrieved from https://www.llakes.
ac.uk/sites/default/files/35.%20Han%20Janmaat%
20Hoskins%20Green.pdf

Harvey, D. (1973). Social Justice and the city. London: Ed-
ward Arnold.

Kaldor, N. (1970). The case for regional policies. Scottish
Journal of Political Economy, 17(3), 337–348.

Komornicki, T. (2019). Polska sprawiedliwa komunika-
cyjnie [Just transport in Poland]. Warsaw: Fundacja
im. Stefana Batorego.

Komornicki, T., & Ciołek, D. (2017). Territorial capital
in Poland. In J. Bradley & J. Zaucha (Eds.), Terri-
torial cohesion: A missing link between economic
growth and welfare. Lessons from the Baltic Tiger
(pp. 93–146). Gdańsk: Uniwersytet Gdański Katedra
Makroekonomii.

Krugman, P. (1991). Increasing returns and economic
geography. Journal of Political Economy, 99(3),
483–499.

Levitas, T., & Herczyński, J. (2002). Decentralization, lo-
cal governments and education reform in Poland. In
K. Davey (Ed.), Balancing national and local respon-
sibilities: Education management and finance in four
central European countries (pp. 91–113). Budapest:
LGI.

Magnusson, W. (2010). Seeing like a city. In J. Davies &
D. Imbroscio (Eds.), Critical urban studies: New direc-
tions (pp. 41–53). Albany, NY: State University of New
York Press.

Markusen, A. (1999). Fuzzy concepts, scanty evidence,
policy distance: The case for rigour and policy rel-
evance in critical regional studies. Regional Studies,
33(9), 869–884.

Medeiros, E. (2016). Territorial cohesion: An EU concept.
European Journal of Spatial Development, 1(60),
1–30.

Mirwaldt, K., Mcmaster, I., & Bachtler, J. (2009). Recon-
sidering cohesion policy : The contested debate on ter-
ritorial cohesion (European Policies Research Paper
No. 66). Glasgow: European Policies Research Centre,
University of Strathclyde.

Morel, N., Palier, B., & Palme, J. (2012). Towards a so-
cial investment welfare state? Ideas policies and chal-
lenges. Bristol: Policy Press.

Musterd, S., Tammaru, T., van Ham, M., & Marcińczak, S.
(2016). Inequality and rising levels of socio-economic
segregation: Lessons from a pan-European study. In
T. Tammaru, M. van Ham, S. Marcińczak, & S. Mus-
terd (Eds.), Socio-economic segregation in European
capital cities: East meets West (358–382). London:
Routledge.

Myrdal, G. (1957). Economic theory and under-developed
regions. London: Duckworth.

OECD. (2018a).Divided cities. Understanding intra-urban
inequalities. Paris: OECD.

OECD. (2018b). Inclusive growth and social cohesion in
cities: An OECD approach.Paris: OECD.

OECD. (2019). OECD regional outlook 2019. Paris: OECD.
Servillo, L. (2010). Territorial cohesion discourses:

Hegemonic strategic concepts in European spatial
planning. Planning Theory and Practice, 11(3),
397–416.

Servillo, L., Atkinson, R., & Russo, A. P. (2012). Territorial
attractiveness in EU urban and spatial policy: A criti-
cal review and future research agenda. European Ur-
ban and Regional Studies, 19(4), 349–365.

Śleszyński, P. (2013). Delimitacja miejskich obszarów
funkcjonalnych stolic województw [Delimitation of
the Functional Urban Areas around Poland’s voivod-
ship capital cities]. Przegląd Geograficzny, 85(2),
173–197.

Śleszyński, P., & Komornicki, T. (2016). Klasyfikacja
funkcjonalna gmin polski na potrzeby monitoringu
planowania przestrzennego [Functional classification
of Poland’s communes (gminas) for the needs of
the monitoring of spatial planning]. Przegląd Ge-
ograficzny, 88(4), 469–488.

Stanny, M., Rosner, A., & Komorowski, Ł. (2018). Mon-
itoring Rozwoju Obszarów Wiejskich Etap III. Struk-
tury społeczno-gospodarcze, ich przestrzenne zróżni-
cowanie i dynamika [Rural development monitoring.
Stage III. Socio-economic structures, their spatial dif-
ferenciation and dynamics]. Warsaw: Fundacja Eu-

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 253–264 263

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654310600852449
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654310600852449
https://www.llakes.ac.uk/sites/default/files/35.%20Han%20Janmaat%20Hoskins%20Green.pdf
https://www.llakes.ac.uk/sites/default/files/35.%20Han%20Janmaat%20Hoskins%20Green.pdf
https://www.llakes.ac.uk/sites/default/files/35.%20Han%20Janmaat%20Hoskins%20Green.pdf


ropejski Fundusz Rozwoju Wsi Polskiej Instytut Roz-
woju Wsi i Rolnictwa PAN.

Świątek, D., Czapiewski, K., & Komornicki, T. (2013). Ser-
vices of general interests in Mazowsze region: Abbre-
viation of ESPON SeGI case study report. Europa XXI,
23, 149–176.

Swyngedouw, E. (2005). Governance innovation and the
citizen: The Janus face of governance-beyond-the-
state. Urban Studies, 42(11), 1991–2006.

Thirlwall, A. P. (2014). Kaldor’s 1970 regional growth
model revisited. Scottish Journal of Political Economy,
61(4), 341–347.

Treaty of Amsterdam amending the Treaty on Euro-
pean Union, the Treaties establishing the European
Communities and certain related acts, 97/C 340/01
(1997).

Treaty of Lisbon amending the Treaty on European Union
and the Treaty establishing the European Community,
2007/C 306/01 (2007).

Turner, B. (1986). Equality. London: Ellis Horwood.
van Kempen, R., &Murie, A. (2009). The newdivided city:

Changing patterns in European cities. Tijdschrift Voor
Economische En Sociale Geografie, 100(4), 377–398.

van Well, L. (2012). Conceptualizing the logics of ter-
ritorial cohesion. European Planning Studies, 20(9),
1549–1567.

Venkatesh, V., Brown, S. A., & Sullivan, Y. W. (2016).
Guidelines for conducting mixed-methods research:
An extension and illustration. Journal of the Associa-
tion for Information Systems, 17(7), 435–495.

About the Author

Wirginia Aksztejn (MA in Sociology) is a Research Assistant in the Department of Local Development
and Policy and a PhD student in Doctoral School of Social Sciences at the University of Warsaw, Poland.
She has been involved in social and marketing research since 2005. Her current research focuses on
local government studies, in particular on local economic development, spatial inequalities and cohe-
sion policies.

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 253–264 264

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183–2803)
2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 265–276

DOI: 10.17645/si.v8i4.3377

Article

In Search of Territorial Cohesion: An Elusive and Imagined Notion
Rob Atkinson 1 and Carolina Pacchi 2,*

1 Department of Geography and Environmental Management, University of the West of England, Bristol, BS19 1QY, UK;
E-Mail: rob.atkinson@uwe.ac.uk
2 Department of Architecture andUrban Studies, Politecnico diMilano, 20133Milan, Italy; E-Mail: carolina.pacchi@polimi.it

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 18 June 2020 | Accepted: 31 August 2020 | Published: 3 December 2020

Abstract
Territorial cohesion has figured in the lexicon of the European Union for some years. However, there has never been
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1. Introduction

A number of key notions have played a key role in the
official discourse of and debates around cohesion in the
European Union over the last three decades. Initially
the main focus was on economic and social cohesion
which were incorporated into the Treaty Establishing
the European Community by the Treaty of Maastricht
in 1992. More informally territorial cohesion was fre-

quently linked to economic and social cohesion, in a
sense they formed a ‘triumvirate’ representing the mul-
tiple, interlinked, dimensions of cohesion. However, ter-
ritorial cohesion remained the ‘poor relation’ of the
three in the sense that it lay outside the competence
of the European Union because it was not included in
the Treaty Establishing the European Community. Thus,
whilst present in the debate it was simultaneously offi-
cially ‘absent.’ This ‘absence’ was finally rectified when it
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was included alongside economic and social cohesion in
Article 174 of the 2009 Treaty on the Functioning of the
European Union. Article 174 states: “In order to promote
its overall harmonious development, the Union shall
develop and pursue its actions leading to the strength-
ening of its economic, social and territorial cohesion”
(Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, 2012).
Thus, in the official discourse of the European Union
the three are presented together, not in isolation, the
clear implication being that they are indivisible. Cohesion
Policy and the associated structural funds have been the
main vehicle throughwhich the three have beenpursued.
However, in policy terms, the three have tended to be
treated in isolation with economic cohesion tending to
dominate through the use of metaphors such as compet-
itiveness and smart growth. In a sense there has been an
unwillingness, or perhaps an inability, to develop policies
that integrate the three dimensions of cohesion.

This is not just a problem related to Cohesion Policy
but also to the wider range of European Union poli-
cies developed by the different Directorate Generals of
the European Commission. These have tended to be
‘blind’ vis-à-vis their territorial implications and impacts
(cf. Colomb & Santinha, 2014)—they are ‘space blind.’
Although it is also fair to say they do not consider the
wider social implications of these policies. Arguably this
assemblage of disaggregated policies has equally, if not
greater, territorial (social and economic) impacts than
Cohesion Policy. The overall point being that there has
been a persistent inability, or lack of will, to develop
policy approaches that simultaneously address econom-
ic, social and territorial cohesion as an indivisible trini-
ty. Thus, there is an inherent ambiguity/dissonance in
the official discourse of the European Union both specif-
ically in relation to Cohesion Policy and more generally.
In part this derives from the political/normative nature
of territorial cohesion and its association with the oth-
er two dimensions of cohesion. This entails a particu-
lar programmatic understanding of ‘what the European
Union and its constituent space’ should be like in terms
of its organisational and relational structure. One that is
not necessarily sharedwidely within either the European
Commission or European Union in general or by mem-
ber states.

Whilst it is relatively easy to criticise politicians and
policy makers for failing to bring together the three
dimensions the academic debate has not been any more
successful in attempts to understand their interrelation-
ship and how to develop a coherent understanding of
the three dimensions in toto. Arguably one cannot even
find a coherent andwidely shared understanding ofwhat
territorial cohesion means in a conceptual sense in the
academic literature. The academic discourse abounds
with attempts to define the concept and the relationship
between the three dimensions of cohesion (cf. Medeiros,
2016; Mirwaldt, McMaster, & Bachtler, 2009; Zaucha,
2015). In part this has its origins in different disciplinary
approaches to the issue which tend to stress particular

aspects whether it be space, policy integration, gover-
nance, etc. However, it is also a product of the fact that
territorial cohesion is irrevocably entangled with a series
of other concepts such as polycentricity, balanced devel-
opment and (territorial) governance. As we will discuss
below each of these concepts and their implications are
contested in theoretical, policy and political terms. Thus,
it is not simply a matter of coming to a common under-
standing of territorial cohesion but also of these other
concepts and their interrelationships. Moreover, it has
often proved difficult to disentangle the theoretical and
policy discourses and the normative aspects associated
with the political ambitions of the European Integration
Project. Cohesion Policy, and the associated structural
funds, is perhaps the best example of this. The ultimate
aim being to bring all parts of the European Union up to
the same level of territorial, economic and social devel-
opment and provide the frameworkwithwhich ever clos-
er political integration can take place.

The issues outlined above are further complicat-
ed by how they all relate to spatial planning (or spa-
tial development as it is now called; cf. Atkinson &
Zimmermann, 2018), for which the European Union has
no legal competence, but which has come to occupy
an increasingly prominent position in debates about
Cohesion Policy since the publication of the European
Spatial Development Perspective in 1999 (Committee on
Spatial Development, 1999). The document has influ-
enced the development of structural funds—particularly
the European Regional Development Fund—and is a key
structuring factor vis-à-vis territorial cohesion.

In the remainder of this article we first of all dis-
cuss the evolution of discourse on the different dimen-
sions of territorial cohesion through an analysis of
European Union policy documents and academic litera-
ture. We then go on to consider the role of spatial con-
figurations at different scales including issues such as
polycentricity, urban-rural relations and infrastructure
networks. This also entails a reflection on the spatial
consequences of economic and social cohesion at differ-
ent scales. In Section 4 we seek to bring together the
intersections/overlaps between the three dimensions of
cohesion and the uncertainties and indeterminacy this
creates for policy makers and those implementing policy,
discussing the case of the Inner Areas Strategy in Italy to
highlight the trade-offs between the dimensions and to
illustrate the attendant choices and dilemmas. Finally, in
the conclusion we will reflect on the on the implications
of these developments for territorial cohesion and its
relationship to competitiveness and economic growth.

2. The Evolution of Discourse on the Different
Dimensions of Territorial Cohesion

In order to develop this analysis of the relevant dis-
course(s) we focus on a series of key documents related
to our chosen object of analysis. Here we broadly draw
on the work of Atkinson (1999, 2000), which is based
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primarily on a Foucauldian approach. Essentially we use
discourse here to refer to “a group of statements which
provide a language for talking about a way of represent-
ing the knowledge about a particular topic at a partic-
ular historical moment. Discourse is about the produc-
tion of knowledge through language” (Hall, 1997, p. 44).
It operates as a ‘framing device’ seeking to set the terms
and limits of the debate. Moreover, like Radaelli (2004)
we recognise that discourses are not simply about ideas
and language but that they are embedded in institution-
al contexts and involve interaction and that these inter-
actions in turn shape and reshape the discourse.

In terms of the policy discourse territorial cohe-
sion has implicitly featured in the debate for some
years. In part this goes back to the European Spatial
Development Perspective (1999), although the term ter-
ritorial cohesion is only used once in the document.
Nevertheless, the terms territory and spatial figure fre-
quently and the ways in which they are deployed can
reasonably be interpreted as proxies for territorial cohe-
sion, particularly given their articulation with notions
such as polycentricity and balanced development across
the European space. The clear implication is that the
European space should achieve economic, social and ter-
ritorial cohesion. Moreover, the argument is that this
state of affairs should also be achieved within coun-
tries. In many ways the European Spatial Development
Perspective established the parameters for the subse-
quent policy and academic discourses, it identifies three
key objectives: 1) economic and social cohesion; 2) con-
servation of natural resources and cultural heritage (i.e.,
sustainable development); and 3) more balanced com-
petitiveness of the European territory (Committee on
Spatial Development, 1999, p. 10) which are to be pur-
sued in an integrated manner with consideration of how
they interact. The attendant modus operandi is one of
balanced and polycentric development within a frame-
work of competition and cooperation.

The problemwith the European Spatial Development
Perspectivewas its intergovernmental status, this means
that it was not an official European Union document
(see Atkinson, 2001). Nevertheless, it did exercise con-
siderable influence over the allocation of the struc-
tural funds and Cohesion Policy. Moreover, one can find
explicit reference to it in the Third Progress Report on
Cohesion (Commission of the European Communities,
2005) where in relation to the use of structural funds
in new member states it is stated: “Rural policies pur-
sue territorial cohesion objectives and the Lisbon goals”
(Commission of the European Communities, 2005, p. 9).
The reference here is to the European Agricultural Fund
for Rural Development, which is one of the European
Union’s structural investment funds that collectively con-
tribute to Cohesion Policy in a variety ways. However, no
definition of the term is provided.

Its inclusion in the Treaty on the Functioning of the
European Union (2009) changed the terms of the dis-
course in that it was now an official object of policy along

with economic and social cohesion. A ‘policy definition’
of territorial cohesion can be found in the Green Paper
on Territorial Cohesion (Commission of the European
Communities, 2008):

Territorial cohesion is about ensuring the harmonious
development of all these places and about making
sure that their citizens are able to make the most of
inherent features of these territories. As such, it is
a means of transforming diversity into an asset that
contributes to sustainable development of the entire
European Union. (p. 4)

Here the term is linked to a particular notion of develop-
ment and in particularwhatwas to become known as the
‘place-based approach’ (Barca, 2009).

The Green Paper (Commission of the European
Communities, 2008) and the associated place-based
approach represented a significant step forward in the
development of an approach that sought to bring togeth-
er the territorial, social and economic dimensions, argu-
ing that they cannot be considered in isolation and
that, as a result, policies must be developed in an inte-
grated manner and directed at ‘meaningful places of
intervention’ (i.e., not limited by administrative bound-
aries/borders). This approach has become central to ter-
ritorial Cohesion Policy as articulated through European
Union Cohesion Policy, presenting a way of bringing
together economic, social and territorial cohesion in spe-
cific places and building amore territorially cohesive and
economically balanced European space.

Nevertheless, more recent Cohesion Reports have
shied away from an explicit discussion of the notion
and its relationship with economic and social cohesion.
For instance the Seventh Report on Economic, Social
and Territorial Cohesion (Commission of the European
Communities, 2017) treats the three separately and
the chapter on territorial cohesion “covers the major
environmental challenges affecting the development of
European Union regions, on the one hand, and a num-
ber of major issues addressed by various territorial coop-
eration schemes, on the other” (Commission of the
European Communities, 2017, p. 96).

The Territorial Agenda of the European Union (2007)
is more explicit in the way in which it addresses the issue
arguing “We see the future task ‘Territorial Cohesion’
as a permanent and cooperative process involving the
various actors and stakeholders of territorial develop-
ment at political, administrative and technical levels.”
(Territorial Agenda of the European Union, 2007, p. 1).
However, this largely reduces it to an issue of gover-
nance. The Territorial Agenda of the European Union
2020 (Territorial Agenda of the European Union, 2011)
treats it in a similar manner. While the more recent
Territorial Agenda 2020 Put in Practice (2015) argues:

The objective of the TA2020 [Territorial Agenda 2020]
is to provide strategic orientations for territorial devel-
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opment, promoting place-based policy making with-
in different policies at all government levels and to
ensure implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy
according to territorial cohesion principles which call
for a harmonious, balanced, efficient, sustainable ter-
ritorial development. (p. 5)

It is articulated with notions such as polycentric and bal-
anced territorial development, integrated development
in cities, rural and specific regions, global competitive-
ness of the regions based on strong local economies,
etc. But once again there is no clear definition of
the notion in policy terms. Furthermore, the Territorial
Agenda in its various iterations is once again an intergov-
ernmental document with no official status within the
European Union.

If the policy discourse has not provided a clear def-
inition of the term the academic discourse has had no
more success. For instance, if we take two examples pro-
vided by Mirwaldt et al. (2009) and Medeiros (2016)
they note there are numerous understandings of what
it is. Mirwaldt et al. (2009) argue at a minimum there
are four different definitions or components: 1) poly-
centric and endogenous development seeking to sup-
port the development of numerous competitive inno-
vatory clusters across the European Union; 2) balanced
development that reduces socioeconomic inequalities
and imbalances across the European Union; 3) accessibil-
ity, in the sense that all European Union citizens should
have access to the same basic level of services across the
European Union where ever they live; and 4) a form of
networking and connectivity between key centres across
the European Union and between them and their hinter-
lands. Medeiros (2016, p. 7) also argues for the need “to
concentrate the analysis on identifying the main dimen-
sions and components of this concept.” Thus, after an
extensive review of different definitions, he argues for
four key dimensions to the concept (Medeiros, 2016,
pp, 10, 15, where he further elaborates on the ‘compo-
nent parts’ of each dimension):

Territorial Cohesion is the process of promoting a
more cohesive and balanced territory, by: (i) support-
ing the reduction of socioeconomic territorial imbal-
ances; (ii) promoting environmental sustainability;
(iii) reinforcing and improving the territorial cooper-
ation/governance processes; and (iv) reinforcing and
establishing a more polycentric urban system.

Whilst one can see some general characteristics that typ-
ify territorial cohesion the relationships and degree of
primacy accorded to each is unclear and amounts to
a ‘list’ of ‘key issues.’ As a result, there is considerable
debate over what is/are the primary structuring factor(s)
in these relationships and how they interact.

As Servillo (2010) argues the crux of the issue is the
tension between competitiveness and the achievement
of cohesion in its broadest sense. He notes:

The pursuit of economic growth through competition
between territories and solidaristic attention to dis-
parities between them are the twomain oppositional
positions against cohesive definitions of the European
Union’s institutional role, and both significantly affect
the TC [Territorial Cohesion] concept. (p. 404)

The argument is that the competition discourse has
becoming increasingly dominant in European Union
discourse, particularly since the financial crash of
2007/2008. Thus, the notion of territorial cohesion
‘glosses over’ the tensions between cohesion and com-
petitiveness implying that the two can be reconciled
through the place-based approach. While the turn to
endogenous development and the argument that all
places have strengths they can build on has obvious
attractions, this ignores the fact the problems facing
many places are deep seated and cannot be resolved
at the local level or even with external support—many
places are simply condemned by their past and cannot
break out of it (i.e., a form of path dependency). This
means there will inevitably be ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ and
that this process runs the risk of intensifying territorial
inequalities at pan-European, national and regional lev-
els (cf. Atkinson, 2017, 2019).

3. The Role of Spatial Configurations at Different Scales

The European Union debate has tried to bring togeth-
er the different dimensions of territorial cohesion and
to internalise the spatial consequences of economic and
social cohesion through different discursive constructs:
One of those is the identification of specific spatial con-
figurations, which can create the conditions for their inte-
gration in practice. This entails a focus on areas, places
and spatial organisation patterns, rather than on sectors
or policy domains, such as cohesion, agriculture, trans-
port, environment, etc., in all the phases of policy design
and implementation. The emphasis on place-based poli-
cies explicitly entered into the European debate follow-
ing the Barca Report placing it at the centre of the discus-
sion (Barca, 2009), but, as is well known, elements of the
significance of the spatial dimension have been present
in the debate since the mid-1990s.

Much of the European discourse on the role of
space in European Union policy making from the late
1990s/beginning of the 2000s was focussed on spatial
planning, and the attendant emphasis on how different
policy domains and sectors could be integrated to sup-
port the objective of balanced and sustainable devel-
opment across the European Union (see Atkinson &
Zimmermann, 2018). This perspective was/is controver-
sial, both because the European Union does not have
specific competences in the domain, and because it is
derived from the very different traditions of spatial plan-
ning which historically characterise the different mem-
ber states (Mirwaldt et al., 2009), and which have not
exhibited any significant degree of convergence since
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the European Union approach emerged (Atkinson &
Zimmermann, 2018; Newman & Thornley, 1996).

In order to better understand how certain influen-
tial spatial concepts contributed to frame the debate
before and after the emergence and consolidation of
the place-based approach, it is important to consid-
er how the European Spatial Development Perspective
introduced, defined and legitimised many concepts and
discursive constructs that remain crucial to this day. This
document highlights three ‘complimentary’ key objec-
tives of European policy (as noted earlier): econom-
ic and social cohesion; conservation and management
of natural resources and the cultural heritage; and a
more balanced competitiveness of the European terri-
tory (Committee on Spatial Development, 1999), thus
presenting itself as a “suitable policy framework for the
sectoral policies of the Community and the member
states that have spatial impacts” (Committee on Spatial
Development, 1999).

The objective of the informal agreement between
member states that led to the European Spatial
Development Perspective was clearly to assess the pos-
sible spatial effects (in terms of adaptations of land use
patterns and landscapes) of different sectoral policies
and internalise them in policy design and policy mak-
ing at different scales, understanding their potential
overlaps, and to integrate spatial considerations into
traditionally ‘spatially-blind’ policies, in order to better
take into account geographical differences and a wide
range of territorial disparities. The European Spatial
Development Perspective, moreover, proposes to move
one step ahead: There are a number of specific spatial
configurations which are cited in the document that may
potentially contribute to possible pathways towards
the integration of the economic, social, and territorial
dimensions of cohesion. These are recurring elements
both in the debates that shaped the European Spatial
Development Perspective (1999) and in the discourses
that followed the delineation present in the document,
e.g., in the Cohesion Reports and in some operational
decisions, such as the creation of the European Spatial
Planning Observation Network.

As the European Spatial Development Perspective
states:

As early as 1994, the Ministers responsible for spa-
tial planning agreed on three policy guidelines for
the spatial development of the EU10: development
of a balanced and polycentric urban system and
a new urban-rural relationship; securing parity of
access to infrastructure and knowledge; and sustain-
able development, prudent management and protec-
tion of nature and cultural heritage. (Committee on
Spatial Development, 1991, p. 11)

The underlying assumption being that the general goal
was to contribute to the definition of spatial develop-
ment policies capable of promoting sustainable develop-

ment of the European Union through the achievement
of a balanced spatial structure. The first element is poly-
centricity, which in the European Union policy discourse
is both a descriptive device and a normative notion; the
European space it is argued has been (traditionally) poly-
centric, because it is based on a spatial and urban frame-
work whose foundation has deep historical roots in the
urbanisation of Europe. The argument is that in the face
of the emergence of new spatial configurations, that
in part reflect urbanisation in other parts of the world
(North America, East Asia, the Global South), this space
should continue to be polycentric, it should seek tomain-
tain balanced polycentricity as these ‘new spatial con-
figurations’ emerge (e.g., megacities and metropolitan
regions). In this sense, polycentricity is understood as
a pre-condition to fully utilise the economic potential
of all European regions (an objective that became even
more pressing after the enlargement of the European
Union). The ultimate aimbeing to establish a ‘virtuous cir-
cle’ between the economic, social and territorial dimen-
sions of cohesion: “The economic potential of all regions
of the European Union can only be utilised through the
further development of amore polycentric European set-
tlement structure” (Committee on Spatial Development,
1999, p. 20). Yet even here we see that the emphasis is
on the ‘economic potential’ rather than addressing social
and territorial inequalities per se.

Secondly, in the European Spatial Development
Perspective considerable attention is given to the urban-
rural nexus, this should be strengthened with the
aim to overcome the “outdated dualism between city
and countryside” (Committee on Spatial Development,
1999, p. 19), through enhanced urban-rural relations.
To an even greater extent than with polycentricity the
approach is essentially a governance one, based on
forms of cooperation across regions and administrative
boundaries that include both urban and rural areas. It is
argued there is a strong interdependence between them,
even if this is not discussed in depth or really justified.
Here the trans-scalar dimension, which is one of the cru-
cial tenets of the European discourse on space, plays a
key role, because the relations should be fostered at “a
regional, supra-regional, interregional and transnational”
level (Committee on Spatial Development, 1999, p. 26).
The policy interventions proposed entail forms of inte-
grated spatial planning, able to configure dense and com-
plex urban/rural regions.

The third crucial element of spatial configuration,
potentially able to link the different dimensions of cohe-
sion, is the need to ensure accessibility to all European
cities and regions, through the careful design of infras-
tructure networks able to structure territorial relations
and to play a role in avoiding, or mitigating, the con-
centration of economies and opportunities in the most
developed area at the centre of the European Union
(i.e., the European Pentagon): “Promotion of integrat-
ed transport and communication concepts, which sup-
port the polycentric development of the European

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 265–276 269

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Union territory and are an important pre-condition
for enabling European cities and regions to pursue
their integration….Regionally adapted solutions must be
found for this” (Committee on Spatial Development,
1999, p. 20).

Finally, the European Spatial Development
Perspective, and the ensuing debate, address the
need to go beyond spatially-sensitive forms of poli-
cy coordination through experimentation with area-
based programmes, or ‘integrated spatial development
approaches,’ as they are called (Committee on Spatial
Development, 1999, p. 19), such as INTERREG (Mirwaldt
et al., 2009) or LEADER, pilot programmes, aimed at spa-
tially defined areas (rural, trans-boundary, etc.). These
programmes have played a double role in the European
Union spatial planning discourse: They have been simul-
taneously considered test-beds, characterised by a cer-
tain degree of uniqueness, but, at the same time, they
have been regarded as opportunities for mainstreaming
some principles, policy elements and implementation
tools, and are still considered in this way.

In addition to the above as noted earlier the place-
based approach (Barca, 2009) has been closely associat-
ed with spatial planning and cohesion, as articulated in
the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion (Commission of
the European Communities, 2008) and neo-endogenous
development. This is part of more general approach
often now referred to as territorial development (Cotella,
Adams, & Nunes, 2012; Faludi, 2015). However, it is
important to bear in mind that the prevailing hegemon-
ic discourse is one of neoliberalism, the aim being to
improve Europe’s competitiveness (see Olesen, 2014)
particularly in the current period of economic crisis and
fiscal austerity that exists across Europe (see Hermann,
2007, 2014). This is clearly expressed in the Green Paper
on Territorial Cohesion (Commission of the European
Communities, 2008), which argues:

Increasingly, competitiveness and prosperity depend
on the capacity of the people and businesses locat-
ed there to make the best use of all of territorial
assets. In a globalising and interrelated world econo-
my, however, competitiveness also depends on build-
ing links with other territories to ensure that common
assets are used in a coordinated and sustainable way.
Cooperation along with the flow of technology and
ideas as well as goods, services and capital is becom-
ing an ever more vital aspect of territorial develop-
ment and a key factor underpinning the long-term
and sustainable growth performance of the European
Union as a whole. (p. 3)

This assumption is also embedded at the heart of Europe
2020 (Commission of the European Communities, 2010)
in which the notions of smart, sustainable and inclu-
sive growth are framed by the imperative to regain
Europe’s competitiveness or experience continued rela-
tive decline (Commission of the European Communities,

2010, pp. 8–9). Thus, there is a dissonance and tension
between the competitiveness and cohesion dimensions
of European Union policies, which is reflected in the
approach to territorial development (see Servillo, 2010).

From this short overview, it emerges that even when
discussing specifically spatial or territorial perspectives,
there is an inherent circularity, because in the end
they appear to be aimed at fostering and strengthen-
ing economic development and competitiveness. Thus,
ultimately they function to support the competiveness
of the European Union in the face of other regions of
the world, thereby enabling governments, at different
scales, to more effectively and fully mobilise diverse ter-
ritorial assets in pursuit of enhanced competitiveness
in the context of intensifying global competition. One
final point needs to be reiterated: The European Spatial
Development Perspective remains an intergovernmen-
tal document, which has no official status within the
European Union.

4. Intersections between Different Dimensions:
The Italian Inner Areas Strategy

As can be seen from the previous section, the intersec-
tions between the three dimensions of cohesion create
uncertainties: Policy-wise there are trade-offs between
the dimensions, nevertheless the economic one domi-
nates. This approach assumes the territorial dimension
(with the related concept of balanced development in
the face of diversity) functions as a form of pre-requisite
for the maximum deployment of the European Union’s
economic potential. Moreover, even if territorial cohe-
sion is, in theory, a shared competence between the
EuropeanUnion and themember states, in fact it is a the-
oretical and strategic construct closely linked to the inter-
vention of the European Commission, that finds little
conceptualisation and application beyond the policy doc-
uments promoted by the Commission. Servillo recalls,
in fact, how it is essentially a European discursive con-
struct, which takes on meaning only if read with refer-
ence to other discursive chains of meaning, produced by
the same actor andwithin the same decision-making net-
works (Servillo, 2010).

This aspect is particularly important when trying to
understand the actual influence of this policy paradigm
with respect to choicesmade at national or regional level.
Individualmember states understand and utilise this con-
cept in different ways, and therefore the strategies they
use to try and operationalise it are diverse and context
specific. One interesting and debated policy experiment,
that can be examined to better understand howdifferent
dimensions of cohesion interact to reframe the territorial
cohesion concept, is the policy experimentation under-
way in Italy about inner areas. This policy is relevant to
our argumentation because it provides a general frame-
work for the spatialisation of Cohesion Policy, as it chan-
nels both European Union structural funds and national
funding, following principles that attempt to overcome
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the longstandingNorth–South geographical dividewhich
has been the main driver for territorial rebalancing poli-
cies in the country since the mid-20th century (Cotella &
Bovarone, 2020).

From the late 1990s, Cohesion Policy in Italy
entered a phase called New Programming (Nuova
Programmazione), an ambitious programme of extraor-
dinary intervention in regions lagging behind, relying
both on European Union structural funds (European
Regional Development Fund, European Social Fund,
and others) and on targeted domestic resources. This
complex stream of interventions, based on innovative
assumptions elaborated in the literature on local devel-
opment over the previous twenty years, as well as on
the tenets of New Public Management, emphasised
the definition of bottom-up development strategies as
a pre-requisite for accessing European Union funding
channelled through regional programmes (Ministero del
Tesoro, Bilancio e Programmazione Economica, 1998).

One widely diffused critique of this phase of policy
experimentations has been about the ability to concen-
trate spending and investment in terms of both a terri-
torial and thematic focus. This emerged throughout the
different phases of Cohesion Policy, and it concerned
both domestic and European Union resources (Palermo,
2009). Many initiatives and measures, such as Territorial
Development Pacts or Territorial Integrated Projects,
were originally devised as being focussed on crucial areas
that could spark development in the wider region. The
objective was to strategically target resources on more
promising and complex projects, and/or territories in par-
ticular need, following Hirschman’s idea of ‘unbalanced
growth’ (Hirschman, 1958). However, in practice they
were diffused over larger territories and populations, for
reasons related to political clientelism.

One of themain results of the critical appraisal of the
(mixed) outcomes of this phase can be found in the most
recent developments of Italian national territorial cohe-
sion policy, which led to a strong focus on Inner Areas:
mountain areas, mainly located along the central axis
of the country, and characterised by long standing pro-
cesses of marginalisation. They are the object of a spe-
cific programme, launched by the Agency for Territorial
Cohesion in 2012: The National Strategy for Inner Areas
(Strategia Nazionale per le Aree Interne, SNAI; Agenzia
per la Coesione Territoriale, 2013). Inner areas are char-
acterised by the presence of a number of potentially gen-
erative elements that can make a relevant contribution
to the development of the country, such as the pres-
ence of valuable landscapes, culture and local traditions.
They require additional support for the construction of
appropriate development policies, in order to fully devel-
op their potential. Following the post-2007/2008 down-
turn they have exhibited increasingly visible evidence of
abandonment, depopulation, presence of an ageing pop-
ulation and fragility of their agricultural production pat-
terns (Pacchi, 2014). The recent earthquakes in Marche
and Abruzzo intensified the need for such a strategy that

could also offer a way to facilitate the reconstruction and
re-development of the devastated areas. Given that the
strategy provides a very clear attempt to rebalance and
reduce the gaps with the most developed areas of the
country (both metropolitan regions and medium density
suburban areas), it can be seen to represent an interest-
ing example of a policy aimed at territorial cohesion.

This policy strategy defines inner areas using two
basic criteria, one explicitly spatial, which is accessibility,
the other linked to the supply of public services. Areas
that are characterised by both a low accessibility level
and scarce supply of public services qualify as inner areas.
Using these criteria, the relevant areas cover around 60%
of the national territory, include 53% of municipalities
and around 23% of the total Italian population.

The policy supports area-based projects working
in selected development fields: land management and
forests; local food products; renewable energy; natural
and cultural heritage; traditional handicraft and SMEs.
The explicit goal is territorial re-balancing through place-
based projects. Inner areas are targeted because they
potentially represent a significant asset for the coun-
try. However, at the moment, their resources are largely
latent and underused, due to problems of abandonment,
accessibility and to the fact that territorial and economic
development policies have been concentrated on other
parts of the country.

The policy area is the responsibility of the Agency
for Territorial Cohesion (Agenzia per la Coesione
Territoriale), a public body directly controlled by the
Prime Ministers’ Office, in charge of supporting national
and European Union programming, but it is then based
on a multilevel governance structure, that involves dif-
ferent institutional actors working strictly with local ter-
ritories (this also includes the European Union, since
the policy is also a vehicle used to implement European
Regional Development Fund, European Social Fund and
European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development fund-
ing, to municipalities). At local level the policy requires
the construction of articulated, solid and durable part-
nerships, involving public and private actors, municipali-
ties, local development agencies, service providers, firms
and their representation bodies, and civil society organi-
sations. The latter, in many cases, have a long (albeit not
always successful) history of local cooperation, mainly
in LEADER programmes. In this sense, there is a strong
focus on territorial governance and forms of vertical and
horizontal coordination, traditional tenets of territorial
cohesion as expressed in European Union discourses,
while, at the same time, there is an emphasis on the
definition of place-specific policy measures. Such mea-
sures vary between areas, depending on the content of
the agreements, which are defined at regional level with
the representatives of each Inner Area, the concerned
Region, and the National Agency for Territorial Cohesion.

While the Strategy is still on-going, there has been
considerable debate about its effectiveness in tackling
long standing problems in marginalised areas (Cotella &
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Bovarone, 2020; Lucatelli & Storti, 2019), as well as on
the focus on this part of the country, rather than on other
ones. There is a quitewidespread agreement that, in gen-
eral terms, the huge effort at tackling territorial imbal-
ances through an explicitly territorialised policy strategy
is an interesting one, whichmay take a considerable time
to fully demonstrate its effects, since it is based on the
pooling of dispersed knowledge and the use of external
resources as incentives to trigger cooperation at local lev-
el. At the same time, more than in other areas, the risk
of opportunistic behaviour on the part of local coalitions
of rent-seeking interests, ultimately perpetuating forms
of clientelism, is visible in many contexts.

If we look at the attempts to integrate the different
dimensions of cohesion this approach requires, it is clear
that governance arrangements play a crucial role in shap-
ing the territorial dimension, while other, more substan-
tive issues do not appear to be so relevant.Moreover, giv-
en the fragility andmarginality of the areas under consid-
eration, the integration of the three dimensions of cohe-
sion appears to be an objective that can be achieved,
if at all, in the long-term. In many local strategies the
territorial and the social dimensions coincide to define
local policies aiming, at best, to avoid the most negative
consequences of on-going demographic and social infras-
tructure trends, rather than fully exploiting the poten-
tials of a different economic development model. Thus,
local inner areas policies tend to be limited to mitiga-
tion measures, rather than enhancing local competitive-
ness, which is one of the declared aims of the Inner Areas
Strategy at national level. While we can see some evi-
dence of an attempt to strive for ‘balance’ in terms of
territorial development, there is little evidence of the
deployment of polycentricity as an approach that might
allow relevant centres to work together (or ‘borrow size’;
see Meijers & Burger, 2015) to overcome their disadvan-
taged situation.Moreover, there is no clear identification
of the relevant ‘functional places’ required by a place-
based approach. Nor, at least to date, does the territo-
rial governance dimension, required to ‘knit’ everything
together, appear to have been fully realised.

5. Conclusion: Territorial Cohesion: An Illusion
Sacrificed on the Altar of Competitiveness

As we have seen one of the few things those involved
in the debate about territorial cohesion agree on is
that it is closely tied to the notion of spatial plan-
ning/development (e.g., Davoudi, 2005; Faludi, 2009;
Mirwaldt et al., 2009). More specifically the European
Spatial Development Perspective has provided several
of the key notions that constitute territorial cohesion.
However, use of the term ‘perspective’ in its title implies
a view (or an opinion) rather than a definitive state-
ment. Thus, as with territorial cohesion, there is no clear,
statement of what the European Spatial Development
Perspective is. This means it is ‘open to interpretation’
and this is most clearly visible in relation to key con-

cepts such as polycentricity and balanced and harmo-
nious development. As a result, there is an inherent
instability at the heart of the approach that has nev-
er been resolved and arguably cannot be resolved. This
has implications for territorial cohesion and its relation-
ship with economic and social cohesion. Without a clear
and shared understanding of what the key notions mean
there will be an endless process of debate and fuzziness
over meanings and interrelations. This has been exacer-
bated by the increasing primacy of economic growth and
competiveness particularly since the 2007/2008 crash.
Indeed, as we noted in Section 2 at European level
the attempt to integrate territorial, economic and social
cohesion has largely been abandoned.

Following the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion
(Commission of the European Communities, 2008) and
the Barca Report of 2009, in many ways the resolution
of this conundrum was displaced to the national and
subnational levels of member states. Here, by utilising
a place-based approached focused on ‘meaningful func-
tional areas’ pursuing a form of neo-endogenous local
development based on the strengths of each area and
addressing their problems, it was hoped a ‘practical inte-
gration’ could be achieved. Central to this ‘practical inte-
gration’ is the issue of developing new forms of (territo-
rial) governance able to bring together a diverse range
of stakeholders and resources and thereby to develop a
long-term strategic and integrated approach.

In general terms this sounds eminently sensible.
However, when we begin to interrogate key elements
in these formulations, things become less clear. For
instance, if we consider what is meant by integration this
notion is open to dispute and uncertainty. In many cas-
es integration rarely means more than ‘sharing informa-
tion.’ Stead andMeijers (2009, p. 319) provide an insight-
ful discussion of these issues, they highlight the confu-
sion surrounding the notion of integration noting that
“behind the rhetoric, a range of diverse meanings and
manifestations of the concept can be found in policy doc-
uments.” In terms of territorial cohesion clarity about the
nature of integration is vital because, in policy terms, it
is a central part of developing a holistic approach, includ-
ing an appropriate governance framework, to the issue
at whatever scale it is addressed. Unless we know what
it is, we are seeking to integrate and why then the rela-
tionship to territorial cohesion becomes at best blurred
and more realistically merely rhetoric. The result will be
a continuation of the old fragmented sectoral approach
dominated by local interests. This was amply illustrated
in Section 4 where the (re)assertion of clientelism led
to both the definition of ‘target areas’ and ‘capture’ of
the policy. In this sense, we see here a possible trade-
off betweenproximity and focus:When cohesionpolicies
are decided at the European Union or Member State lev-
el, there is the risk that the economic dimension over-
rides the others; on the other hand, when policies are
defined at local level, the issues taken into account lead
to more balanced outcomes, as in many cases within the
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Italian Inner Areas Strategy, but there is a higher risk of
capture on the part of local interests.

Furthermore, the place-based approach itself is open
to question. This notion of ‘functional geography,’ while
somewhat vaguely defined, is to be understood in a
multi-dimensional economic, social and cultural sense.
However, defining ‘functional places’ is by no means a
simple process. Servillo, Atkinson, and Hamdouch (2017)
note there are considerable ontological problems when
attempting to define what counts as a town and these
apply to defining a ‘functional place.’ There are no easy
and uncontested methods to identify the relevant spa-
tial boundaries of these ‘functional spaces’ and the asso-
ciated populations in a context constituted by variable
‘spaces and flows’ that create what Allmendinger and
Haughton (2014, p. 20) call ‘soft spaces’ and fuzzy bound-
aries. Inevitably this requires ‘choices’ to be made con-
cerning what constitutes the relevant ‘functional places’:
Which flows should be included? Flows of people com-
muting for work (as measured by travel to work areas)
or flows of goods and services? The selection of flows,
or combination of flows, produces different ‘functional
places.’ Furthermore, such places are supposed to be
meaningful, this immediately raises the issue of ‘mean-
ingful in what sense’ and to whom? Again Section 4 illus-
trates these issues in terms of how the relevant areas
were defined. Here the definition was strongly influ-
enced by political forces seeking to shape the direct pol-
icy to benefit their areas.

In addition to these general, some might argue
abstract questions, there are more practical issues.
In particular how to develop effective working and coor-
dination relations that cross administrative boundaries.
The Barca Report is aware of this issue and highlights the
need to engage in institutional change if this approach is
to be successful.

Moreover, if the multifaceted problems are to be
addressed:

The intervention needed to tackle these problems
should take the form of the provision of integrated
bundles of public goods and services aimed at trig-
gering institutional change, improving the well-being
of people and the productivity of businesses and
promoting innovation. The goods and services con-
cerned need to be tailored to places by eliciting and
aggregating local preferences and knowledge and by
taking account of linkages with other places. (Barca,
2009, p. XI)

If such changes take place arrangements for citi-
zen/community participation will need to be developed
that bring together spatially and socially disparate groups
to create ‘deliberative fora’ that can adequately repre-
sent their interests in policy development and implemen-
tation. Also, the long standing dilemma facing all such
approaches remains: that the causes ofmany of the prob-
lems in a chosen space of intervention will not neces-

sarily all be found within that space and are, at least in
part, to be found in thewider regional, national and even
supra-national context. It is not unreasonable to argue
that nomatter howwell designed, integrated and coordi-
nated these policies are they alone are unlikely to be able
to resolve the problems facing a locality. Of course, the
counter argumentwould be that this is preciselywhy inte-
grated multilevel governance arrangements and actions
are so important in order to combine exogenous and
endogenous actions. Unfortunately, this has been inade-
quately followed through at European, national and sub-
national levels leaving the dissonance between territo-
ry and administrative unit largely intact (Commission of
the European Communities, 2014, pp. 13–14; see also
Atkinson, 2012; Servillo, 2010).

As we have seen there is no clear or definitive defini-
tion of territorial cohesion, it is both a theoretical con-
cept and a political/normative programme. Indeed, it
might be argued that the latter preceded the former and
that the latter has in part sought to justify and amplify
the former. It remains an inherently contested notion
entwined with normative aspirations about the way in
which the European space should be organised and expe-
rienced by its citizens. It is also intimately bound up
with notions of European spatial planning/development,
which is a way of achieving those aspirations. However,
the problems associatedwith a notion that the European
Union lacks a competence to engage in leaves a great
deal in the hands of member states, some have sought
to engage with this issue although by adapting it to com-
plement their own national and regional agendas, which
has produced a diverse range of responses.

Finally, and arguably most importantly, the domi-
nance of the economic dimension and the overwhelming
focus on improving the competitiveness and economic
growth of the European Union and national economies
means that the significance of territorial (and social)
cohesion has been downgraded. In many instances even
in terms of economic cohesion this has created intensi-
fied interregional inequalities, particularly in somemem-
ber states in East Central Europe where the growth of
national capitals and regional centres has intensified
these inequalities. The ongoing impact of the Crash of
2007/2008 has taken the form of fiscal austerity which
has been framed by the neoliberal assumption that mar-
ket failure did not cause these problems but, rather,
that the economic crisis resulted from state interven-
tion in market processes and excessive fiscal expendi-
ture by the state—thus the need for fiscal austerity.
The result has been a hegemonic consensus that has
internalised neoliberal articles of faith, thus as Olesen
(2014, p. 8) argued ideas such as “economic growth
and competitiveness are being normalised as common-
sense policy objectives.” These assumptions are seen as
‘unquestionable’—they are presented as the only ‘solu-
tions’ to the crisis. In this context it is little wonder that
the search for territorial (and social and economic) cohe-
sion has, in effect, been abandoned.
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1. Introduction

During the past decade, EU cohesion policy has expe-
rienced the development of what has been called a
‘place-based approach’ in its efforts to bridge eco-
nomic, social and territorial cohesion (Abrahams, 2014;
Atkinson & Zimmermann, 2018; Faludi, 2006). The place-

based approach seeks to grapple with the overlapping,
sometimes conflating and, in any case, enmeshed flows
of initiatives and actors, policies and finance at differ-
ent administrative and governance levels. In analysing
variations between very different EU countries, the
article addresses the need for an analytical perspec-
tive which can encompass the multiple variations
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between places. The article draws on examples from
the analysis and evaluation of local cohesion poli-
cy initiatives in selected case studies from the on-
going Horizon 2020 project “Inequality, Urbanization
and Territorial Cohesion: Developing the European Social
Model of Economic Growth and Democratic Capacity”
(COHSMO). While not in any straightforward manner,
these initiatives have developed within the framework
of EU cohesion policy and the place-based approach.
However, in assessing and analysing their composition
and impact there are interesting similarities and dif-
ferences between the individual places that are easi-
ly overlooked. The project represents seven very differ-
ent member countries—the UK (the grant was given
ahead of Brexit), Austria, Italy, Greece, Poland, Lithuania
and Denmark. Within each country, three case stud-
ies have been done in small, middle-sized and large
cities (see Section 4 below). Meanwhile, as the project
developed some interesting parallels, contrasts between
some of the individual cases were observed but not
easily addressed within the established research design.
In stretching over very diverse cases, focusing the anal-
ysis on what we might call ‘conventional similarities’ is
easily favoured. But in some instances between the very
diverse cases—like the examples taken up here—we dis-
cover manifestations of places that are interesting to
compare because of how they correspond to the same
developmental dynamics (and challenges) on the one
hand, while on the other hand comprising of context-
specific territorial differences and similarities that are
not meaningfully unified or put into a singular expla-
nation. To better capture and unpack these complex
and interconnected relations, the article revisits Doreen
Massey’s (1991, 2005) notion of place as ‘throwntogeth-
ernes,’ and picks up some of the literature that follows
her relational approach to place and continues the con-
versation of conjunctures. The shift in cohesion policy
towards the place-based approach can be said to repre-
sent an understanding of places as multiple and overlap-
ping, and therefore as corresponding with the relation-
al view. As an analytical approach, tracing the conjunc-
ture(s) will supplement the analysis of possible mecha-
nisms and explanations drawn from comparing admin-
istratively defined geographical units by giving greater
emphasis on the importance and constitutive role of geo-
graphical, historical and political interconnections.

While the article draws on Massey’s work, we want
to acknowledge that there are other bodies of literature
that have taken similar grips with theorising key territo-
rial concepts and shown interest in relational thinking.
For instance, at about the same time as the interest in
place gained momentum in the 1980s, a similar develop-
ment took place around the notion of ‘locality.’ At a time
of de-industrialisation and economic restructuring, there
was a need for new ways of understanding regional devel-
opment. In many ways, the discussion revolved around
the same overall questions of the impact and nature of
‘spatial’ vis-à-vis ‘social’ forces, the recognition of the

global in the local and vice versa, and the relationships
between spatial scales (Cooke, 1990; Savage & Duncan,
1990; for a relatively recent contribution with a summa-
ry of earlier literature see Jones & Woods, 2013).

The article begins by outlining the recent emphasis in
the EU on a place-based approach to understanding ter-
ritorial cohesion emphasising the proclaimed need stat-
ed in the literature for more focus on contextual condi-
tions. The article then re-visits some of the literature that
accommodated the above-mentioned ‘turn’ towards a
relational understanding of place. Following this, we try
to develop this analytical framework through two exam-
ples from the COHSMO project. In the final section of
the article, we discuss the implications of the suggested
analytical framework; focusing on the knowledge gained
from conjunctural analysis.

2. Territorial Cohesion and the Place-Based Approach

Over the past decade, EU cohesion policy has increasing-
ly moved towards a place-based approach to improve
the quality of regional development strategies (Barca,
2009). The core idea is that each region has a (some-
times not fully-developed) potential that can be realised
through a mix of endogenous and exogenous resources.
As argued by Barca, McCann, and Rodríguez-Pose (2012,
p. 140), “the place-based approach assumes that geo-
graphical context really matters, whereby context here is
understood in terms of its social, cultural, and institution-
al characteristics” (p. 140). The Barca Report also argues
that “apparently, space-neutral policies will always have
explicit spatial effects, many of which will undermine the
aims of the policy itself unless its spatial effects are explic-
itly taken into consideration” (Barca, 2009, p. 140). As far
as the endogenous dimension is concerned, Barca (2009,
p. 22) clearly acknowledges that among the relevant pre-
conditions for effective local development policies “both
formal and informal institutions are a prerequisite for a
place to make full use of its potential.” Among such insti-
tutions, Barca lists the agency of individuals, social cap-
ital, trust, democratic participation in decision-making
and institutional capacity while at the same time warns
that “the problem with all these prerequisites is that
they do not arise easily and are highly path-dependent”
(Barca, 2009, p. 22).

In 2011, after the publication of Europe 2020 (EU’s
ten-year strategy from 2010), another key publication
emerged that was prepared on request of the European
Council for advice on how to strengthen the territo-
rial dimension of EU cohesion policy and the Europe
2020-strategy: the known Böhme Report. The report con-
tains a review of the most important initiatives and pub-
lications made in the field of territorial cohesion under
the auspices of the EU (Böhme, Doucet, Komornicki,
Zaucha, & Świątek, 2011). The review shows that few
attempts have been made to integrate territorial per-
spectives within developmental policies and argues that
the territorial approach of the Europe 2020-strategy is
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“blurred” and “territorially blind” (Böhme et al., 2011,
p. 17). The lack of territorial focus is ascribed to a
more general “mental and institutional” lack of contact
between the fields of territorial development and socio-
economic growth (Böhme et al., 2011, p. 21) and the
report proposes to connect place-based policies within
the framework of EU cohesion policy.

The reason for this territorial blindness, the report
argues, is that the strategy operates with a much too nar-
row understanding of territoriality as this impact is pri-
marily dealt with as a matter of transport and infrastruc-
ture. In the Territorial Agenda 2020 (which is part of the
Europe 2020 strategy), which focuses on smart, inclusive
and sustainable growth, there is no description or analy-
sis of the impacts of the territorial factors. The Böhme
Report emphasises that the proper ‘territorial keys’
enabling the desired development are missing. Among
these keys are territorial capacities/endowments/assets
and city networking. Territory-bound factors and local
milieus are mentioned, but it is only sparsely clari-
fied what these factors consist of and how they are
conceptualised. Especially concerning territorial capac-
ities/endowments/assets, the Böhme Report mentions
alternative indicators such as civic society (NGO active
share of the population, election turnout), social capi-
tal, regionalised educational attainment and cultural net-
works/routes as factors that can be used as a preliminary
platform to comprehend places as socially and cultural-
ly different. These place-bound social and cultural differ-
ences have to be taken into account for territorial poli-
cies to be effective. A general point is that the different
keys will act in different ways in different countries and
that the scales and levels in which these keys are used
are decisive for the outcomes. Indeed, once applied at
different scales, in some cases the outcomes can even
be contradictory (Böhme et al., 2011).

While the notion of territorial cohesion has become
mobilised in several policy documents during the past
decade, there remains little consensus in the academ-
ic literature on what it actually means. Also, the under-
standings of place and geographic scale concerning the
questions of territorial cohesion are unclear (Atkinson &
Zimmermann, 2018). Moreover, despite several rounds
of EU cohesion policies, and a range of spatial planning
reports from the ESPON-projects, there is a lack of under-
standing of what territorial cohesion ‘does’ and how
it relates to what goes on in particular, diverse places
(Abrahams, 2014). As Faludi (2016) argues, one of the
reasons why territorial cohesion remains a fuzzy and
unclear concept is that our understanding of territorial-
ism is stuck in a tradition of spatial order and linearity:

Territorialism—painting the image of a well-ordered
world of boxes stacked into boxes, presumably until
the globe, too, is safely cocooned in one super-box—
is an illusion and an inhumane one to boot. It puts the
box, in particular, that of the nation-state, above the
human being. (Faludi, 2016, p. 80)

Instead of territorialism, Faludi argues for a different set
of spatial metaphors viewing Europe as an archipelago in
a sea of malleable functional regions in which the differ-
ent spatial units change in interaction with the context of
the sea. His arguments point to the importance of oper-
ating with a diverse conceptualisation of place, and of
adjusting conventional thinking of fixed scales and clear
boundaries to adjust analysis and policy implementation
to human life in and through places. Accordingly, we
must strengthen our understanding of the highly contex-
tual place-dynamics that influence the formations of ter-
ritorial inequality and cohesion. Certainly, political, eco-
nomic and governmental relations are part of the reason
behind these differences, but local, social interaction and
historical, symbolic and traditional attachment to local
communities and places play an important, but often
ignored, role in causing these differences.

3. Revisiting Place as ‘Throwntogetherness’ and the
Notion of ‘Conjunctures’

Having outlined, in brief, the development around ter-
ritoriality and place in EU cohesion policy, and the call
in the literature for greater context-sensitivity to deep-
en our analysis of the drivers in regional development,
this section turns to the theoretical backdrop for the ana-
lytic approach (or lens, one might say) that we argue
for here. In geography, the notion of place has come to
represent a thoroughly theorised (and complex) concept
that engages convincingly with relationality and struc-
tural power while upholding a sense of particularity and
open-endedness. It addresses the way different territo-
rial ‘layers,’ in lack of a better expression, are mutual-
ly constitutive and not, as pointed out by Faludi above,
nicely ordered boxed stacked upon boxes. The theorisa-
tion of place started to gain momentum during the 1980s
when it became apparent how exclusionist communities
(and even nationalist rhetoric) could be coupled with the
common-sense understanding of places as representa-
tive of uniform and singular identities—spaces of coher-
ent and rooted communities with legacies stretching far
back in history. Meanwhile, with the increase in urbanisa-
tion, globalisation and international migration, scholars
began to critically address the underlying assumptions
of such common sense place-imaginaries and to work
through the notion with concern for greater socio-spatial
variation, especially including marginalised and impover-
ished voices. One particularly prominent figure in these
debates was Massey and it is her work that we shall draw
on here because it fits well with the call for both context-
sensitivity as well as structuring forces of power.

Massey argues how any identity of place is often con-
tested, and any uniqueness of a place is not (necessari-
ly) the result of some long internalised history. Rather, it
is the momentary conjuncture of several identities and
relations stretching across the individual place and being
continually produced and reproduced (Massey, 1991).
Second, a place is not easily defined by any administra-
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tive boundaries, as these are often arbitrary to the mean-
ings and dynamics involved in its constitution, and third,
and perhaps most challenging; a place is a process rather
than a demarcated location on a map (Massey, 1991).
Instead of imagining places as areas with boundaries,
“they can be imagined as articulated moments in net-
works of social relations and understandings” (Massey,
1991, p. 28). When understood as a specific conjunction
of relations, a specific combination of circumstances, she
argues, it is also possible to comprehend how the global
is present in the local and the local is present in the glob-
al, and how the instance we call place is constituted in
the interaction between both. Finally, in further theoris-
ing the notion of process and instability she writes how
places are spatio-temporal events (Massey, 2005). They
are characterised by the simultaneity of process, flow
and change together with the particularity and specifici-
ty of the ‘here and now’—a “throwntogetherness,” she
calls it (Massey, 2005, p. 140). Indeed, it is the very com-
ing together of the here and now, and the inevita ble
negotiation they cause, that exactly characterises the
nature of places:

What is special about place is precisely that thrown-
togetherness, the unavoidable challenge of negoti-
ating a here-and-now (itself drawing on a history
and ge ography of thens and theres); and a negotia-
tion which must take place within and between both
human and non-human. (Massey, 2005, p. 140)

This way of understanding place represents not only a
change in how we see the role and influences of adminis-
trative boundaries, social communities and negotiations
in the constitution of places; it also gives great impor-
tance to the aspect of temporality. Understood as con-
junctures of relations being negotiated here and now,
places are the result of overlapping relations at a cer-
tain moment in time. Thinking in these lines, we argue,
it is possible to complement the discussion of the place-
based approach above.

In aiming for more context and greater variation, the
question, however, is where to begin and where to end.
We argue that thinking in lines of conjunctures gives
some points of orientation and that these are found with-
in the notions of negotiation, articulation and legitimi-
sation. As Massey emphasises the role temporality for
the constitution of places we are provided with some
directions as our analysis becomes sensitive both to the
moment of study (the conjuncture could look different in
the future) and to the nodes of negotiation. This orients
our analytic lens towards points of negotiation either in
the present and/or historically. The way we have worked
with this is to search for the empirical testimonies of how
the identified conjunctures are negotiated and contest-
ed, and what have been the driving forces in their being
upheld. Secondly, our question echoes that of Clarke
(2018, p. 201) as he asks of where the conjuncture takes
place. As Clarke expresses it, the insistence on articula-

tions is the key. In a short essay reflecting on earlier dis-
cussions with Massey, Clarke discusses the implications
of multiple spatial relations when approached through
conjunctural analysis. The conjuncture, he writes:

Articulates multiple spatial relations, such that pol-
itics come to play out on a terrain that combines
and condenses multiple sites—the local (the dein-
dustrialised city or region); the national, the region-
al (embodied in the EU, for example) and the global,
whilst recognising that all of these are folded into one
another. (Clarke, 2018, p. 205)

The recognition of how multiple sites, or territorial layers
as we called them before, are interrelated and “folded
into one another” is not new (e.g., Brenner, 2001, theoris-
ing scale). Many “dynamics are shared with other places”
and “many lived experiences are common” (Clarke, 2018,
p. 206) but it is through the specific forms of politi-
cal articulation, as we read him, that the conjuncture
takes distinctive spatial shapes. Adopting a conjunctural
approach, therefore, does not erase the particular geog-
raphy (returning to spatial blindness or ‘placelessness’)
but it does prescribe that any spatial site that forms part
of the articulation gets included in the analysis.

Finally, both Massey’s and Clarke’s thinking around
conjunctural analysis is linked to economic geographies
of neoliberalism. The reason this is relevant in this con-
text is that it serves to show the third node of orienta-
tion that we find in the conjunctural approach—namely
that of legitimisation. While conjunctures may be similar
in different places, what contributes to making it locally
specific is its interrelation to a political imaginary that act
to legitimise the articulation of (particular) spatial inter-
connections (and not others). In our reading, this can
be exemplified by the claim from Brenner and Theodore
(2002) of how neoliberal policies are spatially selective
and that we need to approach current neoliberal restruc-
turing not as a homogenous tendency but as locally
specific articulations of strategies and interconnections
(see also Brenner & Theodore, 2005). To the conjunc-
tural approach, this means that the dominant economic-
political backdrop forms part in sorting out and provid-
ing legitimisation of the particular articulation of the con-
juncture. In order to approach how challenges to terri-
torial cohesion unfold and are answered in the seven
countries included in this cross-national research project,
we need to look at how neoliberal localisation strate-
gies become embedded within particular contexts char-
acterised with institutional and regulatory path depen-
dencies. In summary, we argue that a conjunctural analy-
sis of territorial cohesion is concerned with conjunc-
tures that form across neoliberal variegation and their
resulting differentiation. Such conjunctures contain both
answers to economic restructuring and the creation of
locally specific strategies establishing interconnections
between e.g., local development plans and their region-
al counterparts, networks between business clusters and
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local governments promoting corporate social respon-
sibility, and community-led area-based programmes to
fight localised expressions of social exclusion. Moreover,
that both historically and context-dependent place iden-
tities and locally specific political imaginaries play cru-
cial parts in how such strategies become articulated as
moments of conjunctures. It is through the insistence
on ‘local’ or ‘place-based’ articulations that we try to
sort out how local cases both express local variegation
and form part of particular conjunctures. All in all, the
approach tries to work with this multiplicity to explore
how the selected places provide reciprocal learnings
among them and to deepen our understanding of their
contextual influences.

4. Case Study Methods

As mentioned earlier, the case studies that are used
as examples in this article are based on an on-going
research project involving seven member countries of
very different sizes and national characteristics. Selecting
the three cases in each country was subject to much
attention. Obviously, while cases might be similar con-
cerning some parameters, they would differ on others,
and instead of striving for the similarity of cases, a simi-
lar approach of two stages for selecting cases was adopt-
ed. First, a region was selected for each country, and
as the research focuses on multi-level governance poli-
cies, it was central that the local cases were selected
with a focus on their interaction with the surrounding
region. Second, within the region, three case-areas were
selected at an urban, a suburban and a rural locality.
In some partner countries, these localities constitute
their own municipal and local government unit, while in
others the localities refer to a conglomerate of munici-
palities. The research aims to analyse the approach to
territorial cohesion, inequality and urbanisation in each
of the different cases, and to understand how and why
approaches differ, what they share and what the conse-
quences of these differences and similarities in approach-
es might be.

The cases were selected based on common criteria.
The urban cases were to be centres of a mono-centric
agglomeration; classified as metropolis or, for the small-
er countries of Denmark and Lithuania, a large city in
the ESPON 2007 study. Huge metropolitan cities were
avoided, as they would not have similar counterparts
in some of the other countries. The suburban cases
were to be characterised, as far as possible, by a recent
experience of population growth related to suburbanisa-
tion and/or urban sprawl, significant commuting to the
core city of the agglomeration, the domination of non-
agriculture functions, internal diversification and a pres-
ence of social challenges. Finally, the rural cases were to
be characterised by low population density, a tendency
for outmigration and a central role of agriculture.

The methods employed were policy analysis and key-
informant interviews. In each case, key policy documents

reflecting the policy areas of economic growth, urban
regeneration, childcare, active labour market policy
and vocational educational training were identified and
analysed with regard for their main discourses. Secondly,
in each case, interviews with approx. 25 key-informants
reflecting a spread between community, governance and
business actors were conducted. In supplement, another
5 key-informant interviews per country were conducted
with actors at regional and national levels to explore the
links between different governance levels further.

The selection of cases can be called ‘information-
oriented’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006) aiming for maximum varia-
tion between rural, suburban and urban cases within the
region/or functional region. The case study methodolo-
gy follows Yin (2003), where it is defined as an empirical
inquiry that “investigates a contemporary phenomenon
within its real-life-context, especially when the bound-
aries between phenomenon and context are not clear-
ly evident” (Yin, 2003, p. 13). To this end, a case study
will “have to cover both the phenomenon of interest and
its context, yielding a large number of potentially rele-
vant variables” (Yin, 2003, p. 48). Through this type of
case study, it is possible to explore the influence and sig-
nificance of the variables as contextualised rather than
isolated in the analytical framework—what the variable
means, so to speak, in its situated and specific context.

5. Conjunctures of Knowledge-Economy, Economic
Growth and Inequality in Aarhus, Milano and Vienna

In the first example, the empirical cases compared are
Vienna, Milan and Aarhus (for in-depth analysis, see
Boczy, Cefalo, Parma, & Nielsen, 2020). In terms of, for
example, population size as well as position and impor-
tance in a national and a European context, these three
urban cases differ substantially. However, the dynamics
of their interplay between economic growth and inequal-
ity in the context of the knowledge economy shows inter-
esting and relevant characteristics between them.

Vienna is the business, educational, research and cul-
tural hub of Austria. It is the capital city and a ‘doorway
to the East’ of Europe. The city has 1.8 million inhabi-
tants and is both a municipality and a federal state. Milan
is located in the Northern part of Italy and has 1.4 mil-
lion inhabitants. It is the leading Italian industrial city and
the main economic and financial centre of Northern Italy.
The city is colloquially described as the “bridge’ between
Italy and the world” and it is associated with fashion,
design and culture. Aarhus is the second biggest city in
Denmark with a population of 350,000 inhabitants. It is
the centre and growth motor of its region. For all three
cities, internationalisation and the development of the
knowledge economy are cornerstones in their strategies
for economic growth. However, the position for realising
this and the approach for doing so differ.

All three cities strive to support the development
of the knowledge economy. However, they differ as to
the approach to their industrial and manufacturing past.
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In Vienna, the focus is on the development of new knowl-
edge and innovative high-tech products based on three
interlinked pillars: universities, high-tech production and
knowledge-intensive services (Municipal Department 18,
2014). Industries have, to some extent, relocated to out-
side the cities; even if efforts are now made to reserve
land for returning industry. In Aarhus, the knowledge
economy is to be supported through the development
of strategic business clusters but coupled with an explic-
it aim to retain industry-heavy businesses as part of
the business landscape; located in suitable places in an
attempt to future-proof the city through a broad eco-
nomic profile. In Milan, the focus is on developing strate-
gic clusters and supporting innovative entrepreneur-
ship, in particular, knowledge-intensive start-ups; both
of which are to be in “synergy with the university sys-
tem, research centres, the cultural world and the Third
Sector” (Commune di Milano, 2016, p. 7). At the same
time, however, the manufacturing tradition is still strong
and the political aim is to sustain and develop it further.
The manufacturing sector is to be reformed to become
highly specialised, highly qualified, innovative and envi-
ronmentally and socially sustainable. The sector is to be
a driver for the economy as a whole and to link with, build
on and support the knowledge economy. Thus, while the
cities have a focus on the knowledge economy in com-
mon, their approach to industry differs.

In all of the cities, education is described as the back-
bone of the knowledge economy. Thus, in Vienna, a key
focus is ensuring that residents can meet the educational
requirements of a city centred on the knowledge econ-
omy. However, while tertiary education is needed for
the knowledge economy, there is a lack of resources
for this and a lack of qualified workers, which points
to a mismatch between the supply and demand of the
knowledge-intensive labour market. Turning to Aarhus,
the aim is for the city to consolidate its position in the
knowledge-based part of the global value chain with
education as a cornerstone (Aarhus Municipality, 2015);
offering a highly-skilled workforce to businesses located
in Aarhus. This latter goal seems to be realised as Aarhus
educates more highly-educated individuals than they
have workplaces for. In Milan, the focus on university
education is less strong; possibly due to a national Italian
context, still marked by comparatively low-qualified and
less-innovative supply of jobs. All three cities are educa-
tional hubs in a national context and thus contribute to
the development of the knowledge economy at a nation-
al level by providing the education necessary for a highly-
skilled workforce. Along with their national importance,
the cities strive to position themselves in an internation-
al context. Their positions differ, however. As described,
Vienna has a clear international position already, Milan
to some extent as well, while Aarhus, as the smallest
of the three, holds a less-prominent position interna-
tionally. Nevertheless, the aim is for Aarhus to develop
into “a national growth-centre with international impact”
(Aarhus Municipality, 2017, p. 4). For all three cities, it

seems that being a national centre is not sufficient to
thrive in the knowledge economy.

The rise of the knowledge economy entails a risk of
growing-inequality (Cucca & Ranci, 2016) as some groups
and some areas can adapt to the knowledge economy
and benefit from it while others are not. This is addressed
to a varying extent in the three cities. It is most explicitly
addressed in Milan where there is a focus on aiding the
peripheral areas in benefitting from economic develop-
ment. Economic growth is described as supporting social
cohesion through creating new job opportunities within
manufacturing but at the same time, it is acknowledged
that there is a potential risk of Milan developing as a
‘two-speed city’ were certain parts profit from econom-
ic growth, the knowledge economy and internationali-
sation while other parts, the disadvantaged, peripheral
areas, get left behind. In Vienna, social inclusion efforts
centre on infrastructure and equal access, for example,
to education and health facilities focusing on education
and re-training to help low-educated youths and adults
enter the labour market. Provision of childcare is pre-
sented as important for social mobility and for reducing
gender inequality. Territorial inequality is not addressed.
Finally, in Aarhus, the potential downsides of globalisa-
tion, internationalisation and economic growth are not
in focus. Economic growth is described as a motor for the
development of the city and the region and globalisation
as ‘a train on the move’ that one cannot afford to be late
for. There is a focus on distributing growth spatially to
secure that all areas of the city benefit from it, not least
the disadvantaged areas. However, growth is described
as beneficial for everyone if planned for in the right way,
as a tool for changing the situation of the deprived areas
and as the basis for increasing municipal investments,
leading to new offers and service solutions for the most
deprived. Territorial inequality is thus addressed, but eco-
nomic growth is seen as a solution to rather than a poten-
tial cause for inequality.

Through these analyses, it was possible to gain fur-
ther insight into how the mutual conjuncture around
articulations of taking part in the knowledge economy
has been shaped in the three cases, how it is inter-
meshed with considerations of how consequences of
economic growth impact social inequality and the differ-
ent ways in which these consequences are, or are not,
addressed. The variegated transition to the knowledge
economy (Brenner, Peck, & Theodore, 2010) in the three
cases form around local articulations of the conjunc-
ture’s interrelations with culture, tradition, industrial pat-
terns and territorial concentrations of social inequality.
Milan’s history as a manufacturing city, and to some
extent Aarhus’s as well, is still present and have become
part of a dual strategy to combine the knowledge econo-
my with the local industries to broaden the city’s profile.
In all three cities, education is a cornerstone. However,
the ambition of being an educational hub seems to be
best realised in Aarhus, while Vienna is challenged in
resources for higher education and a mismatch between
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demand and supply. The risks entailed in economic
growth in terms of rising territorial inequality are explic-
itly addressed in Milan. In Vienna, territorial inequality is
not addressed at all. In Aarhus, it is addressed, but not as
a consequence of economic growth. To the contrary, in
Aarhus, economic growth is seen as a solution to territo-
rial inequality. Whether Aarhus succeeds in distributing
growth across the city, remains to be seen.

6. Conjunctures of Identity, Entrepreneurialism and
Government Relations in Legnano and Horsens

The second example focuses on two suburban cases from
the COHSMO project, namely Legnano, in Italy (Cordini,
Pacchi, & Parma, in press), and Horsens, in Denmark
(Fallov, Jørgensen, Nielsen, & de Neergaard, in press).
In both cases, a widespread sense of place-identity
plays a significant role in sustaining their local develop-
ment and economic restructuring. This makes them good
examples of the need to analyse particular conjunctions
of changing identity, entrepreneurial spirit and connec-
tions to formal, local government. Both cities are adjust-
ing to deindustrialisation and changing economic struc-
tures. In both places, there are strong alliances among
businesses, which play a significant role in local devel-
opment and in securing labour market inclusion in some
very particular place-specific versions of corporate social
responsibility. Thus, as pointed with Clarke above, eco-
nomic restructuring and development are closely inter-
woven with political imaginaries and particular historical
and place-specific identities.

Horsens Municipality has about 90.000 inhabitants
and is located centrally in Jutland, along the East coast,
near other big cities such as Aarhus, Vejle and Silkeborg.
It is easy to live in Horsens and work in any of the near-
by big cities. As housing prices are low and commut-
ing is easy, this has led to current population growth.
Meanwhile, Horsens is struggling with its history as a
rough blue-collar town that used to house one of the
largest prisons in Denmark. The municipality is relative-
ly poor and lacks the big family industries that tradition-
ally have brought in the substantial tax revenues to a
city this size. The main narrative of Horsens is thus cen-
tred on attempting to change the image of Horsens from
being primarily an industrial town with low education-
al attainment to an educational and cultural town that
benefits not only from its infrastructural location near
major motorways, but also from its lively cultural life
supported by voluntary activity. The Horsens Alliance,
formed in 2013, holds a central position in the develop-
ment of Horsens. The alliance consists of members of
municipal departments within the labour market, educa-
tion and social services, union representatives and local
business actors. The alliance is a key factor in the territo-
rial development of Horsens as it unites different inter-
ests, pools local resources and makes it possible to drive
the development of Horsens forward despite a tight eco-
nomic budget. The alliance has played a crucial part in

the rebranding of Horsens during the last 20 years and
works, amongst other things, for job creation and raising
educational attainment (Fallov et al., in press).

Legnano has around 60.000 inhabitants and is
strategically located 20 kilometres North-West of Milan
between the metropolitan core and an important axis
that connects it with Switzerland and Northern Europe.
Legnano has long been an industrial city and is trying
to recover from deindustrialisation. Besides the conse-
quent loss of jobs, it has also had substantial effects
on mobility with increased commuting to the main city,
Milan, and long-term outmigration. Also, the qualifica-
tion level of the workforce has decreased. Presently,
there seems to be a relocation of high-skilled workers
and the most qualified young people towards Milan,
while those migrating into the city tend to be low-
skilled workers. The main strengths of Legnano are its
entrepreneurial potential, rooted in its industrial tradi-
tion, the overall wealth and good quality of life. Despite
the substantial deindustrialisation process and the eco-
nomic crisis in 2008, there are still productive specialisa-
tions relating to the textile industry (shoemaking among
others). Based on its history, Legnano appears to have
a stable and long-standing sense of industrial identi-
ty. Although deindustrialisation and the financial cri-
sis have changed the local industrial fabric, there is an
entrepreneurial spirit to Legnano and its inhabitants
(Cordini et al., in press).

Both places have a strong and lively civil society
based on a long-standing collaboration with local munic-
ipal actors. Moreover, in both places, business networks
have a key role in supporting civil society organisations—
especially sports organisations. In Horsens, the business
network has been instrumental in turning the historical
centre, shaped by the old prison, into a cultural event
centre. Similarly, in Legnano, business networks play a
key role in sustaining a historical tournament, which is
a focal point for the general sense of local, place iden-
tity. What appears to be different between the two is
the degree of formality and coordination involved in the
collaboration between business networks and local pub-
lic actors. The Horsens Alliance is formalised with eco-
nomic interdependent relations to the local municipality.
Thus, the Horsens Alliance is closely involved in develop-
ing labour market strategies (formalised CSR and social
investment strategies). In contrast, while the business
networks in Legnano have a long historical tradition, they
seem to be more directed towards establishing industri-
al clusters than they do towards public services and the
level of formalisation appears to be significantly lower.

A critical similarity between the two places is how
the close interdependent relations between business
alliances and local government (however formalised or
not) represent a possible democratic gap. As the coali-
tions are serving the interest of economic growth while
also being the key drivers in the discourse of a strong
local place identity, they leave little room for any alter-
native voices. Meanwhile, there are also signs of how

Social Inclusion, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 277–286 283

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


the coalitions will take on social and democratic responsi-
bilities. Indeed, in Horsens, the dominating discourse of
the local place identity is coupled with the notion of ‘lift-
ing together.’ This denotes the importance of corporate
responsibility for equity and inclusion in development
strategies. Potentially, some similar tendencies may be
witnessed in Legnano, even if the discourse is presently
more reactive than proactive:

As it always happens when some historical, symbol-
ic event is put at the centre of public discourses
around identity, there is a risk of over-representation
of its importance of identity, and that such identity
discourse shows, in fact, a picture of Legnano that
lies mainly in the past and looks backwards, with a
risk of a regressive, rather than a progressive atti-
tude towards identity discourses. (Cordini et al., in
press, p. 80)

With a conjunctural analysis, we focus on the dynamics
that Legnano and Horsens have in common, despite dif-
ferences in their particular history, national and region-
al contexts. By taking this perspective, other dynam-
ics emerge. In this example, it is the particular artic-
ulations of entrepreneurial culture, networks of busi-
nesses and local government and their interactions with
local, place identity. While discourses of place-identity
drawing on the particular history of place become a
nodal point for the networks in both cities, they vary
in character and reactiveness. These articulations have
different effects on territorial cohesion and patterns of
inequality; thus, the conjunctures vary in their capaci-
ty to shield against uneven development and their con-
cern with future equity of the cities. This shielding capac-
ity of particular cities and neighbourhoods is concep-
tualised by Sampson as ‘collective efficacy’ (Sampson,
2001, 2011, 2012). As Sampson argues, the concept of
collective efficacy can be a composite measure of the
interaction between location, place attachment, social
infrastructures, and degree of networks to local decision-
makers. Even though both Horsens and Legnano can be
characterised as having dense social infrastructures and
place identities and entrepreneurial cultures that can
be mobilised in legitimising local development strate-
gies, these elements are articulated differently in the two
places. The two localities have different types of collec-
tive efficacy which have variegated results for territori-
al cohesion.

7. Concluding Discussion

In this article, we have begun the work of developing
a conjunctural analytical framework for researching the
complex dynamics of territorial cohesion and territorial
inequality in a way that takes the place-based approach
in EU development policies seriously. As outlined in the
introduction, a place-based approach was needed for EU
cohesion policy to better handle territorial inequality and

to consider the specific ways social and economic dimen-
sions interact and the role multi-level governance plays
in promoting change, securing services and mobilising
assets. Although the place-based approach to territori-
al cohesion has spread (Faludi, 2016), there remains a
need for providing systematic accounts on how the inter-
action between the territorial mobilisation of capital and
multi-level governance processes generate possibilities
for development. The policy discourse on territorial cohe-
sion thus highlights the relevance of developing the con-
ceptual understanding of how relations between inequal-
ity, urbanisation and territorial cohesion play out in their
place-bound and contextual variation.

Thinking in terms of conjunctural analysis is a way to
operationalise a research method in a way that takes the
complexity of these interactions into account. We sug-
gest that with such a perspective, it is possible to draw
out dynamics from the empirical material represent-
ing diverse voices from varied places that would other-
wise remain hidden. As outlined above, we have oper-
ationalised conjunctures as the present time formation
of articulations of place-identities, political strategies,
networks, organisations and forms of collective action,
which arrived from the analysis of policy documents and
key-informant interviews. In the analysis of the empiri-
cal examples, we have paid particular attention to the
interplay between local discourses and their formation
in and through their particular contexts. We have para-
phrased Massey in a way where we have taken the
‘throwntogetherness’ at face value and let different vari-
ables enter the analysis of what we consider present con-
junctures of the places in question (and with regard for
the scope of our research). The first example outlines
how complex conjunctures of interacting dynamics of dis-
courses of economic growth through the development of
the knowledge economy, coupled with particular inter-
actions between public and private sectors, and industri-
al patterns shape different paths in the cities of Milan,
Aarhus and Vienna. The second example, the compari-
son of Legnano and Horsens, shows that the collective
organisation of business interests and their independent
relation to the local government take varying paths in the
two cities. In Horsens and Legnano, historical place iden-
tity defines varied path dependencies for new develop-
ment shaped by the context-dependent balancing, inter-
action and formalisation of public and private interests
and responsibilities.

A conjunctural analysis, we suggest, is a supplement
to conventional methods of comparing cases. We have
argued that much conventional comparison is mainly
based on ‘similar’ cases (e.g., on cases that can be pre-
defined with respect to key characteristics). A conjunc-
tural analysis, in contrast, allows for analysis of more
diverse cases, allowing the analysis to involve more vari-
ables or seeming differences, e.g., the ‘throwntogeth-
erness,’ and comparing them through a more themat-
ic shared theme (or shared similarities in key dynamics
concerning the research focus) to learn about the given
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theme as it unfolds in the different case contexts. As such,
a conjunctural analysis aims to gain a deeper understand-
ing of articulations of dynamics and how they gener-
ate learning about common themes and tendencies and
their unfolding in different settings, which again might
tell us more about the general processes behind them.
With this approach, we can understand more about how
such processes unfold and affect different localities than
if we had selected similar cases within and across coun-
tries. We simply get a wider understanding through more
examples from different cases, and we get more sugges-
tions for possible room for manoeuvre of policy in sup-
porting, generating and underscoring development from
above and below.

A conjunctural analysis, we would argue, provides
insights into the forces, factors and interplay of differ-
ent actors that become significant in the particular con-
text. By focusing on the interplay of forces and fac-
tors in the three cities of Milan, Aarhus and Vienna we
learn more about the particular patterns of territorial
inequality than if we had focused solely on econom-
ic growth strategies or similarities in labour shortage.
Similarly, when considering the differences and similar-
ities between the conjunctures in Horsens and Legnano,
we gain a promising insight into the multiple ways that
organisational structures and policy discourses interact
with place identities that form in response to history
and through relations to other places and other scales.
However, the present outline is merely the beginning of
developing the conjunctural analysis as an approach to
better understand the dynamics involved when research-
ing cohesion policy and what cohesion ‘does’ (Abrahams,
2014; Atkinson & Zimmermann, 2018) and for whom.

Conjunctural analysis helps to understand how differ-
ent territorial layers become interlocked with economic
and political strategies for economic restructuring and
local development, whether it be to support a position in
the knowledge economy or sustain post-industrial devel-
opment and entrepreneurial culture.

The central argument of this article is that places
are multiple and diverse and that we need an analyti-
cal perspective which is better attuned to grapple with
similar articulations across a diverse variety. The conjunc-
ture is a differentiated and context-sensitive construct,
a variable factor, but one that is tied to locally-defined
and—experienced social relatedness to place. Thinking
through conjunctures is a contribution to the European
debate on territorial cohesion as it highlights the com-
plex interconnections and articulations of political imag-
inaries, regulatory path dependencies, local respons-
es to forces of urbanisation and local mobilisation of
place-based assets. Interconnections and articulations
which exist between formal and informal networks and
between scalar relations of governments and local stake-
holders, and in response to which it is necessary to the-
orise and reflect on one’s analytic approach in order to
understand contemporary challenges to and local strate-
gies to develop territorial cohesion.
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