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Abstrakt 
 
Artykuł prezentuje wyniki przeglądu teorii, trendów i polityki związanych z ze spójnością terytorialną. 

Dostarcza krytycznego spojrzenia na dotychczasowy osiągnięcia polityki w tym zakresie na podstawie 

kluczowych dokumentów, projektów, oraz wyników badań naukowych. Osobna część poświęcona jest 

modelom spójności terytorialnej, a także ich kwantyfikowalności. Wynikiem analizy jest ocena 

implikacyjności tychże modeli w celu kształtowania polityki. Zidentyfikowano trzy podstawowe 

zastosowania:  

Spójność terytorialna jako proces integrowania polityki rozwoju wobec terytorium (np. poprzez 

wykorzystanie kluczy, narzędzi oddziaływania polityki na przestrzeń lub monitoring), 

Spójność terytorialna rozumiana jako wkład czynników terytorialnych do wzrostu gospodarczego 

(efektywność terytorium –głównie gospodarka przepływów i kapitał terytorialny), 

Spójność terytorialna jako płaszczyzna włączania specyficznych celów przestrzennych do polityk 

rozwoju (takich jak policentryczność ładu przestrzennego etc.). 

Sformułowane zostają także wnioski dotyczące oddziaływania spójności terytorialnej na wzrost 

gospodarczy.  
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Abstract 
 
The paper presents the results of the desk-based review of theories, trends and policies related to 
territorial cohesion with the focus on the latter one. It provides a critical examination of the past and 
ongoing policy discourse based on screening of the key policy documents, various projects (including 
ESPON ones) and results of scientific analysis. Separate section is devoted to models of territorial 
cohesion and attempts of their operationalization including measurement of this category or their 
components. The main result of the review is typology of practical application of the notion of 
territorial cohesion in policy making. The three main types of application of this notion have been 
identified:  
 Territorial cohesion as a process of integrating development policy towards various territorial 

units (e.g. via territorial keys, territorial monitoring, territorial impact assessment),  

 Territorial cohesion understood as a contribution of territorial assets to the economic growth 
(the efficiency of the territory – mainly economy of flows and territorial capital),  

 Territorial cohesion as a platform enabling inclusion of the specific objectives to development 
policies (such objectives as polycentricity spatial order etc.).  

The conclusions on the further research on territorial cohesion with regard to economic growth have 
been also formulated.  
 

 
The paper is based on the results of the project financed by  the Polish National Science Centre 
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1. Key Spatial Concepts in Development Policy  

By the 1990s economic language had been extended by new spatial categories, but many of 

the most important spatial terms that appeared in European literature and policy documents 

were insufficiently defined. The three main spatial categories used in development policy1 

objectives are: spatial development, spatial integration, and territorial cohesion. Frequently 

the adjective "spatial" is used interchangeably with the term "territorial", but in both cases 

the conceptual scope of these categories remains unchanged.  Nevertheless, some 

geographers (e.g. Śleszyński 2009) indicated that both adjectives have different meanings in 

the realm of geographical sciences. An attempt to define more precisely the terms related to 

the spatial dimension of development policy is contained in the "Green Paper on Territorial 

Cohesion. Transforming Diversity into Strength"(CEC 2008). 

From an historical point of view, the earliest concept is that of spatial development. Growth 

and development are among the most general and the most important policy objectives and 

usually carry a positive connotation, despite the negative external effects they can 

sometimes cause. They are broadly associated with satisfaction, fulfilment of human needs 

and human prosperity (Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi 2009). 

The categories of socio-economic growth (or socioeconomic development2), and of 

territorial development, however, are not identical and need to be interpreted by different 

sets of rules. Socio-economic growth signifies a higher level of satisfaction of material and 

social needs as measured quantitatively for example by the level of GDP per capita and by 

employment rates. Territorial (or spatial) development, on the other hand, refers to the 

...”geographical distribution of the physical features in the built and natural environment 

and patterns and flows of human activity. It may also embrace the social, economic and 

cultural aspects of development” (Dühr et al. 2010, 32). In brief, territorial or spatial 

development requires changes of territorial structures (settlement structures, transport 

                                                 

1 Development policy (according to the amended Polish Act of 6 December 2006 on the principles of 
development policy) is a set of interrelated activities undertaken and implemented in order to ensure a 
sustainable development of the country, to provide socio-economic, regional, and spatial cohesion, as well as 
to increase the competitiveness of the economy and the creation of new jobs at national, regional, and local 
levels. This policy is spearheaded by the Council of Ministers (government departments) and local government 
units in accordance with their powers. This policy requires an assurance of the consistency of public actions 
taken by the above entities. 

2 Growth is a quantitative phenomena whereas development both qualitative and quantitative.  



  

4 

    

infrastructure, natural structures, cultural landscapes etc.) and the flows and connectivity 

between them. Their evaluation, however, requires normative considerations as part of 

public choice. Territorial development can be assessed only in relation to the objectives of 

spatial policy (the concept of spatial order), adopted following public selection procedures, 

such as, for example territorial integration, nature and landscape conservancy, or 

sustainable growth. The requirement of public choice stems from market failure in respect 

to space management (Markowski 2014; Zaucha 2007, 111-117). 

Socio-economic development takes place within a space that is conditioned by, for example, 

its territorial capital. Spatial development, however, cannot be equated with merely the 

territorial aspects of economic growth. Spatial development has its own additional goals, 

which generally only indirectly relate to growth. Thus, spatial development can, but does not 

have to, support economic growth and development, and vice versa.  Economic growth can, 

but does not have to, support territorial development. 

The World Bank encourages and postulates the achievement of synergy between 

socioeconomic and territorial development (World Bank 2009). It recommends the 

promotion of the fastest growing economic urban centres (yielding the benefits of 

agglomeration), and linking the rest of the territory to them. The result is a spatial 

concentration of production and an acceleration of the GDP growth. The development of 

spatial structures such as transportation connections and functional regions in this kind of 

situation favours an increase in GDP and is subordinate to it. However, even a cursory 

reading of the National Spatial Development Concept (NSDC) (Ministry of Regional 

Development 2011b; Korcelli et al. 2010) already in force in Poland suggests a range of 

possible conflicts and a lack of synergies between the two categories. For example, within 

the framework of Objective 6: Restoration and Consolidation of Spatial Order, the 

introduction of legal regulations that prevent suburbanisation is foreseen. Also, in the 

framework of Objective 4: Formation of Spatial Structures Supporting the Achievement and 

Maintenance of High-quality Natural Environment and the Valuable Aspects of the Polish 

Landscape, emphasis is placed on preventing the fragmentation of habitats and creating 

solutions that help achieve spatial ecological relationships. As a result, the NSDC come 

sometimes reduce freedom of action to make use of space in pursuing economic activities. 

Investors can use it positively and then the GDP will continue to grow, or use it negatively, 
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and then their withdraw may cause a slowdown in GDP growth. In contrast, other NSDC 

objectives are clearly pro-growth and promote an increase of the GDP – e.g. Objective 3: 

Improving the Country's Territorial Accessibility at Different Spatial Scales through the 

Development of Transport and Telecommunications Infrastructure. Thus spatial development 

needs to be assessed against policy targets and objectives such as territorial integration or 

territorial cohesion and not just against changes in GDP. 

Summing up, we conclude that although at times socio-economic growth (or socioeconomic 

development) and territorial development reinforce each other (as in the case of territorial 

efficiency or territorial agglomeration benefits achieved through close cooperation), they 

may also be in conflict with respect to the allocation of space. Territorial development can 

be governed by its own specific values and objectives (e.g. polycentric development) that 

can differ from smart, green growth that facilitates social inclusion. Both categories 

(socioeconomic and territorial), however, are interrelated: for example polycentric 

development can be interpreted as the need to stimulate GDP growth in a wider spatial 

system. As a result, entities benefiting from the "services" of a given territory benefit from a 

certain usefulness of both economic and spatial growth (e.g. thanks to the availability of jobs 

and also beauty of cultural landscape). 

At the European level, the concept of spatial development emerged with the work of groups 

of countries aiming to establish and adopt common development objectives of transnational 

territories (e.g. the territory of the entire EU or the more narrowly defined Baltic Region) 

and the process has been analysed in detail by Dühr et al. (2005). In the 1990s first macro-

regional (VASAB 1994) and other European documents of this type (ESDP 1999) were 

elaborated. The spatial development options of ESDP for many years heavily influenced 

thinking about the essence of spatial development. As a result, a European body of research 

leading to better understanding of spatial development was formed, including: polycentricity 

associated with the strengthening of the urban regions; functional relations (networking and 

relations within functional areas); a certain level of equality in access to services of general 

economic interest; knowledge and infrastructure; and an emphasis on preserving and 

reinforcing the natural and cultural heritage potential, including cultural landscapes. The 

European Commission never received a mandate to design spatial development policy since 

responsibility for this remained at the national level).  But it gradually gained influence over 
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its various elements within the framework of transportation policy, maritime, 

environmental, agricultural, and rural development policy, and, more recently, urban policy. 

A significant example in this respect is the EU directive providing the framework for 

Maritime Spatial Planning of the EU (CEC 2014) that, however, identifies the objectives of 

the spatial development of maritime areas in an indicative manner only. 

The concept of territorial integration emerged largely due to intergovernmental 

cooperation (such as meetings of the Baltic ministers on planning and spatial development, 

leading to Vision and Strategies around the Baltic Sea (VASAB 2010):   Zaucha 1998; Zaucha, 

Fischer 2009). In the early documents (VASAB 1994; VASAB 2001; Zaucha 1996), drawn up in 

the second half of the 1990s, the Baltic ministers pointed to the need to support the 

development and integration of the region, as well as to support spatial cohesion, 

traditionally understood, and defined as the reduction of disparities at the level of 

development in the Baltic area.  But only in the concept of "connecting potentials" (VASAB 

2005) did spatial integration appear for the first time as an independent objective of the 

VASAB actions. This was repeated in the strategic documents that followed, but this 

category has never been defined by VASAB. 

Territorial integration has become a popular political category since the development of 

territorial cooperation in the EU that sets development policy above administrative 

boundaries and generally proposes an integrated character, i.e., one that at the same time 

covers many areas of social and economic life (Doucet 2013). The INTERREG initiative, and 

subsequently the territorial cooperation objective of EU Cohesion Policy, meant that this 

integration was no longer perceived as a stopover on the way to economic and spatial 

development, but became an independent political objective3. The EU regulations, however, 

only appeared in the programming period 2014-20 in the context of transnational 

cooperation in Art. 2 concerning the European territorial cooperation objectives (CEC 

2012c). The culmination of this process was the recognition of the integration of border 

areas as one of the priorities of the revised Territorial Agenda of the EU (Territorial Agenda 

2011). 

                                                 
3 For an elaboration of the role of territorial integration in the EU policy, see Doucet 2013. 
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As pointed out by Doucet (2013), territorial integration is sometimes equated with economic 

integration because of broadly similar origins of both concepts. They are not, however, 

identical categories. Economic integration has a fairly clear definition based on flows of 

goods, capital and factors of production. The stages of this process (free trade, a custom 

union, common market, economic union /monetary and fiscal union, political union) were 

described by Balassa (1961) more than fifty years ago. Unlike economic integration, 

territorial (or spatial) integration has no such clear cut definition or understanding. For 

instance Vartiainen (2002) interprets territorial integration from the point of view of locality 

(a socio-spatial concept) as a basic element of the multi-level settlement and community 

structure. Integration is therefore close to an interplay between local and global actions. 

Böhme et al. (2011, 34) define territorial integration from the perspective of homogeneity. 

By “territorial integration” they mean: 

...the process of reshaping functional areas to make them evolve into a consistent 

geographical entity; this entails overcoming the various negative effects stemming from the 

presence of one or more administrative borders, which hamper harmonious territorial 

development.  

This definition puts emphasis on functionality and consistency. Viewed from that 

perspective, territorial integration requires a minimum level of connectivity between 

different types of territorial structures i.e. the creation of city networks, transport corridors, 

cross-border labour markets, cross-border development zones and ecological corridors.  A 

common feature of the two types of integration is a reference to the space of flows as well 

as the necessity of involving public authorities at some stage of the process. In the case of 

economic integration these are generally national authorities (or alternatively integration 

groups).  In the case of spatial integration these are the authorities of all levels of 

government, as this integration occurs at different geographical scales. The driving forces of 

economic integration are the decisions made in the field of macroeconomic policies (or, 

possibly, supporting the manufacturing sector through lobbying), while spatial integration 

plays an important role in infrastructure investment and locational choices of enterprises as 

well as in employment and purchasing decisions made by households. 

The broadest definition of spatial integration has been proposed by Cornett and Snickars 

(2002). They consider spatial integration as the farthest-reaching concept of integration, 
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embracing both economic and political integration but going beyond them to include also 

territorial factors facilitating co-operation and intensity of relations (see Figure 1 below). 

Such understanding of territorial integration assumes the existence of important feedback 

loops since while political and economic integration is powered by spatial proximity and 

adjacency, socio-economic integration contributes, at the same time, to the improvement of 

connectivity/accessibility). According To Cornett and Snickars (2002), spatial integration 

includes features like: 

 The development of specific, geographically defined systems of production such as industrial 

districts, clusters of industries, or systems of innovation; 

 A system of urban networks defined according to specific functional links; 

 The availability of a regional infrastructure linking the analysed areas together; 

 The higher intensity of intraregional flows relative to the outside flows. 

In some analyses territorial integration is treated as part of territorial cohesion, but these 

two concepts are not identical. For example, territorial integration can be achieved through 

cooperation between large cities at the expense of smaller ones, standing then somehow in 

opposition to the dimension (target) of territorial cohesion that is polycentric development. 

However, in most cases territorial integration supports territorial cohesion, such as in the 

contribution to the creation of functional areas consistent with the idea of functional 

geography. ESPON4 researchers from the INTERCO5 project believe that "territorial cohesion 

is not possible without a high level of cooperation between the territories and between the 

entities, at every step of the political process" (ESPON 2012a). 

 

                                                 
4 ESPON (the European Observation Network for Territorial Development and Cohesion) is the EU's research 
program that analyzes broadly understood spatial issues. Studies involve organizations from the EU Member 
States, as well as Iceland, Norway, and Switzerland. More information on the ESPON website: 
http://www.espon.eu 

5 NTERCO – ESPON project Indicators of Territorial Cohesion. details can be obtained from the ESPON portal 
http://www.espon.eu/main/Menu_Projects/Menu_ScientificPlatform/interco.html 
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Figure 1. Spatial integration 

Source: Cornett and Snickars (2002, 4) 

 

The third spatial category that is most frequently indicated as a goal of development policy is 

the previously invoked spatial or territorial cohesion.6 Initially identified by VASAB as a 

reduction of the level of development disparities in space (as stated earlier), this category 

grew to become one of the main objectives of the EU Cohesion Policy, achieving a 

                                                 
6 As indicated by Śleszyński (2009, 92), "the term "cohesion" is used in at least four or five basic senses to 
explain the characteristics of the area, region, or the system as: 

(1) the occurrence and intensity of links, and in particular, in an advanced form it can be: 

(2) correlation of means (cohesiveness); 

(3) internal unification (similarity, the lack of diversity); 

(4) complementarity, namely complementarity or complementation, in other words: substitution; 

(5) comparable characteristics and (or) the correctness of development. " 
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significance never before reached by the two concepts discussed previously as they 

operated mainly in the documents of local, regional, national, and macro-regional or in 

international cooperation. However, this happened in the absence of any clear definition of 

territorial cohesion.  

It seems that the concept of territorial cohesion came into existence due to a growing 

awareness of the importance of territorial factors in achieving the main objectives of the 

economic policies of the EU and the EU Member States and in conjunction with retaining a 

mandate in the field of spatial policy at the national level. EU authorities, unable to 

introduce into the EU aqui the notion of spatial development or spatial integration, have 

created a new concept, whose etymology refers to economic and social cohesion, and thus 

to the competence of the EU. It had to be "fuzzy" enough in order not to arouse resistance 

of the Member States governments. In this way the EU bodies had the pretext to coordinate 

national actions in the area of spatial development as having an impact on the achievement 

of the main objectives of the EU Cohesion Policy. Over time, it turned out that this intuitive 

approach that combined spatial policy with economic and social policies brought tangible 

benefits, and thus territorial cohesion began to gain in popularity at the national and 

regional levels. The key to understanding the phenomenon of territorial cohesion emerged 

from the formation mechanisms of this category in the process of conceptualization of the 

territorial dimension of the European integration. 

2. Gradual Conceptualization of the Territorial Dimension in the Context of EU 

The conceptualization of the territorial dimension in the European Community was a process 

associated with a gradual increase in the importance of cohesion policy. Already in the in the 

preamble to the Treaty of Rome in 1957, the following statement was adopted:  

"Anxious to strengthen the unity of their economies and to ensure their harmonious 

development by reducing the differences existing between the various regions and the 

backwardness of the less favoured regions, (the contracting countries – added by J.S.) have 

decided to create a European Economic Community" (Treaty of Rome 1957, 2).  

This means that it was considered appropriate to undertake structural interventions at the 

European level, including the then six Member States, also within territorial systems, 

understood as the regional level. In the text of the Treaty of Rome, the regional dimension 
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issues were also mentioned in a very soft manner in the descriptions of the European Social 

Fund and the European Investment Bank, as well as public assistance, allowing Member 

States such activity determined by regional premises. 

The deep reform of the European Community, called the Delors Package of 1988, fostered 

an appreciation of the territorial dimension which resulted in, among other things, an 

essential extension of the mission and an increase in the scale of the European cohesion 

policy funds. Beginning in 1993, the Maastricht Treaty on the European Union (European 

Union 1992) became the basis for the functioning of the EU. Article 130A of the Treaty 

contains the following entry:  

"In order to promote its overall harmonious development, the Community shall develop and 

pursue its actions leading to the strengthening of its economic and social cohesion. In 

particular, the Community shall aim at reducing disparities between the levels of 

development of the various regions and the backwardness of the least-favoured regions, 

including rural areas"  

Of crucial importance was an increase of the share of the European cohesion policy from 

about one twentieth to about one third of the EU budget expenditure. The adoption by the 

European Community of the Delors package led to the undertaking of programming for the 

territorial development of Europe. One expression of this was indicative documents 

prepared by the European Commission in cooperation with the Member States: Europe 

2000, the Development Community Guidelines of 1991 (CEC 1991) and the Europe 2000, 

Cooperation for European Territorial Development of 1994 (CEC 1994).  

The crowning achievement of the territorially oriented work became the European Spatial 

Development Perspective (ESDP 1999), adopted in 1999 at the Summit in Potsdam, as a 

result of work carried out in 1994-1999 by the then fifteen Member States. In the 1990s 

several transnational EU macro-regions were also identified and territorial strategies were 

prepared for them. In terms of spatial issues the precursor of this approach was the co-

operation, ongoing since 1992, of the Ministers of development and spatial planning of the 

Baltic Sea region – VASAB. Within its framework, long-term documents programming the 

development at the level of the entire Baltic Europe were developed. 
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The growing importance and budget of the European cohesion policy were undoubtedly 

encouraged by further extensions, which not only increased the spatial extent of the 

European Union, but also generated the need for a territorialisation of European policies, 

among other things, due to the increasing spatial diversity recorded in the social, economic, 

territorial, but also political, cultural and environmental dimensions. 

In the two next multiannual budgets and European Union policy programming periods 

covering the years 2000-2006 and 2007-2013, the ESPON (European Spatial Planning 

Observation Network) research program was launched and used for monitoring and 

researching Europe’s territorial development. Virtually all reports, atlases, and ESPON 

seminars, in which EU Member States, Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and Liechtenstein 

participate, took on different aspects of the territorial development of Europe. The ESPON 

program prepared, among others, the following forward-looking, territorially oriented 

reports: (1) Territorial Futures. Spatial Scenarios for Europe; (2) The Territorial Scenarios on 

the Future of Europe, and (3) Europe in the World. They determined the territorial future of 

Europe by means of scenarios in the time horizon up to year 2030. 

Some of the Presidencies of the European Union made a significant contribution to the 

conceptualization of the territorial dimension. Specific achievements include Hungary 

(Territorial Agenda 2011) and Poland. During the Polish Presidency a wide range of 

documents for territorial cohesion were presented (Ministry of Regional Development 

2011a; 2011b; 2011c). The report prepared as a background material for discussion of the 

Polish Presidency of the EU Council (Böhme et al. 2011) restarted EU-wide discussion on 

spatial dimension of development policies, as was the so-called issue paper of the Polish 

Presidency (Ministry of Regional Development, 2011c). These documents set out how to use 

the territorial approach in practice to increase the effectiveness of socio-economic policy 

development of the European Union, its Member States and regions. Policies should be 

differentiated in terms of conditionality, thematic scope and financial instruments 

(repayable and non-repayable). It was also proposed that thematic concentration 

(introduced by the EU Commission) should be replaced with issue-based concentration, i.e. 

adapted to the specifics of the territory. 

As a result of the growing importance of the territorial dimension, EUROSTAT and the 

national bureaus of public statistics of all the Member States (in Poland the Central 
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Statistical Office and Regional (or Voivodship) Statistical Offices), statistical databases for 

territorial systems were developed. Across the European Union, in a universal way, a grid of 

areas of NUTS type (Nomenclature of Units for Territorial Statistics (in Poland -- Territorial 

Statistics Nomenclature) was adopted, in which the following levels were distinguished: 

NUTS 1, NUTS 2 and NUTS 3 (macro-regional, regional and sub-regional). This was 

accompanied by two local levels: LAU 1 and LAU 2 (Local Administration Unit 1 and 2).  

Simultaneously, the progress in economic sciences (new economic geography: Krugman 

1991a; 1991b, Fujita et al. 1999; and space of networks and flows: Castells 1998) led to the 

inclusion in the regional policy of European countries new aspects such as regional 

competitiveness, self-learning regions, endogenous development potentials, knowledge-

based economy, information society, information and communication technologies. These 

theoretical concepts, in turn, were then translated by major international organizations such 

as the OECD and the World Bank into specific recommendations and economic policy 

solutions (OECD 2009a; 2009b; and The World Bank 2009).  

The activity of international organizations created a framework for the conceptualization of 

substantive assumptions and policy instruments of territorial systems in the Member States 

and in the European Union. For example the OECD paradigm was modified for 

competitiveness. Both directly and indirectly that meant prioritising the urban dimension 

and indicating, among others, the special importance of the programming of socio-economic 

development in the territorial – primarily metropolitan – functional systems (Szlachta 2009). 

The World Bank also pointed out the importance of agglomeration economies for economic 

growth, proving that the success of socio-economic development of a country or a region is 

determined by a small number of major urban centers (The World Bank 2009). 

The direct territorial environment of North Africa, Turkey, and Eastern Europe has had a 

growing importance on the social, economic, and territorial processes in the European 

Union. These regions, with a much lower level of socio-economic development, have been 

the source of strong migration pressure, of negative impact on the natural environment and 

of various pathologies carried over to the area of the European Union (organized crime, 

drugs, corruption, etc.). 

Another important factor in the growth of the importance of territorialisation of European 

and national public policies has been the deep economic crisis, which developed in the world 
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economy beginning in 2008, and had an especially strong impact on the Member States of 

the European Union. Hence the belief that territorialisation of public policies can promote 

the overcoming or reduction of the negative consequences of the economic crisis on the 

level of the Member States, regions, and cities. Thus local and regional potentials of the EU 

countries can be put to much better use.  

The above-described prioritisation of the territorial dimension led to the granting of the 

status of a treaty to territorial cohesion. Pursuant to Article 3 TEU, territorial cohesion has 

become a legitimate part of the Cohesion Policy as a new objective of the European Union 

(EU). On the basis of Art. 2 of the Treaty of Rome and Articles 2 and 158 of the Treaty of 

Nice, the European Economic and Social Committee assumed that territorial cohesion can be 

defined as: "the task entrusted to the European Union in supporting a harmonious, balanced 

and sustainable development of economic activities across the EU" (ECO 2009,6). 

The first visible effect was the publication by the Commission of the Green Paper on 

Territorial Cohesion (CEC 2008). The document pointed to the importance of the territorial 

dimension, which, according to its authors, has been present at the core of the EU structural 

policy since its inception (CEC 2008, 4). As can be seen from the report of Szlachta and 

Zaleski (2009, 148) the paper foresees "four basic directions of  the European Community’s 

impact on territorial cohesion: 

(1) concentration, which is reflected in overcoming the negative consequences of differences 

in the density of economic functions, 

(2) connecting the territories, reflected in overcoming the distance and increasing levels of 

accessibility, 

(3) cooperation, reflected in overcoming divisions and 

(4) addressing the problems of areas with specific geographical features. " 

An important contribution to the attempt at understanding the role of the territorial 

dimension in policy development (as a tool aiming at an integrative approach to territorial 

policy) was supplied by Barca a year later (2009). His concept, the so-called place-based 

concept, is intentionally focused on:  
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"the place specificity of natural and institutional resources and of individual preferences and 

knowledge; the role played by the (material and immaterial) linkages between places; and 

the resulting need for interventions to be tailored to places”. Barca (2009, 4), 

It also emphasizes the role of proper organization in the establishment of institutional 

processes and dialogue between endogenous and exogenous institutions (actors) of 

development. Barca does not refer to territorial cohesion. Rather, he addresses the 

territorialisation of policies and the territorial context, which should be taken into account 

when designing them. This, however, places him at the centre of the thesis about the 

importance of territory for development policy.  Barca also indicates the conditions that 

must be met in order for the territorial context to provide added value and not be a barrier 

in the conduct of policy development. The essence of his concept is the ability to read, or to 

identify, the spatial conditions in the different scales, as well as the horizontal and vertical 

confrontation in targeting these insights to create the foundations of a policy of dialogue 

within the framework of multi-level governance. As indicated by the Ministry of Regional 

Development (Ministerstwo Rozwoju Regionalnego 2010a, 16), territorially oriented policy is 

"(1) focused on the use of endogenous potential, territorial resources, and knowledge, and 

(2) allows for the implementation of interventions directed at development challenges, and 

precisely tailored to local conditions." Other authors (Zaucha et al. 2013, 8-9) emphasize 

instead the institutional aspect, i.e. the necessity of dialogue between institutions 

administering the given territory and those representing the interests of the environment at 

large. 

3. The Scope of the Conceptual Category of Territorial Cohesion and the Main Directions of 

Change 

Although included in the Treaty of Lisbon (Article 3) and becoming one of the main 

important horizontal objectives of the EU policies, territorial cohesion lacks a precise, 

commonly shared definition. On the contrary, it is the subject of different, sometimes 

conflicting interpretations (Farrugia, Gallina 2008, 33). This has been highlighted by many 

researchers (Davoudi 2005; ESPON 2004, 118; Faludi 2005; Medeiros 2011, 11; Molle 2007, 

98; Böhme 2011, 2; Farrugia, Gallina 2008, 7; Mirwaldt et al. 2008, V; Doucet 2006).  
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Böhme (2011, 2) even argues that:  

“over the last years, debates have shown that a precise definition of territorial cohesion is 

impossible. Because different groups of stakeholders focus on different dimensions of the 

territorial cohesion idea, any attempt to define it will exclude certain understandings and 

thus lead to a poorer result.”  

This view is shared by Mirwaldt et al. (2008, V), Zillmer and Böhme (2010, 1) who go so far as 

to say that a formal definition might be the end of the territorial cohesion use and 

popularity. However, the concept as such, though vague, has been appreciated and widely 

recognised (Dühr et al. 2010, 188-189), and even considered as a potentially powerful 

conceptual innovation by the Commission (Camagni 2011, 79). Comparative analysis of 

different definitions and approaches to territorial cohesion, however, permits one to see an 

outline of the evolution of the essential points of understanding this category. 

Faludi (2004, 1349) considers that the original focus of the concept of territorial cohesion 

has been on regional economic development (with emphasis on endogenous potential, 

linkages, collaboration and coordination of macroeconomic instruments). It seems, however, 

that the original category, both in the Baltic Europe (see previously cited documents VASAB 

1994; 1996) and in the EU (e.g. in ESDP 1999, 26) had a social character. Faludi himself 

shares this opinion in his later studies (2009) indicating that in the first attempts to use this 

category in the EU – the Treaty of Amsterdam of 1997 – it was related to the issue of access 

to services of general economic interest and the need for standards in this area in order to 

preserve the competitiveness of the less populous regions. 

According to Hübner (2011), whose role as EU Commissioner has given this concept its 

strong position in the activities of the Community, territorial cohesion was present in the 

first EU Cohesion Policy in a hidden manner. The term itself was coined and popularized 

within the framework of the Assembly of European Regions (AER) in the mid-90s (Faludi 

2009; Mirwaldt et al. 2008, 4), but the territorial approach was evident earlier in the 

conditions of eligibility and rules of supporting projects from EU funds (Hübner 2011). Its 

essence was the statement of the fact that different regions require different financial 

support, for slightly different purposes and with the help of slightly different instruments. 

Hence the above mentioned narrow meaning of territorial cohesion of 1997 must be 

regarded as a tactical trick by the supporters of the thesis that space is of importance in 
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economic and social processes. After 1997, the scope of the meaning of territorial cohesion 

began to expand quickly. In this regard, the publication of the European Spatial 

Development Perspective (ESDP), in 1999, offering a common framework for the recognition 

of the territorial aspects relevant to the supranational level, was helpful. The aim of the 

supporters of the direction of change was the creation of a European system of spatial 

planning and management, or, rather, of human activity in space, like the French 

Aménagement du territoire (Faludi 2004). Territorial cohesion would provide the necessary 

foundations for this. 

After being mentioned in the Treaty of Amsterdam, territorial cohesion was strongly 

emphasized in the Second Cohesion Report (CEC 2001). At that time it was territorial 

imbalances, spatial disparities, and the differences in the potential for development that 

were brought into focus. In this context Article 158 of the Treaty was referred with regard to 

the need of promoting a harmonious development of the Union as a whole. The same 

reasoning was repeated in the Interim Territorial Cohesion Report (CEC 2004). In this 

document presenting spatial research results of Commission and ESPON (CEC 2004, 3), 

territorial cohesion was seen as a balanced distribution of human activities, across the EU 

territory, i.e. as a territorial application of the sustainable development paradigm with focus 

on fair access to services of general economic interest in line with the Art. 16 of the Treaty. 

As a result, the meaning of the territorial cohesion got very close to the ESDP idea of 

polycentric development and was perceived as the vehicle for achieving other important 

objectives of EU. 

The Third Cohesion Report (CEC 2004b) paid a lot of attention to territorial cohesion. As 

pointed out by Mirwaldt et al. (2008, 5), the report ensured a logical connection between 

territorial cohesion and objectives of the Lisbon Agenda, e.g., competitiveness, innovation 

(knowledge economy) and employment. It has provided a new break-through by extending 

the concept beyond the limits of territorial disparities and polycentrism. And also the 

disparities were analysed in this document in a much more detailed way by adding such 

challenges as development of the regions with geographical handicaps, demographic 

changes or fragmentation of natural areas (the latter, i.e. fragmentation, without clear 

relation to the economic and social cohesion). One of the reasons for such strong focus on 

territorial cohesion in the document may have been the inclusion of the concept into Art. 3 
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of the draft EU Constitution. The additions to territorial cohesion were aimed at making the 

sectoral policies exerting a spatial impact and the regional policy more coherent. Thus the 

process dimension of the territorial cohesion was spelled out for the first time so strongly by 

the Commission. Also the need to improve territorial integration and encourage cooperation 

between regions was mentioned in this context. Moreover, in the document the Commission 

recognized for the first time that “the concept of territorial cohesion extends beyond the 

notion of economic and social cohesion” (CEC 2004b, 27), thus acknowledging the territorial 

cohesion as a development objective in itself.  

Also the EU Ministerial Conference on Territorial Development (2004, 16–17) emphasised 

that the territorial cohesion should be understood not only as a mere levelling of social and 

economic disparities across the space but rather a coherent development of Europe as one 

entity (or mega-region). The emphasis was thus put upon providing more equal 

development opportunities in accessibility to transport and ICT infrastructure, science and 

research etc. Hence, the territorial cohesion should entail the coordination of sector policies 

in their spatial context (i.e. considering their contribution to the coherent European 

development) and the coordination of spatial development in the vertical direction (the EU 

Working Group on Spatial and Urban Development 2003, 32).  

The Fourth Cohesion Report hardly offered a new insight into the meaning of the territorial 

cohesion, attributing the notion to the territorial disparities of GDP, suburbanisation, 

migrations, cross-border cooperation, polycentric development, access to key services and 

transport infrastructure (CEC 2007, XII-XIV and 59,100). However, this document continued 

the tradition of indirect interpretation of the territorial cohesion as a horizontal objective7 of 

the EU and therefore discussed the issue under different papers i.e. in the context of various 

problems and policies and not in a separate section. In the report territorial cohesion was 

present in different papers and not in one place, since it was related to different policies and 

not only to territorial development.  

In the Territorial Agenda of the EU (Territorial Agenda 2007, 2) territorial cohesion is still 

perceived not as a developmental objective as a such (i.e. the desired state of territory) but 

rather as a “prerequisite for achieving sustainable economic growth and implementing social 

                                                 
7  Such impression one can gain from reading of different parts of the report e.g. following statement: "As 
recognized in the EU Treaty (Article 16), access to services of general economic interest is of major importance 
in achieving economic, social and territorial cohesion.” (CEC 2007, 60)   
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and economic cohesion”. But just a year later in the Green Book (CEC 2008) the European 

Commission proposed a much radical approach, for the first time putting an integrated 

pattern of policy making and the state of territory (its diversity as a developmental resource) 

under the same heading. This interpretation raises the status of the territorial cohesion to 

that of an important developmental goal, by stating that the "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 EU.” (CEC 2008, 3). The motive of diversity as a development opportunity will be 

present in many other documents of EU dealing with territorial cohesion.  

The Fifth Cohesion Report (CEC 2010) was the first in the series devoted directly to the 

economic, social and territorial cohesion put on an equal footing (which could be easily seen 

from the change of its title). Despite this, the report did not made any attempt to define the 

notion of territorial cohesion but at least provided some insight into its scope. The territorial 

cohesion was attributed to the access to services, sustainable development, ‘functional 

geographies’ and territorial analysis (CEC 2010, 24). The document underlined the need of 

territorial co-ordination of policies (at different geographical scales) and, while discussing 

the functional geography, applied some notions characteristic for the economics of flows.   

When trying to get the actual meaning of the evolution described above, the key changes in 

the interpretation of the territorial cohesion that can be noticed are listed in the box below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evolution of the interpretation of territorial cohesion 

– from a static concept of the state of a territory to a dynamic concept of 

policy integration in line with the specificity of the given territories,  

– from the vehicle or instrument used to achieve the social and economic 

cohesion to a genuine, independent EU objective,  

– from a redistributive approach advocating spatial equalization of 

prosperity to the recognition of importance of territorial factors in the 

process of development and satisfaction of human needs  
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4. Main dimensions of Territorial Cohesion 

According to the Green Book (CEC 2008, s.3) "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 EU.” (CEC 2008, 3). The Territorial Agenda of EU 2020 (Territorial Agenda 2011) has 

not proposed a commonly shared definition of territorial cohesion. However, the process 

dimension of the concept has been once more strengthened by stating that the territorial 

cohesion “is a set of principles for harmonious, balanced, efficient, sustainable territorial 

development”. The following principles have been mentioned in this context: equal 

opportunities for citizens and enterprises wherever they are located; convergence between 

the economies of better-off territories and those lagging behind; development best tailored 

to the specificities of an area; as well as continued networking, cooperation and integration 

between various regions of the EU at all relevant territorial levels. But simultaneously the 

document underlines the importance of territory as a developmental asset by stating that 

territorial cohesion should permit one to make the most of territorial potentials.   

Many researchers have tried to capture the meaning of territorial cohesion in a synthetic 

way. Two attempts e.g. by Mirwaldt et al. (2008, 15) and Szlachta and Zaucha (2010, 162) 

are summarized in the boxes below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meaning of territorial cohesion: 

 territorial cohesion as an emanation of endogenous and polycentric 

development;  

 territorial cohesion as a synonym for reducing spatial disparities;  

 territorial cohesion as creation of network connections; and finally  

 as a guarantee of equitable access to knowledge services and 

infrastructure.  

Mirwaldt et al. (2008, 15) 
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Both enumeration are heading towards similar direction by referring to spatial justice, 

economy of flows and territorial capital although expressed in slightly different wording. 

They are in line with some others attempts e.g. INTERCO project (ESPON 2011, part B, 11) 

and with five components of the territorial cohesion identified by Böhme et al. (2008) in 

terms of policy implementation. However INTERCO project (ESPON 2011, part B, 11) puts 

higher emphasize on  inclusion, quality of life, ecological values and polycentricity as a 

specific aspect of territorial capital whereas Böhme et al. (2008) underline in addition to the 

“normal staff” the importance of external factors such as the impact of development on 

other territories, and the impact of various sectoral policies at different levels as well as local 

and regional tacit knowledge and other endogenous resources as a prerequisite for the 

development of integrated strategies. 

Having all these in mind Mirwaldt et al. (2008, 15) have tried to identify a different 

understanding of the functions of territorial cohesion: the strengthening of European 

solidarity (redistribution), and the promotion of competitiveness and innovation. Doucet 

(2006) also emphasizes the attempt to connect radically different purposes in this category, 

i.e. the integration of sectoral policies and ensuring "spatial justice". Key functions of 

territorial cohesion are listed in the box below. 

 

 

 

Meaning of territorial cohesion: 

 territorial cohesion as a means of enforcing territorial aspects in general, 

and in economy, social planning and decision-making in particular,  

 territorial cohesion as a method of planning and development taking 

into consideration the territorial capital (potential) of places, settlements 

and regions, and their interrelations,  

 territorial cohesion as an addition to economic and social cohesion, to 

include also the areas with geographic disadvantages (like mountain 

areas, islands, areas with severe climate, geographically remote areas or 

border areas).  

Szlachta and Zaucha 2010, 162 

Functions of territorial cohesion: 

 strengthening of European solidarity,  

 promotion of competitiveness and innovation, 

 integration of sectoral policies. 
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There are only a few comprehensive descriptions of the content of the category of territorial 

cohesion in the contemporary literature8. Szlachta and Zaucha (2010) define not the 

territorial cohesion as such but the territorially coherent area of a country or region, 

describing it as a territory that would appear as a network of mutually linked functional 

areas of varied spatial ranges to render citizens an access to workplaces and public services 

indispensable for development and preservation of social and human capital. Markowski 

(2009, 78) defines territorial cohesion as a state territory, i.e. "a state of territory which 

guarantees the improvement of social and economic cohesion”.  

The ESPON project TeMo9 (Damsgaard et al. 2012) has elaborated definition of territorial 

cohesion encompassing both its static and dynamic dimensions. This cohesion has been 

interpreted by TeMo as "an overarching (macro) goal of different types of policies, 

prompting them to support an integrated territorial development of the BSR " (Damsgaard 

et al. 2012, 13). In this case the integrated approach indicates the combined assessment of 

the influence of those particular policies on the territory of the Baltic Region and the need 

for their horizontal and vertical harmonization. Thus understood, policy integration aims at 

achieving partial objectives referring to the condition of the territory, and being identified in 

strategic Baltic documents: “diminishing territorial divides; enhancing polycentricity of 

development; contributing to sustainable city (urban regions) development and their 

networking and co-operation; facilitating formation of functional regions in particular those 

related to innovations and the knowledge-based economy but also those with specific 

territorial endowments; promoting wise use of territorial assets (immovable assets or 

territorial capital); enhancing accessibility and connectivity and parity of access to transport 

and ICT infrastructure; diminishing pressure on the natural and cultural environment; and 

finally opening of the space of the Baltic sea for sustainable development” (Damsgaard et al. 

2012, 13). In conclusion, according to TeMo, territorial cohesion indicates the need of 

integration and territorialization of sectoral and action policies (making them territorial-

oriented) in the situation when the desired condition of the Region's space is described by 

the aforementioned partial objectives.  

                                                 

8  For more see Medeiros (2011, 12). 

9 TeMo „Territorial Monitoring for the Baltic Sea Region” project concerning the Baltic Sea Region. 



  

23 

    

However, the prevailing attitude is to interpret the notion of the territorial cohesion in the 

context of the integrative policy-making process. For instance, Faludi (2009) considers 

territorial cohesion as a “situation whereby policies to reduce disparities, enhance 

competitiveness and promote sustainability acquire added value by forming coherent 

packages, taking account of where they take effect, the specific opportunities and 

constraints there, now and in the future. Territorial cohesion policy refers to measures 

promoting good territorial governance with the aim of achieving coherence as described”. 

Medeiros (2011) defines territorial cohesion as the process of 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.  

In documents of the Polish government, territorial cohesion was defined in a two-

dimensional fashion: as a state and as a process: “territorial cohesion is a state of a given 

territory’s development which is aspired to, in which the processes of exchange and flows in 

the economic and social spheres progress efficiently guaranteeing – socially and 

economically – an effective allocation of resources. Accomplishing territorial cohesion 

should be understood as a process which consists in such a manner of spatial shaping of the 

European Union so that the best possible development of unique potential of respective EU 

territories can be ensured for achieving development objectives of the EU – including socio-

economic cohesion  - through integrated growth management” (Polish Council of Ministers  

2009, 33). 

The farthest-reaching understanding of the concept of territorial cohesion has been 

proposed by the European Council of Spatial Planners. They perceive territorial cohesion not 

just as a means to achieve more effective policymaking but rather as an overarching (macro) 

goal of policy, where the social, economic and spatial dimensions of territorial cohesion are 

aligned in three horizontally integrated policies: social, economic and spatial. In such a case 

territorial cohesion might be considered as “the connectivity of and among economic, social 

and physical systems, which enhances their overall effectiveness for innovative sustainable 

development” (Vogelij 2010, 2). 
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Despite all those described above attempts to endow territorial cohesion with a role of 

important, independent policy objective, there is a strong intellectual tendency in the 

literature to treat it only as a vehicle to achieve social and territorial cohesion. For example 

Gorzelak (2009) suggests the need to interpret territorial cohesion in functional categories 

(regional integration) – and not compensatory ones. According to him, aspiring to achieve 

this cohesion should depend on eliminating” barriers and limitations resulting from spatial 

planning (see box below) which tend to reduce economic and social cohesion” (Gorzelak 

2009, 64). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The definitions and manners of perceiving the concept of territorial cohesion presented 

above indicate the lack of a unified interpretation in this field and the importance of 

practical actions assigning this category an appropriate meaning. Thus the notion of 

territorial cohesion is dependent on the socio-economic and political context, the 

development of knowledge (i.e. changes in how the role of territory is perceived in vital 

economic, social and ecology-related processes) as well as the management culture and the 

manner of conducting growth policies.  It appears that territorial cohesion might be 

characterised as a concept which is: general, comprehensive, directional, indicating the need 

Spatial barriers hampering economic and social cohesion 

 elimination of transport and telecommunications barriers in 

locations where their existence limits the possibilities of economic 

growth and satisfaction of  social needs as well as the flow of 

people, goods and information between member states; 

 good communication between the most important links of the 

spatial arrangement of Europe and member states – metropolitan 

areas – and of those centres with their regional neighbourhood 

and facilities; 

 facilitating all endeavours of cross-border cooperation – both in 

the sphere of economic and social or cultural dimensions; 

 creating transnational institutions dealing with management of 

special areas such as catchments endangered by floods or regions 

of a special natural significance etc; 

 developing international networks of cooperation in the field of 

science and networks of interrelations between the R&D  sphere 

and business. 

Gorzelak 2009, 64-65 
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for considering territorial conditions and factors in the processes of growth, development, 

integration and ensuring social justice. 

5. Selected models of territorial cohesion 

An extensive conceptual analysis of territorial cohesion was conducted by Camagni (2010) – 

the so-called "Tequila" model – and by Medeiros (2011), who proposed a "Star" model. The 

Tequila model, appearing also in the ESPON 3.3 project (ESPON 2005, part 2, 77), 

enumerates the following components of territorial cohesion: (1) territorial quality, (2) 

territorial efficiency, (3) territorial identity (see Figure 2 below). The model is interesting in 

that it offers a new insight into the territorial cohesion, compared to previously discussed 

documents and reports. Also the approach to the territorial cohesion in this model is more 

comprehensive, since the model:  

 acknowledges the key role of territory in growth achievement by stressing territorial aspects 

of competitiveness, efficiency in the use of territorial resources, etc.;  

 underlines the importance of territorial factors for achieving eco-development; and  

 highlights the “territoriality “ of many social factors, such as culture or social capital, that 

play important roles in sustaining growth but also in the direct satisfaction of human needs.  

The Tequila model properly encapsulates different roles of territory that make the concept 

of territorial cohesion so complex. It shows territory as a growth resource (economies of 

agglomeration, natural resources, accessibility, etc.); an indispensable frame securing 

interactions between developmental agents (diffusion of values, attitudes and ideas etc.); a 

unit for addressing public policies; and finally, a public good satisfying human needs (cultural 

landscapes, lack of urban sprawl, transport infrastructure etc.). The model highlights the 

important dichotomy of territory in human life. i.e., its function as the vehicle for achieving 

other important goals such as prosperity or social justice, and the role of the ultimate 

objective of human activities. Sometimes these functions reinforce each other, e.g., cultural 

landscapes can enhance tourism and increase prosperity of a given place.  However, in some 

cases they might be in conflict. The model is in line with the understanding of territorial 

cohesion as provided in the report Territorial State and Perspectives of the European Union 

(Damsgaard et al. 2011) in which cohesion is seen as a concept amalgamating diverse 
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development paradigms such as convergence (polycentricity), sustainability, territorial 

competitiveness and regional vulnerability.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Components of territorial cohesion in the Tequila Model 

Source: Camagni 2011, 6110 

The Star model proposed by Medeiros (2011, 17) originates in part from critical analyses of 

the Tequila model. In particular, Medeiros argues that the Tequila model does not provide a 

sufficiently prominent place to the concept of polycentric development and territorial 

governance and that it erroneously positions the concept of the territorial efficiency 

between economic and environmental dimensions, while it should cover all territorial 

                                                 

10 The model has also been presented in  Camagni (2005) 
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dimensions including the social and institutional ones (Medeiros 2011, 19). The Star model 

features four dimensions (Figure 3 below):  

(a) A socioeconomic cohesion dimension, also referred to as the distribution dimension 

of territorial cohesion, is economic and social cohesion interpreted in the traditional way, 

treated as part of territorial cohesion pursued in order to alleviate excessive socioeconomic 

imbalances in space (the origin of the territorial cohesion concept).  

(b) An environmental sustainability dimension, following the ESDP idea of wise 

management of natural and cultural heritage under which environmental consequences of 

territorial processes should be considered, i.e. the contribution of territory to conservation 

and development of nature or climate change adaptation and mitigation etc.  

(c) A territorial polycentricity dimension (mainly morphology), following the ESDP idea of 

polycentric and balanced spatial development in the EU as a fundamental goal of territorial 

development also contributing to socioeconomic cohesion.  

(d) A territorial cooperation/governance dimension, covering two aspects of one process 

– that of bringing territories closer together. Territorial governance is understood both as a 

“process of the organization and co-ordination of actors to develop territorial capital in a 

non-destructive way in order to improve territorial cohesion at different levels” (Medeiros 

2011, 22 drawing on ESPON 2006a, 13) and as territorial co-operation offering an alternative 

to the typical ‘hierarchical type of government’ (Medeiros 2011, 23) and permitting the 

integration of public and private actors in management of territories. 

The main weakness of the Star model is its insufficient focus on competiveness as a 

dimension of territorial cohesion linked to territorial capital or territorial potential. 
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Figure 3. Components of territorial cohesion in the Star Model 

Source: Medeiros (2011, 17) 

As a by-product of the search for territorial cohesion indicators, the INTERCO project also 

came up with proposals for main dimensions or even functions (roles) of territorial cohesion 

(referred to as facets of the territorial cohesion, thematic entrance points of the territorial 

cohesion or storylines) (Böhme 2011; Gløersen and Böhme 2011). The project identified the 

following, non-mutually exclusive storylines on territorial cohesion:  

(a) territorial cohesion is about competitiveness that implies a strong focus on territorial 

potentials and the support of smart growth and the connectivity of Europe’s economic 

centres but also on diversity of territories as well as the diversity of factors,  

(b) 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,  

(c) territorial cohesion is about place-based policy making, paying particular attention to 

local development conditions , identification and exploitation/use of tangible and intangible 

endogenous potentials, local networks (including clusters) and specificities of places and 

their comparative advantages,  

(d) territorial cohesion is about the environment, an ecosystem approach, a resource-

efficient and greener economy, and tackling climate change,  
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(e)  territorial cohesion is about the need to maintain dialogue with other sectors to 

strengthen the territorial dimension in various policy fields with key concerns with respect to 

a better use of synergies between different policies (vertical and horizontal coordination) as 

well as on the actual costs of non-coordination.  

6. Operationalization of territorial cohesion through its quantification 

Measuring territorial cohesion is yet another attempt to operationalize and determine in a 

pragmatic manner the actual content of the concept of territorial cohesion. This clash 

between theory and the need for quantification turned out to raise very difficult questions. 

Despite numerous efforts, in the contemporary literature one can find only four  

comprehensive conceptual attempts11 to elaborate the monitoring systems for territorial 

cohesion covering EU territory which were carried through to the end (Farrugia, Gallina 

2008; Medeiros 2011; ESPON 201112; Damsgaard et al. 201213). In addition, an ESPON 

project called KITCASP aimed at developing a set of key indicators of territorial cohesion, 

economic competitiveness and sustainable development, using the ESPON research and 

data set available in the case study. Since this project was completed only recently, it is 

therefore difficult at this point to analyze its results. There were also some evident failures. 

The attempts of the ESPON project 3.2 to create the Territorial Cohesion Index (ETCI) did not 

bring about the expected results (Grasland 2008) and the conclusions from the research, as 

summarized by Farrugia and Gallina (2008, 34), were rather pessimistic. The authors pointed 

out that the existing statistical situation of the EU made it impossible to build any relevant 

index of territorial cohesion at the regional level which could embrace the three dimensions 

of the European Spatial Development Perspective. 

                                                 
11Also ESPON 3.3. project (ESPON 2006b) developed a comprehensive set of indicators related to the dimension 
of the development referred to as the ‘quality’, covering also the quality of the territory. Those indicators 
cannot, however, be taken as a system for measuring the territorial cohesion or territorial development. They 
rather measure the socio-economic development in space. Their direct attribution to the territorial cohesion by 
Prezioso (2008, 21) seems interesting but not fully justified, as only some aspects of territorial cohesion are 
covered by them. The same is true with regard to OECD Regional Database that includes regional statistics for 
the OECD member countries on demography, regional economic accounts, labour market, social indicators. 
Those indicators measure mainly socio-economic development in space. Finally, the EEA (2010) also developed 
a list of potential territorial indicators to support the environmental dimension of territorial cohesion. That 
attempt covers mainly ecological aspects of the latter, though.  
12 The INTERCO project. 
13 The TeMo project 
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Farrugia and Gallina (2008) made two attempts to measure territorial cohesion. Due to the 

lack of necessary information, the first, which has not brought expected results, was based 

on a three-dimensional operational definition of territorial cohesion (i.e., the three goals of 

that cohesion): 

- equal access to services of general economic interest across the territory; 

- avoiding territorial imbalances; 

- polycentric territorial systems in urban and rural areas, i.e., ensuring that all 

inhabitants have development opportunities. 

In the next attempt, which managed to calculate the numerical value of the synthetic index 

of territorial cohesion for 22 countries and, after a reduction in the number of indicators, for 

52), territorial cohesion was narrowed down to the "ability of local population in the given 

territory to access services of general economic interest ",  in accordance with the provisions 

of the Treaty of Amsterdam (Farrugia and Gallina 2008 39). The following services were 

considered as services of general economic interest in the analyzed study: transport, energy, 

communications, education, healthcare, and other necessary services. The availability of 

these services was measured. 

Medeiros (2011) also made a quantitative assessment of the level of territorial cohesion 

using the previously discussed Star model. It was the first attempt to measure cohesion 

using comparable regional data for different periods. For each dimension of the Star model, 

Medeiros defined four components and identified three indicators to measure them.  

For the socioeconomic component (distribution) they were: knowledge, income, and public 

services. For the co-operation and governance component, they were: participation, 

horizontal and vertical co-operation. For the polycentricity (morphological) component, they 

were: hierarchy, density, and connectivity. For the component of environmental 

sustainability, they were: energy, environment, and climate change.  

Medeiros initially took into account a much broader list of indicators, but for various reasons 

in final calculations he used only ten: (GDP; physicians; tertiary education; INTERREG 

projects; voter turnover; city rankings; road density; Internet connections; renewable 

energy; waste water treatment).  This allowed him to calculate the index of territorial 

cohesion for regions in the Iberian and the Scandinavian Peninsula (accepted as a reference 
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point for Spain and Portugal) for the years 1998 and 2008. For the Iberian Peninsula the 

results were presented at the level of NUTS 2 regions and for the Scandinavian Peninsula at 

NUTS 3 level. However, when trying to extend his research to the entire EU territory (NUTS 2 

level), the author encountered several constraints, mainly with respect to data availability. 

Therefore he managed to produce what he called “a Territorial Cohesion snapshot for 2008” 

using a much lower number of one-time indicators:  

– for the socioeconomic dimension: competitiveness index and human development 

index (CEC, 2010),  

– for cooperation/governance: cooperation intensity (ESPON 2006a);  

– for polycentricity/morphology: polycentric index – available for NUTS 1, but adapted 

to NUTS 2 level (ESPON 2004a);  

– for environmental/sustainability: environmental vulnerability index (CEC, 2010).  

ESPON projects have encountered similar difficulties, i.e. lack of necessary information on 

territorial cohesion operationalized in relation to the objectives of development policies. 

However, they managed to circumvent partially this barrier by combining traditional 

indicators and their territorial approach. This kind of attempt was first undertaken by the 

project "INTERCO - Indicators of territorial cohesion" (ESPON 2012a). A characteristic feature 

of these efforts is their official recognition by the public administration, which is the body 

responsible for implementing territorial cohesion. This has been achieved by way of debate, 

and then sanctioned by a decision of the ESPON Monitoring Committee composed of 

representatives of the EU Member States and countries associated with them, representing 

public institutions endowed with the official mandate of supervision over territorial affairs 

and territorial cohesion. The indicators selection process combines scientific analysis and 

discourse with the final beneficiaries, i.e. the institutions shaping spatial policy (ESPON 

stakeholders). 

The indicators were selected based on their relationship with the EU 2020 Strategy, the 

Territorial Agenda 2020, and in reference to the widely accepted goals of territorial 

cohesion. These indicators were therefore designed to ensure the measurement of such 

issues as: reducing territorial inequalities in access to services; improving the environment; 

reducing poverty and social exclusion; development and intensification of regional 
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innovation; and improvement of territorial governance. The indicators alluded to six 

dimensions of territorial cohesion identified (as the case was with the Star and Tequila 

models) on the basis of the objectives of territorial cohesion. These dimensions are: (i) 

Strong local economies ensuring global competitiveness; (ii) Innovative territories; (iii) Fair 

access to services, market and jobs; (iv) Inclusion and quality of life; (v) Attractive regions of 

high ecological values and strong territorial capital; (vi) Integrated polycentric territorial 

development (ESPON 2012a, 19). The imperative lying behind this research was to ensure 

continuity of the monitoring system. This situation put in a privileged position indicators 

which are easily accessible and commonly used for years. Additionally, indicators and 

information to which politicians were accustomed and whose interpretation was 

understandable to them (e.g., simple indicators as opposed to composite indices) were more 

often included in the final list because of their usability for decision makers.  

For every dimension a "definite number of so called 'top indicators' has been chosen by 

combining analytical processes with the dialogue with stakeholders when data availability 

and quality are limited" (ESPON 2012a, 16).  

The NTERCO project confirmed that it is difficult to operationalize and measure such a 

complex and heterogeneous category as territorial cohesion. The solution to address this 

problem was increased flexibility of indicators, that is the ability of the system to deal with 

different political objectives, and most of all abandoning of the concept of synthetic 

indicators in favour of measurement of particular dimensions of territorial cohesion.  

The aforementioned TeMo project took a similar approach in territorial cohesion 

measurement. Like INTERCO, the TeMo project was conducted using dialogue with 

stakeholders, that is with VASAB member countries. The initial point for the construction of 

the measurement system was the analysis of Baltic spatial priorities contained in the 

strategic documents referring to the cooperation of ministers responsible for planning and 

spatial development of Baltic region countries (VASAB 1994; 2001; 2005; 2009; Zaucha 

1996). Permanent priorities appearing at least in a few strategic documents have been 

chosen. In contrast to INTERCO, TeMo has accepted those records and arrangements.  In this 

way the "Baltic" definition of territorial cohesion was created (see the previous section) 

attributing territorial cohesion to attainment of goals jointly agreed by VASAB countries for 

spatial development of the Baltic Sea Region. On the basis of that definition, a choice of 
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territorial cohesion dimensions was made. These dimensions included: economic 

performance and competitiveness; access to services, markets and jobs; social inclusion and 

quality of life; environmental qualities and innovative territories. They were depicted by 

conventional indicators that had a fine territorial resolution (based on various territorial 

typologies). The indicators used such variables as: GDP per capita; the unemployment rate; 

multi-mode potential accessibility; self-assessed general health status; employment in 

technology and knowledge-intensive sectors. Their application in territorial cohesion 

measurement was possible due to their connection with territorial typologies. (TeMo 

identified many of them, for example border, urban, rural and intermediary regions as well 

as low populated areas, and many more). This aspect of the approach is a added value of 

TeMo. Building on this, additional value added will come from extending indicators to 

include those available on the city level (that is on the local level).  

As in the case of the system of indicators suggested by INTERCO, the TeMo system is also 

characterized by a high degree of flexibility. The statistical information that is collected 

needs  to be universal enough to make ex post spatial analysis possible, whose scope and 

content may be subject to change in the future along with the new interpretation of 

territorial cohesion by European politicians.  

7. Basic characteristics of territorial cohesion 

Despite the fact that so many programs, analyses, models and discussions were devoted to 

it, clarification of the precise meaning of the category of territorial cohesion remains quite 

elusive. It refers to territorial diversity (treated as an asset and a barrier in development), 

and it points to the need of balanced development of all regions, which is most likely the 

reason for its widespread use and general acceptance. However, after carrying out the 

previous analysis, one may be tempted to make certain generalizations about territorial 

cohesion. 

Having in mind what was presented in this paper one can easily notice that the notion of 

territorial cohesion has heavily influenced the research and scientific discourse in EU on the 

meaning and importance of territory for long term socio-economic development and long-

term well-being. 
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First, in spite of a lack of agreement over its referential scope, its content, interpretation 

(operational definition) and function, territorial cohesion has become a separate, 

independent objective of the EU and is put on par with economic and social cohesion. 

Sometimes it is even treated as a general concept integrating the aforementioned cohesions. 

Developed in the policy domain it has stimulated research and scientific discourse and acted 

as an interface between research and policy making. This has happened despite or due to its 

vagueness and ambiguity that is treated sometimes as a drawback and sometimes as a 

strength of the concept. 

Second, territorial cohesion is a dynamic and a very open concept, prone to various 

interpretations. It has evolved a lot in the course of its development and it has been 

assigned (with time) with new and new policy roles and functions. As a capacious and 

enabling category it has been hoped to accommodate under one roof sometimes loosely 

integrated and even incompatible tasks such as enhancement of productivity coupled with 

territorial solidarity and justice. But despite of that it has remained as a symbolic artefact, 

appealing to the minds of researchers and decision makers.   

Third, in all those different functions territorial cohesion has featured some stable features 

and characteristics. It defines a need to take account of the specificity of different types of 

territories in different types of human activity and intervention. It indicates that space is 

neither homogeneous nor neutral for economic processes, as is assumed by neoclassical 

models of perfect competition. It indicates the need of temporal compromises, that is 

between long term and short term objectives, due to the fact that spatial processes fit into 

the paradigm of long duration (the dimension of time is of great significance). 

Fourth, territorial cohesion is by its nature integrative. According to ESPON research, it 

"focuses on territories, and not on sectors. Implementing territorial cohesion requires 

coordination of economic policy of member states as well as sectoral policy and UE actions" 

(ESPON 2011, section C, 3). Thus it gave an immense stimuli to the interdisciplinary research 

in this field. It has worked as a boundary spanning object bridging economists, spatial 

planners, geographers, lawyers, people dealing with management and sociologists. 

Fifth, territorial cohesion remains a heterogeneous concept unifying various other issues.  

a) The concept of territorial cohesion  not only brings territory closer to the idea of 
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intelligent, green development, fostering social inclusion, for example through the idea of 

territorial effectiveness, but it also places certain territorial values (the quality or utility of 

territory) above that of economic development (thus mitigating negative consequences of 

the application of modern economic model – Farrugia, Gallina (2008)). This has been pointed 

out by many researchers14: Schöna (2005), notices that the objective of territorial cohesion is 

to strengthen both the endogenic potential and territorial justice (equality); Böhme and 

others (2008), claim that territorial cohesion refers to the potential and weakness of 

territory. 

b) Therefore, cohesion should be treated as encouragement to strengthen the 

territorial dimension of public intervention, to merge traditional, socio-economic and spatial 

approach. However, since both processes may aim at different objectives, the question 

remains how to achieve compromise, or the optimum state. 

However as such it is extremely difficult for modelling and operationalisation. Thus it does 

not fit at all into the traditional neoclassical main stream economic rigorous models without 

disaggregation into more compact components that can be more easily conceptualised, 

operationalised and measured.  Such decomposition has been proposed below. It is based 

on the critical observation of the use of territorial cohesion in the day to day policy making 

processes in Poland mainly in reference to the development policy in a macro (i.e. national) 

scale. 

In terms of cohesion as a macroeconomic category it is possible to distinguish the 

following separate dimensions (Figure 4)  

a) policy territorialisation (e.g. by means of making policy more place-based)  

b) territorial assets (e.g. attaching greater attention to so-called territorial capital)  

c) the inclusion of territorial objectives as a legitimate part of the social welfare function (as 

a part of the public choice process).  

Policy territorialisation means adjusting policies to the territorial context to make them 

                                                 

14 Also in Damsgaard et al. (2011) territorial cohesion is characterized as “harmonizing different development 
paradigms such as sustainability, convergence (solidarity between regions), and regional competitiveness” and 
using a normative statement that “the best balance of economic, environmental and social needs has to be 
specific to each particular territory”.   
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more efficient and effective. This means in practice differentiation of objectives, instruments 

or ex-ante conditions for receiving public support for various regions in line with their 

specificities in order to increase GDP and prosperity of a given region. Territory plays here a 

minor role albeit it can be an important part of regional specificity (i.e. quality and density of 

transport network, appearance of natural and cultural heritage etc.). Here territorial 

cohesion is part of a public choice process focusing more on policy design than on policy 

goals and objectives. 

Taking care of territorial assets should be also seen in terms of policy efficiency and 

effectiveness but related to GDP increase. Its starting point is in observation that such assets 

(in general terms institutions and geography (cf.: Rodrik 2002, 27) are instrumental for 

growth and development. The problem is lack of a precise definition of territorial assets but 

a kind of a policy consensus has emerged with regard to their scope and nature. OECD 2001). 

It encompasses both genuine territorial assets such as economies of agglomeration, natural 

and cultural heritage or transport infrastructure and other quasi territorial assets (i.e. non-

movable or attached to the territory) such as social capital, or other local and regional 

institutions). 

Inclusion of territorial objectives into a social welfare functions means merging territorial 

and socio-economic development. Both are important for human well-being. People enjoy 

not only their higher consumption of goods and services but also accessibility of  services of  

general economic interest or beauty of landscapes. Thus territory provides an important part 

of human satisfaction not always directly related to the production of goods and services. 

Development policy should take this into consideration and in course of the public choice 

should come up with a right mix of economic social and territorial objectives. 

The first two dimensions of territorial cohesion seem to have a direct and positive impact on 

economic growth traditionally understood. Governance (policy adapted to the specificities of 

different territories in order to improve the effectiveness of the intervention of public 

authorities) and the territory as a development asset fit together into the concept of 

endogenous growth, although the territorialisation of policies cuts across different spatial 

scales and different levels of government. Also for the third dimension, involving the 

relationship between territorial cohesion and quality of life, and objectives of public choice 

identified above economic growth, is important and raises the question of territorial utility. 
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An example would be a polycentric settlement network, rigorous spatial planning (spatial 

order), or environmental protection. In typical growth models, those can sometimes act as 

retarding forces, if, for example, polycentric development occurs at the expense of major 

cities. From the point of view of a specific territory they may, however, be treated as 

something desirable. 

  

Figure 4. Territorial cohesion components for further operationalization 

Source: own elaboration by J. Zaucha 

 

The proposed model in Figure 4 is different from the Star model and the Tequila model, 

mainly by distinguishing the component of the regulatory sphere and the real sphere, but 

also by direct references to economic growth. 
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