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Developing Indicators for Territorial Cohesion 

The ESPON INTERCO project set out to develop a set of comparable and reliable indicators 
and indices that can be used to measure territorial cohesion, complex territorial development, 
structural issues, territorial challenges and opportunities as well as territorial effects at different 
geographical levels and types of regions. These are extremely ambitious aims and over the last 
months the project has studied, discussed and tested a wide range of indicators and indices and 
any attempt to prepare a manageable short list illustrated how many important dimensions and 
facets of territorial development and cohesion need to be considered.  

At this workshop ESPON INTERCO puts a number of indicators up for discussion. This is 
however, by no means, a definite selection, but rather a framework for understanding territorial 
cohesion and testing how different indicators can be used, presented and discussed in order to 
inform policy making about their progress in working towards territorial cohesion.  

To develop indicators to measure territorial cohesion, it is necessary to sharpen the 
understanding of what territorial cohesion actually may comprise. The last years of debate have 
shown that a precise definition of territorial cohesion is impossible. As main stakeholders 
emphasise different dimensions of the territorial cohesion idea, any attempt to define it will 
exclude certain understandings and thus lead to a poorer result. To accommodate this and 
develop indicators of interest for various interpretations of territorial cohesion, five main facets of 
territorial cohesion have been developed during a series of workshops running from November 
2010 to January 2011. Each of the facets stresses different aspects of territorial cohesion and 
the different facets are by no means mutually exclusive and some of them can in parts also 
contradict each other. By considering all these different facets, ESPON INTERCO ensures that 
the indicators identified cover the full spectrum of what territorial cohesion can mean and that all 
relevant stakeholders can relate to some of the indicators.  

Furthermore, ESPON INTERCO underlines that it is not necessarily the indicator itself that is of 
main interest, but the way we read it. Whereas GDP or poverty indicators as such do not 
necessarily tell something about territorial cohesion, considering them in relation with other 
types of change can help to assess whether more cohesive development patterns are emerging 
within regions. Considering balanced development between regions, a review of the indicators 
e.g. with regard to differences between urban and rural regions can show whether we over time 
reach more cohesion between different types of territories. In this regard, it is important to 
distinguish between coherence of development and convergence, which is not necessarily the 
objective. Polycentric development and global competitiveness may for example lead to 
stronger contrasts between regions asserting themselves as European nodes or hubs and other 
regions, at least in a first phase. The question to be addressed is therefore whether such 
disparities will be reversible on the long term, whether they lead to unacceptable social tensions 
or may have detrimental economic effects. 

In addition to the discussion of the indicators certainly also the reading and interpretation of 
them will be a key feature during the workshop.  

In order to prepare for stimulating discussions during the workshop, short one-pagers have been 
developed for the five main facets of territorial cohesion. They provide a short introduction into 
the facet, a list of proposed indicators for this particular facet and a few tentative reflections on 
possible reading frameworks.  

Certainly, there are many more indicators which could be considered. However, not all desirable 
indicators are possible, as there are a number of preconditions an indicator has to fulfil to be 
considered by ESPON INTERCO.  

In order to prepare for stimulating group discussions, please read the short summaries before 
attending the workshop.  
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Indicator Criteria and Indicator Process 

 
The preconditions for an indicator to be selected as territorial cohesion indicator are: 

 They are available for ESPON space 

 They are available at sub-national level to grasp the territorial aspects 

 They are updated regularly 

 They change over time and are sensitive to policy changes 

 They are normative, moving from less to more territorial cohesion 

 They make it possible to indicate a clear direction of change towards more cohesion for each 
indicator 

In order to identify territorial cohesion indicators, work starts by analysing existing indicators developed 
and used by other ESPON projects, as well as indicators used in other EC policy documents and 

studies. Parallel to this the five storylines were developed to ensure that all policy facets of territorial 
cohesion are properly covered. A series of workshops were held bringing together the works on the 

storylines with the desk research on indicator analysis to identify a set of so-called ‘headline’ and ‘core’ 

cohesion indicators. Through the workshops the overall analytical framework to analyse territorial 
cohesion was also sharpened. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Indicator Proposals 
 

The list on the next page presents possible indicators of particular relevance. The green rows 
indicate the INTERCO top indicators.   

To allow for a structured discussion list shows also to which of the five indentified facets of 
territorial cohesion, an indicator is linked. One indicator can be linked to several facts. In the 
next sections will shortly present the indicators separated for each fact.  

We have identified 5 main facets: 

 Smart growth in a competitive and polycentric Europe 

 Inclusive, balanced development and fair access to services  

 Local development conditions and geographical specificities  

 Environmental dimension and sustainable development  

 Governance, coordination of policies and territorial impacts 
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Analytical framework 

Beyond the selection of meaningful indicators of territorial cohesion, the development of a sound 

analytical framework is at least as important when analysing territorial cohesion. The analytical 

framework needs to take account for territorial disparities at a given time, and for the development of 
these disparities over time. Indeed, the analytical framework needs to be able to detect changes and 
to value these changes in terms of the desired direction of change. The framework furthermore should 

be able to identify interrelations between two or more indicators, and allows to characterize groups of 
regions according to certain performance criteria. 
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A. Smart growth in a competitive and polycentric Europe  
Territorial cohesion must contribute to economic growth in order to achieve the aims of Europe 2020 

and boost European competitiveness. This implies a strong focus in territorial potentials and the 
support of smart growth and the connectivity of Europe’s economic centres. Only if the economic 
viable and powerful places in Europe are making full use of their growth potentials and acting as 

engines for development for larger areas surrounding each of them, will territorial cohesion be 

possible. These economic centres are at the forefront of development and are important nodes in 
global economic networks. A key issue is European polycentric development, i.e. the development of a 

number of interconnected European hubs or Major European Growth Areas (MEGAs) which mutually 
reinforce each other at lead to the strong growth envisioned for 2020. 

Possible territorial cohesion indicators of particular relevance (‘headlines’) for this dimension (in bold 
green : INTERCO top indicators, i.e. those that can be used as a measure of well-being) : 

 

For this storyline, it appears important to identify regions within which the nodes of European 

polycentric development are situated and to differentiate them from other regions. The territorial 
position of regions is in this regard not irrelevant. For some regions may consider that the distance 
separating them from the nearest development nodes is a challenge, while others may on the contrary 

find it difficult to assert themselves because they are “in the shadow” of these major nodes (so-called 
“inner peripheries”). The understanding of Territorial cohesion within this storyline can therefore be 
based on a combined analysis of stable, structural features such as population potential and education 

levels, and more dynamic and evolving indicators of regional performance such employment rates.
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B. Inclusive, balanced development, and fair access to services  

Territorial cohesion is about balanced development focusing on European solidarity and stressing 

inclusive growth, fair access to infrastructure services and the reduction of economic disparities. There 
is a strong idea of strengthening the use of development potentials outside the main growth poles and 
ensuring a minimum of welfare in all regions. Every territory has its own distinct set of potentials for 

further development – its comparative advantage. Supporting “equal” or fair development opportunities 
is a key issue, not least expressed in the debate on fair access to infrastructure and services. People 

and companies in all parts of a territory need to have access to certain standards of services. The 

delivery of these can depend on the territorial context, i.e. the same service can be delivered by 
different means in different areas.  

Possible territorial cohesion indicators of particular relevance (‘headlines’) for this dimension for this 
dimension (in bold green : INTERCO top indicators, i.e. those that can be used as a measure of 

well-being): 

 

One of the challenges lies in the quantitative assessment of fair access to services. Maps and 

indicators would in this respect constitute an input to discussions on territorial cohesion, but could 

hardly be expected to characterise the degree to which territorial cohesion has been achieved or not. 
One way of assessing whether service provision levels in individual regions are sufficient would be to 

compare service provision levels and migratory trends. A working hypothesis would be that insufficient 
service provision leads to net out-migration. There are obvious limitations to such an approach, 
considering that available datasets may not reflect the most relevant services, that intra-regional 

demographic polarisation may be more relevant than inter-regional flows and that other factors may 
explain net out-migration. It may nonetheless constitute a useful starting point for policy discussions
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C. Local development conditions and geographical specificities   

Territorial cohesion is about place-based policy making, paying particular attention to local 

development conditions – going below the regional level. Indeed the identification and exploitation / 
use of tangible and intangible endogenous potentials is the key for development and smart, inclusive 
and sustainable growth in Europe. Particular attention is given to the specificities of places and their 

comparative advantages. In many cases the intangible factors of tacit knowledge and local networks 
(incl. clusters) and the access to the nearest economic centres are considered to be of key 

importance. Thus territorial cohesion is very much about recognising the territorial diversity in Europe 

and also the importance of the territorial context and its multifaceted dynamics as key to success. This 
involves endogenous development potentials and fragilities, as well as exogenous factors such as the 
impact of developments in other territories, and the impacts of different sector policies at various levels 

of decision making. This involves certainly also geographical specificities of regions.  

Possible territorial cohesion indicators of particular relevance (‘headlines’) for this dimension(in bold 

green : INTERCO top indicators, i.e. those that can be used as a measure of well-being): 

 

In this storyline, territorial cohesion is approached as an instrument to achieve economic growth and 

sustainable development across Europe by unleashing the potentials of diverse territories. The 

underlying rationale is that some territories may not fully exploit potentials because of local 
specificities, that may be of a permanent nature. By identifying how these specificities influence social 
and economic processes, one may then design targeted policy interventions making it possible to 

reach performance levels that are in line with identified potentials. The indicators listed above are a 

starting point for such a process, either identifying specificities such as low population potential and 
imbalances in the age structures or reflecting performance levels through migration rates and firm 

creation.  
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D. Environmental dimension and sustainable development  

To contribute to the sustainable growth aim of the Europe 2020 strategy, and with regard to need to 
consider the environment and climate change, territorial cohesion also has an environmental 

dimension stressing sustainable development. The richness of Europe's natural heritage and 
landscapes is an expression of its identity and is of general importance. To reverse any process of 
abandonment and decline and to hand this heritage on to future generations in the best possible 

conditions requires a creative approach. Territorial cohesion requires a more resource efficient and 
greener economy.  

Possible territorial cohesion indicators of particular relevance (‘headlines’) for this dimension (in bold 
green : INTERCO top indicators, i.e. those that can be used as a measure of well-being): 

 

Manufacturing and extractive activities and high population concentrations have traditionally been 

associated with environmental challenges. This perception is progressively changing, with the 
development of technologies reducing the impact of industrial activities. The awareness of 

environmental challenges in the rural context is also increasing, with the focus on negative 

externalities from intensive agriculture and intensive farming and on the high dependence of rural 
communities on fossil fuel. In this storyline, the pursuit of territorial cohesion implies facing the different 
ways in which the contradiction between economically, socially and environmentally sustainable 

development appears in different types of territories across Europe. Indicators of environmental 

performance such as those listed above may therefore usefully be compared with indicators of 
economic and demographic concentration and performance. 
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E. Governance, coordination of policies and territorial impacts 

Territorial cohesion is about the need to maintain dialogue with other sectors to strengthen the 

territorial dimension in various policy fields. Key concerns are the better use of synergies between 

different policies (vertical and horizontal coordination) as well as the actual costs of non-coordination. 
Particular emphasis is given to the need for an actual dialogue with the “non-believers”. Furthermore, 
both approaches to (a) integration of policies (i.e. not only focussing on single sector aims) and (b) 

involving regions in policy process are often considered as contributing to better policy coordination 
and awareness of territorial impacts. Also various approaches to territorial impact assessments play 

an important role in the discussion. Largely, the storylines focus on governance and cooperation 

processes – as a key aspect of territorial cohesion – rather than actual territorial development 
features. Therefore this storyline clearly differs from the others as it is in its nature non-territorial. The 
basic idea is that better vertical and horizontal coordination of policies will lead to more balanced 

development as they are better territorial targeted and thus support territorial cohesion. 

Possible territorial cohesion indicators of particular relevance (‘headlines’) for this dimension (in bold 

green : INTERCO top indicators, i.e. those that can be used as a measure of well-being): 

 
Comparing the regional and national quality of governance with economic and social performance 

levels may provide some insights on the positive feedback loops between these different dimensions 
of territorial development. However, insofar as horizontal coordination plays a key role for the 

achievement of territorial cohesion, such and analysis would need to be complemented by studies on 

how regional and national policies are coordinated across regional borders. 


