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Abstract: 

 

Despite being one of the main European Union (EU) policy goals, expressed in the EU treaty and 

expected to be fostered by EU Cohesion Policy, territorial cohesion is still an under-researched 

scientific concept and policy process. Against this background, this special issue provides novel 

theoretical and practical perspectives on the relationship between EU Cohesion Policy and territorial 

cohesion, particularly through the analysis of EU Cohesion Policy impacts and its contribution to 

territorial cooperation processes, regional and urban development strategies, as well as sustainable 

transitions.  
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Since its reform in 1988, EU Cohesion Policy has been a key building block of the EU project, aiming 

at reducing socioeconomic gaps between the EU regions, following a principle provided in the 

preamble of the Treaty of Rome (Berkowitz et al., 2020; Crescenzi & Giua 2020, Idczak, 

Musiałkowska & Kociuba, 2024). As one of the financially largest EU policies, covering the entire 

EU territory and respective regions, EU Cohesion Policy has been systematically scrutinised in its 

main impacts (Crescenzi & Giua, 2024; Fratesi & Wishlade, 2017; Gagliardi & Percoco 2017; 

Medeiros, 2017), in several policy areas, including: (i) territorial cooperation (Demeterova et al., 

2020; Medeiros et al, 2021); (ii) regional development (Dąbrowski et al., 2018; McCann. & Ortega-

Argilés, 2015); (iii) administrative capacity (Mendez & Bachtler, 2022; Polverari, Domorenok & 

Graziano, 2022; Potluka & Medeiros, 2021; Surubaru, 2017); (iv) environmental sustainability 
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(Nekvasil & Moldan, 2018; Valente & Medeiros. 2022); and (v) economic competitiveness (Percoco, 

2017; Rodríguez-Pose & Dijkstra, 2021).  

 

EU Cohesion Policy has the ultimate goal of promoting a more balanced and harmoniously developed 

EU territory and respective regions (EC, 2022, EC, 2024). Put differently, EU Cohesion Policy aims 

at achieving EU territorial cohesion at the EU and national levels (Faludi, 2013; Monzon et al., 2019). 

In this context, it would be expected that literature would have deeply analysed the contribution of 

EU Cohesion Policy to achieving territorial cohesion trends in the EU. That is not the case. Firstly, 

territorial cohesion is still considered a too vague and misunderstood concept (Dao et al., 2017; Van 

Well, 2012). This means that there is not an overall accepted understanding of the meaning of 

territorial cohesion, even though it is commonly agreed that this is a multidimensional concept 

embracing key policy development domains such as economic competitiveness, social cohesion, 

environmental sustainability, territorial governance, and spatial planning (Medeiros, 2016; Medeiros 

& Rauhut, 2020).  

 

Indeed, the measurement of territorial cohesion is largely dependent on an understanding of this 

concept and, thus, on the selected analytical dimensions and respective components. In this respect, 

in past years, only a few attempts have been made to measure territorial cohesion trends in Europe, 

at different territorial scales (Medeiros, 2016; Zaucha, J. & Böhme, K. 2020). Crucially, a relatively 

recent study, supported by the Star Model of territorial cohesion concludes, EU Cohesion Policy has 

not sufficiently contributed to achieving territorial cohesion trends at the national level in the EU, 

reducing regional disparities by directly or indirectly contributing to attain higher levels of 

development in the less developed regions in a specific Member State vis-à-vis the more developed 

regions (Medeiros, et al., 2023). Overall, the concept of territorial cohesion is understood as a process 

promoting a more cohesive and balanced territory, by: (i) supporting the reduction of socioeconomic 

territorial imbalances; (ii) promoting environmental sustainability; (iii) reinforcing and improving the 

territorial cooperation/ governance processes; and (iv) reinforcing and establishing a more polycentric 

urban system (Medeiros, et al., 2023). 

 

What seems clear from available literature linking EU Cohesion Policy and its overall impacts on 

territorial cohesion trends in the EU at several territorial levels, is the need for further studies with 

detailed regional analyses in each EU Member State, using similar, comparable methodological 

approaches and sets of indicators. Moreover, further studies are needed to better understand the 

contribution of EU Cohesion Policy to more balanced, harmonious, and cohesive territories via 

financial support in specific policy areas, such as urban development strategies, territorial cooperation 

processes, just and sustainable transitions, and regional resilience. In this regard, this special issue 

advances updated conceptual and practical analysis of the relationship between EU Cohesion Policy 

investment and the targeted policy areas toward territorial cohesion trends.  

 

Crucially, this special issue contributes to deepening the debate on the relevance of EU Cohesion 

Policy to territorial development and cohesion trends in Europe, contrasting with past decades marked 

by an academic focus on the EU 'policy smart growth' rationale. Moreover, it collects perspectives 

both from academics and policymakers, in particular from the European Commission, thus providing 

the reader not only an academic flavour of the effects of EU Cohesion Policy in several policy areas 

but also a policymakers’ perspective on how this policy is being implemented.  

 

From a scientific novelty standpoint, this special issue presents a detailed conceptual relation between 

territorial cohesion and territorial cooperation concepts. Here, it is important to highlight that 

European territorial cooperation is one of the two main policy goals of EU Cohesion Policy, and has 

been in the making in the EU, via the Interreg Community Initiative, since the beginning of the 
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implementation of EU Cohesion Policy (Medeiros, 2018; Reitel, 2018). At the same time, disparities 

in the level of development of cross-border regions are on the rise again, threatening the general 

cohesion process (Jakubowski and Wójcik, 2023). Moreover, the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 

had severe consequences for cross-border regions and need to be analysed with a territorial cohesion 

analytical prism. In all, this special issue contributes to the literature and debate on regional studies 

and EU policy studies, by analysing the effects of EU Cohesion Policy across several EU regions, in 

several policy areas. In detail, this special issue: 

 

• Presents a conceptual approach to better understand on how territorial cooperation processes can 

contribute to promoting territorial cohesion trends in a given territory;   

• Advances detailed analyses on the relevance of EU Cohesion Policy-related urban development 

strategies in achieving the main goals of this policy; 

• Assesses regional capabilities-oriented approaches for European just and sustainable transitions  

• Presents an impact analysis of EU Cohesion Policy 2014-2020; 

• Analyses the COVID-19 pandemic impacts on the territorial cohesion trends in Europe. 

 

In sum, the main scope and focus of this special issue is on the analysis of EU Cohesion Policy in 

selected policy areas (territorial cooperation, regional resilience, urban development, just and 

sustainable transitions) towards a more cohesive EU territory. Ultimately, this special issue aims to 

further clarify the understanding of territorial cohesion in regional policy and governance-related 

contexts. 

 

The six papers in this special issue concentrate mostly on the EU-level dimension. They balance, 

however, the proposal of novel conceptual and various methodological approaches to analysing 

specific policy areas financed by EU Cohesion Policy, with a more practical perspective. As such, 

the special issue papers make contributions to both academic and policy research in six areas and 

enrich current discussion on the future of Cohesion Policy with multidimensional and 

multidisciplinary lenses (Dotti, Musiałkowska, De Gregorio Hurtado & Walczyk, 2024, EC, 2024).  

 

To begin with, for the first time, Medeiros et al. (2024, in this issue) present a conceptual proposal to 

detail the main linkages between the territorial cooperation analytical dimension of the territorial 

cohesion concept. Here, in this first paper, a coalition of authors, including two academics, several 

officials from the European Commission (DG REGIO) working on European Territorial Cooperation 

(Ricardo Ferreira, Pascal Boijmans, and Nathalie Verschelde) and four secretary generals of 

European border regions’ associations (Martin Guillermo-Ramírez, Ocskay Gyula, Jean Peyrony and 

Anthony Soares), identify six main components which should be regarded as critical domains to 

assess the contribution of EU territorial cooperation to territorial cohesion trends: (i) territorial 

integration (via the reduction of border barriers); (ii) territorial innovation (via the promotion of 

knowledge exchange); (iii) territorial networking (via the forging of cross-border urban networks); 

(iv) territorial governance (via the setting-up of cross-border and transnational entities); (v) territorial 

planning (via the establishment of cross-border and transnational planning agreements); and (vi) 

territorial functionality (via the reinforcement of cross-border and transnational functional regions). 

 

In the second paper Demeterova (2024, in this issue) analyses the strategic rationale of several EU 

key policy documents on territorial cohesion and sustainable development, influencing the strategic 

implementation of EU Cohesion Policy for just and sustainable transitions. Applying the framing 

analyses approach, she analyses past and present versions of the European Common Provision 

Regulation, the European Territorial Agenda, and the European Environmental Action Programme. 

Her analysis concludes that even though, spatial justice and capacity-building focus is on the rise, 

European strategies are not sufficiently contributing to reducing presenting social, environmental, 
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and territorial challenges and that are responding inadequately to actual regional challenges. 

Moreover, the author concludes that these strategies should emphasise a more context-sensitive, 

sustainable, and spatially just policy response, to also support long-term spatial transition processes. 

 

 

The third paper, written by a wealth of authors, Bourdin et al. (2024, in this issue), is dedicated to 

summarizing the results of an ESPON report on the main impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in EU 

regions and cities. In detail, the authors alert to the significant and asymmetric impacts across Europe 

of the mentioned pandemic, which potentially undermined ongoing territorial cohesion processes in 

the EU. The analysis concludes that the COVID-19 pandemic led to the introduction of new short-

term social policies to reduce socio-economic disparities produced by COVID-19 and accelerated the 

implementation of green and smart policies. In short, the socioeconomic cohesion and environmental 

sustainability policy dimensions of territorial cohesion ended up being protected by EU policy 

measures in all EU Member States, limiting the expansion of territorial disparities. Moreover, 

territorial governance agreements were reinforced across the EU territory as a means to implement 

regional and local resilience measures, thus supporting another key analytical dimension of territorial 

cohesion: territorial governance. In sum, the authors conclude that there is strong evidence to link EU 

proactive policies introduced to combat the effects of COVID-19 in EU regions and the objectives of 

territorial cohesion in the EU.  

 

The fourth paper presented by García et al. (2024, in this issue) is dedicated to scrutinising urban 

development strategies in the EU, based on data from the Urban Data Platform, to assess in which 

measure different EU procedural arrangements can contribute to shaping urban development 

strategies and specifically their degree of thematic integration. In conclusion, the authors found that 

the analysed strategies which are based on more diversified EU funds, and are delivered via 

decentralised instruments, and targeting several urban areas presented a more integrated policy 

implementation approach, and thus contributed to promoting territorial cohesion trends in the 

respective territories. 

 

In the fifth paper, European Commission's Officials, Crucitti et al. (2024, in this issue) present a 

challenging academic exercise of assessing the main impacts of the 2014–2020 European Structural 

Funds on territorial cohesion in the EU. By using a robust macro econometric policy evaluation tool 

(RHOMOLO) used to quantify the indirect and direct effects of the EU policy investments in EU 

NUTS-2 regions, within a 20-year time frame. The authors conclude that the impact of EU Cohesion 

Policy is sizeable, in particular in the less developed EU regions. As such, socio-economic disparities 

at the EU regional level are shown to decrease thanks to the EU policy intervention. Put differently, 

based on econometric data, the authors present a case that EU Cohesion Policy has been contributing 

to achieving territorial cohesion over the past 20 years.  

 

In the last paper, European Commission's Officials from the Joint Research Centre, Lorenzo Gabrielli 

et al. (2024, in this issue), present a survey on the use of non-traditional data in the context of regional 

policy, which is linked with the analysis of a case study analysing real estate markets of three 

European countries. These case studies highlight perspectives and limitations of Computational 

Social Science in regional analysis in terms of data quality and availability. After exploring data for 

three countries (Austria, France, and Italy) and respective regions, with the goal of infer intra-national 

mobility and residential patterns correlated with the COVID-19 pandemic effects, the authors 

conclude that there are significant different levels of pre-processing and aggregation of the data 

sources. In detail, France makes use of a totally disaggregated dataset, whereas Italy follows a min-

max approach. Furthermore, there are different levels of ‘out-of-the-box’ usability of the information 
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among all case-studies, which present critical challenges to assess territorial development and 

cohesion trends in the EU.  

 

In conclusion, EU Cohesion Policy has contributed to foster territorial cohesion processes, 

particularly at regional (promotion of more balanced and harmonious development trends within a 

region) and national (promotion of more balanced and harmonious development trends within a 

country) levels, by supporting less developed regions and Member States. However, the impact varies 

significantly across different areas and is influenced by numerous factors, including policy design, 

implementation efficiency, and the broader socio-economic context. Therefore, continued efforts to 

refine and target EU Cohesion Policy interventions are essential to better address existing disparities, 

spatial inequalities and emerging challenges effectively. 
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