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I 

 

Summary 

European Cohesion Policy has gained significant influence on urban and regional development at 

different scales. Especially its third pillar, territorial cohesion, became central for the 

harmonisation of spatial planning across and beyond European borders. However, being also 

addressed as a policy ‘black box’, unable to navigate precise planning action, it gains its strength 

but also shows its greatest weakness by providing a canvas for differing projections. Current 

European funding has become an essential source in regional development, sought-after by 

territorial centres as well as peripheries across European member states and beyond. Considering 

the present academic discussion on European territorial cohesion, it remains largely unclear what 

the concept does in regional practice. Especially a more systemic, holistic perspective analysing 

the connection between local practices, heterogeneous regional processes and the wider 

discourse shaping dynamics is seldomly taken.  

With an ongoing growth-friendly focus on regional development - polarisation, disparities and 

uneven spatial development are often being reproduced. Combining critical academic 

perspectives, the present thesis aims to contribute to the discussion on how to move beyond 

growth-related narratives, towards an inclusive and sustainable territorial development. 

Therefore, it traces the context-specific policy translations of European territorial cohesion while 

looking for opportunities to move towards spatial justice and sustainable transitions. Focusing on 

the actors, the regional processes and the European policy framing of cohesion, territorial and 

environmental development, the thesis analyses the Austrian, Czech, Slovakian and Hungarian 

border region by looking at three European Interreg V-A cross-border cooperation programmes.  

Overall, using an empirical mixed-methods approach, combining stakeholder interviews, regional 

data and document analysis, the findings give deeper insights into the unequal development of 

border-regions while showing the different policy translations in line with regional needs. 

Furthermore, it identifies the need for alternative visions for regional ‘success’, pointing towards 

‘the right to not catch up’ in the context of spatial justice and capabilities-oriented approaches to 

regional planning. Reflecting on current ‘performance goals’ directed development objectives in 

planning, it finally argues for a reorientation towards ‘learning goals’ instead. In conclusion, to 

allow for spatially just, green and transformative processes, there is the need to strengthen 

ownership, place sensitive and territorially just future policy frameworks, taking into account 

local mobilisation, learning and collective action. Thereby, the thesis adds new aspects to the 

interdisciplinary debate on European territorial cohesion and sustainable development, joining 

geographical research on European territorial planning, spatial justice and regional transitions.   
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Zusammenfassung 

Die europäische Kohäsionspolitik hat erheblichen Einfluss auf die städtische und regionale 

Entwicklung auf verschiedenen Ebenen gewonnen. Vor allem die dritte Säule, der territoriale 

Zusammenhalt, hat wesentlich zur Harmonisierung der Raumordnung über die europäischen 

Grenzen hinaus beigetragen. Auch als politische „Black Box“ bezeichnet, die nicht in der Lage ist, 

präzise Planungsmaßnahmen zu steuern, gewinnt das Konzept zwar seine Stärke, zeigt aber auch 

seine größte Schwäche, indem es als Leinwand für unterschiedliche Projektionen fungiert. Die 

heutige europäische Finanzierung ist zu einer wesentlichen Quelle für regionale Entwicklung 

geworden, die von territorialen Zentren sowie Peripherien der europäischen Mitgliedstaaten und 

darüber hinaus nachgefragt wird. Angesichts der aktuellen wissenschaftlichen Diskussion um den 

europäischen territorialen Zusammenhalt bleibt jedoch weitgehend unklar, wie das Konzept in 

der regionalen Praxis wirkt. Insbesondere die systemische, ganzheitliche Perspektive wird eher 

selten eingenommen, die die Verbindung zwischen lokalen Praktiken, heterogenen regionalen 

Prozessen und den diskursgestaltenden Dynamiken analysiert.  

Bei einer anhaltend wachstumsfreundlichen Ausrichtung auf regionale Entwicklung werden 

Polarisierungen, Disparitäten und ungleiche räumliche Entwicklungen oft reproduziert. Die 

vorliegende Dissertation folgt kritischen akademischen Perspektiven und will einen Beitrag zur 

Diskussion darüber leisten, wie man über wachstumsbezogene Narrative hinaus zu einer 

integrativen und nachhaltigen territorialen Entwicklung gelangen kann. Daher verfolgt die Arbeit 

die kontextspezifische, politische Übersetzung des Konzepts des europäischen territorialen 

Zusammenhalts und sucht gleichzeitig nach Möglichkeiten, sich mehr in Richtung räumlicher 

Gerechtigkeit und nachhaltiger Transition zu bewegen. Mit Fokus auf die Akteure, die regionalen 

Prozesse und das europäische Framing von Kohäsion, territorialer und ökologischer Entwicklung 

wird die österreichische, tschechische, slowakische und ungarische Grenzregion anhand von drei 

Interreg V-A-Programmen für europäische grenzüberschreitende Zusammenarbeit analysiert.  

Insgesamt geben die Ergebnisse, unter Verwendung eines empirischen Mixed-Methods-Ansatzes 

der Stakeholder-Interviews, regionale Daten und Dokumentenanalysen kombiniert, Einblicke in 

die ungleiche Entwicklung von Grenzregionen und zeigen gleichzeitig die unterschiedlichen 

Übersetzungen der Politikmaßnahmen entlang von regionalen Bedürfnissen. Darüber hinaus 

wird die Notwendigkeit alternativer Visionen für den regionalen „Erfolg“ identifiziert, wobei auf 

das „Recht auf Nichtaufholen“, im Kontext von räumlicher Gerechtigkeit und 

fähigkeitsorientierten bzw. potenzialorientierten Ansätzen der Regionalplanung hingewiesen 

wird. In Anlehnung an aktuelle „Leistungsziele“ gerichtete Entwicklungsziele in der Planung 

plädiert die vorliegende Arbeit schließlich für eine Neuorientierung hin zu sogenannten 

„Lernzielen“. Dabei wird geschlussfolgert, dass, um räumlich gerechte, grüne und transformative 
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Prozesse zu ermöglichen, die Mitverantwortung bzw. Mitgestaltung stärker unterstützt und 

räumlich sensiblere sowie territorial gerechte zukünftige politische Rahmenbedingungen 

geschaffen werden müssen. Dabei muss insbesondere die lokale Mobilisierung, das Lernen und 

kollektives Handeln berücksichtigt werden. Damit fügt die Dissertation der interdisziplinären 

Debatte über den europäischen territorialen Zusammenhalt und nachhaltige Entwicklung neue 

Aspekte hinzu und schließt sich so geografischen Forschungsansätzen zu europäischer 

Raumplanung, räumlicher Gerechtigkeit und regionaler Transition an.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Motivation of the thesis 

For more than two decades European cohesion policy has gained influence on urban and regional 

processes at different scales, becoming an element of interdisciplinary academic discussions. 

Being a guiding concept shaping spatial processes, geographical approaches started early to 

discuss cohesion in the context of territorial development and planning. Alongside strategic 

documents such as the Torremolinos Charter (CEC, 1983), the European Spatial Development 

Perspective (CEC, 1999), the Green Paper on territorial cohesion (CEC, 2008) or today’s Territorial 

Agenda 2030 (CEC, 2020b) the European territorial perspective solidified and shaped national 

and regional understandings of planning, redistribution and mutual responsibilities. Aiming for a 

balanced development of European regions, cohesion policy and especially its third pillar, 

territorial cohesion, have become central for the harmonisation of spatial of planning across and 

beyond European borders. With intensified discussions on fair and sustainable development, calls 

for a reorientation towards capabilities and more justice-oriented approaches in planning 

increasingly entered public and scientific debates (Pirie, 1983; Nussbaum and Sen, 1993; Harvey, 

2003; Soja, 2010). However, territorial cohesion has only recently started to be explicitly 

addressed through the spectrum of a spatial justice perspective (see e. g. Jones et al., 2019; 

Weckroth and Moisio, 2020; Weck et al., 2022), which rarely takes an actor centred focus. Given 

current social, economic and environmental challenges, a stronger justice and sustainability 

orientation in planning, beyond a mere ‘meeting the needs’ perspective, seems a necessary 

response. Therefore, this thesis is interested in the local practices, processes and overall 

development dynamics shaping regional responses.  

A short introduction into the conceptual use of cohesion is given to allow for an understanding of 

its present orientation and significance for regional analysis. Next, wider reflections on spatial 

justice and sustainable transitions are discussed, before presenting the guiding research 

objectives, the conceptualisation of the conducted study, the case region and the research 

methodology as well as the publications for the present cumulative doctoral thesis.  
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1.2 Territorial cohesion, spatial justice and sustainable development 

1.2.1 Development of cohesion policy and its territorial implications  

Cohesion is a relatively broad concept, addressed by multiple disciplines without a precise 

definition to refer to. Looking at its societal meaning, the Collins dictionary provides a definition 

that serves an overall understanding by stating that “[i]f there is cohesion within a society, 

organization, or group, the different members fit together well and form a united whole” (Collins 

Dictionary, 2022). Being a very general scientific term it is not associated to a particular theory or 

school of thought, a given subject, level of analysis or academic discipline (Siebold, 1999). 

Addressed early in behavioural and social sciences, it can also be understood as a basic bond in 

groups (Piper et al., 1983). However, with the evolution of EU policy, the concept of cohesion was 

introduced as a mutual guiding term to promote and support the balanced development of 

European regions. Codified in European documents, at least since the adoption of the Maastricht 

Treaty, the EU has set its objectives towards the “strengthening of economic and social cohesion” 

(CEC, 1992: 7).  

Nonetheless, the Commission of the European Communities (CEC) early studies soon 

acknowledged that economic, social and spatial dimensions of cohesion are interlinked (CEC, 

1991, 1995). Amid growing concerns regarding regional imbalances, the aim to reduce disparities 

between the levels of development within various regions came into policy focus (CEC, 1992), 

building the basis for its present understanding in spatial discussions. Growing interconnectivity 

between EU Member States, fuelled by transport and mobility growth, new communication 

technologies, the competition of the single market and the economic and monetary union, has led 

to fundamental challenges for national spatial development and planning. As such, these 

challenges were no longer separable from macroregional territorial debates. Referring to wider 

spatial dynamics, the CEC called for cooperative cross-border action early on to tackle the 

development of disadvantaged areas (CEC, 1995). Addressing the uneven spatial dynamics 

between old and new Member States in particular, the benefits of collaborating on spatial 

development issues across national boundaries received stronger recognition through mutual 

initiatives (Dühr et al., 2007). This also raised the awareness for territorial linkages and the need 

for coordinated action as a precondition for cohesion. Growing concerns regarding negative 

impacts of factors such as globalisation, liberalisation and increased competition on the 

development of European regions finally led to the emergence of territorial cohesion as a central 

European planning objective during the 1990s (Nordregio et al., 2007). Acknowledging the spatial 

dimension of cohesion, alongside economic and social cohesion, territorial cohesion was 

introduced in the Amsterdam Treaty (CEC, 1997). Although territorial cohesion was addressed 

from the second cohesion report on (CEC, 2001b), it took a while until it was also formally 
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included as third pillar of cohesion policy in the course of the Lisbon Treaty (CEC, 2007b).  

With the spatial dimension of cohesion gaining influence in debates on European development it 

became understood as an opposing process to regional weaknesses and lingering disparities (CEC, 

2007a, 2017a). However, less ‘fashionable’ at first, through being a mostly reactive and self-

centred policy, concerned with the internal structure of the EU and to a lesser degree with a global 

perspective, it was often considered intangible (Nordregio et al., 2007). Strongly combining 

notions of spatial development and planning from two diverging planning traditions, namely the 

French (focussed on territorial disparities) and the German (focused on coordinating spatial 

impacts of sectoral policies), further added to conceptual unclarity of territorial cohesion 

(Davoudi, 2005). Considering that the EU is bound to three principles determining how and in 

what areas it may act, namely conferred authority, proportionality and subsidiarity, it has 

moreover only limited powers to guide regional policy across the Member States (EC, 2022). With 

the policy’s implementation bound to multi-level governance and regional coordination 

processes, territorial cohesions complexity encountered different regional frameworks across 

Europe. Nevertheless, being an important investment policy, it has significantly gained relevance 

in regional development decisions by providing financial instruments for selected European 

investment priorities. This is especially the case for economically weaker regions, partially 

dependent on external territorial funding. 

Reflecting upon the academic discussion on territorial cohesion to date, a much discussed aspect 

is that the concept remains relatively fuzzy and vague (Dühr et al., 2007; Faludi, 2007; Abrahams, 

2014; Medeiros, 2016; Crescenzi and Giua, 2020). Lacking a common understanding it has been 

referred to as a policy ‘black box’ (Zonneveld and Waterhout, 2005) and accompanied by calls for 

further definition and greater transparency in order to assess its actual territorial impacts and 

added value (van Well, 2012; Medeiros, 2014, 2016; Zaucha and Böhme, 2019). Still, some 

empirical studies emphasized the essential, functional role played by fuzzy concepts. Arguing that, 

despite lacking conceptual clarity, these approaches can provide a plan and serve as a strategy to 

evade potential implementation barriers by functioning as a bridging concept in “which there is 

something for everybody” (Faludi, 2007: 666; Abrahams, 2014). Faludi (2001) identifies the 

advantage of ‘fuzziness’ in enabling planning concepts to become adaptable in different ways, 

working within existing or emerging policy frameworks. However, fuzziness also hampers the 

comparability of supra-regional interventions and planning coordination (Markusen, 1999).  

Despite a number of attempts to clarify the concept by relating it to aspects such as good 

governance, regional competitiveness, sustainable and balanced development, territorial 

coordination and networking (Faludi, 2006, 2007; Medeiros, 2016), the challenge remains to 

translate the concept into an understandable, coherent term, guiding territorial action. Many 
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scholars focused their analysis on economic indicators due to the ease of comparison (Sala-i-

Martin, 1996; Niebuhr and Stiller, 2003; Tvrdon, 2012; 2019), turning to economic models like 

the input-output analysis (Medeiros, 2016). Territorial cohesion was also addressed by using two 

essentialist models: the tree and the storyline model (Abrahams, 2014). While the tree model tries 

to generate composite indicators, defining the central concept and branching out across its 

dimensions, the storyline model analyses essential traits common to the concept in policy 

documents and its wider contexts (Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003; Faludi and Waterhout, 2006; OECD, 

2008). Though these approaches still appear to be dominant in the discussion on the 

understanding of territorial cohesion, Abrahams (2014) points out that conceptual definitions 

might be an inadequate method for understanding and assessing the concept in territorial 

practice. He argues, that these models are unable to explain what the concept ‘does’ in different 

territorial contexts (Abrahams, 2014) and calls for more pragmatic approaches and stronger 

context-specific studies.  

1.2.2 Sustainability and spatial justice as frameworks for regional analysis 

The academic discussion on sustainable development and spatial justice was strongly shaped 

through the postcolonial turn in the humanities. Thereby, after a phase of decolonisation, various 

academic debates started to address long-term structuring of global relations by colonialism, 

decolonization and neo-colonialist trends as well as hegemonic, Eurocentric and imperial 

discourses (Bachmann-Medick, 2016). This has spurred justice-oriented debates on the 

distribution of resources and power, as well as the (over-)exploitation of people and the 

environment. With that, the concept of spatial justice evolved and provided a motif for radical 

spatial thought (Barnett, 2016). Taking firstly a perspective on social justice, it was used to 

evaluate the distribution of wealth, personal freedoms and individual opportunities (Pirie, 1983). 

Since 1968 theorists like Lefebvre (1970) responded stronger to structural anti-capitalist 

struggles, calling for a just society. Addressing the role of equity in spatial development, 

geographers such as Harvey (1976) or Pirie (1983) followed these ideas and laid the corner stone 

for studies on the manifestation of spatial justice, building on Rawl’s ‘Theory of Justice’ (1971). 

Economists, such as Sen (1999), then prominently referred this idea as the ‘process of expanding 

overall human freedoms’, connecting it to the very ideas of fairness, equity and interpersonal well-

being. Joining the interdisciplinary conceptual discussion, development and planning theories, 

like Feinstein’s The Just City (Fainstein, 2010) or Soja’s Seeking Spatial Justice (Soja, 2010), started 

to argue for two key positions shaping later discussions. Seeing the need to interrogate how space 

influences injustice (Fainstein, 2001), the first argument evolved around the notion that space is 

not a mere ‘container’ for socio-economic processes (Soja, 2011). Secondly, what is perceived ‘just’ 

varies across social space, therefore individuals and groups should be enabled to define justice for 

themselves (Storper, 2011). The concept closely aligns with the capabilities approach to 
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development, introduced by Sen and Nussbaum (Sen, 2010; Nussbaum, 2013), conceptualising 

development through what people have the capability to be and to do (Storper, 2011). Identifying 

the problem in the dominance of neo-liberal development approaches, capabilities and spatial 

justice proponents criticise the use of macroeconomic indicators like GDP to measure societal 

well-being and development (Boarini et al., 2006; Kjell, 2011; Nussbaum, 2013; Davies, 2014). 

Challenging orthodox views on continued economic growth, this perspective also aligns with 

debates on sustainable development (Stiglitz et al., 2010; Jackson, 2011; Petschow et al., 2018), 

the environment (Wackernagel and Rees, 1996; Faburel, 2012) and de-growth (Rosa and Henning, 

2017; Schmid, 2019; Hickel and Kallis, 2020). In the wake of these discussions, a strong 

environmental justice perspective has emerged (Sandler and Pezzullo, 2007; Pye et al., 2008; 

Mohai et al., 2009; Faburel, 2012; Schlosberg and Collins, 2014). 

With sustainable development emerging as a policy goal, put on a global scale by the Brundtland 

Commission (WCED, 1987) and further shaped by the UN’s Rio Conference’s Agenda 21 (UN, 

1992) and the Paris Agreement’s Sustainable Development Goals (UNFCCC, 2015), the academic 

focus on the interplays between processes and systems has grown . Nevertheless, keeping mostly 

a ‘meeting the needs’ orientation (Anand, 2007), development approaches rarely account for the 

social context in which individuals act in. Calling for a capabilities orientation in planning and 

development, some studies started to argue for a change of perspective, paying more attention to 

relational and agency-driven dynamics as well as to local empowerment (Fukuda-Parr, 2003; 

Lehtonen, 2004; Kurath et al., 2018). With the emerging orientation towards transparency and 

applicability of supra-national policies (OECD, 2008; Barca, 2009), especially at the European 

level, a stronger context specific focus on regions appeared, increasingly reflecting on local actors 

and governance processes (Holman, 2009; Rutten and Boekema, 2012; Bachtrögler et al., 2020). 

However, European development is steered mostly top-down through the Member States’ mutual 

interests, structured through the EU Commission’s position and strategy documents, with 

regional bodies having mostly an advisory role (Domorenok, 2009). Sustainable development as 

an explicit European policy strategy emerged in the turn of the millennium, with the Lisbon 

Strategy (CEC, 2001c) and the Gothenburg Strategy (CEC, 2001a) announcing  ‘competitive and 

sustainable development’ as the two overarching development principles (Nordregio et al., 2007). 

Aiming for "the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world" (CEC, 

2001c: 1) while simultaneously claiming that “economic growth, social cohesion and 

environmental protection must go hand in hand” (CEC, 2001a: 2), both strategies formed the 

present understanding that growth, sustainability and social cohesion can be achieved at the same 

time through appropriate policy measures and innovation. However, present aims for ‘green 

growth’, understood as economic growth and sustainable development at the same time, follow a 

rather contradictory concept, unlikely to lead towards just and balanced territorial pathways 
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(Schmid, 2019; Hickel and Kallis, 2020).  

With the ‘Europeanisation’ of regional and urban policy, a shift in favour of (especially urban-

)regional growth and global-local competitiveness solidified (Dühr et al., 2007; Tvrdon, 2012; 

Rauhut and Humer, 2020). European key documents on territorial cohesion, such as the European 

Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) (CEC, 1999) or the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion 

(CEC, 2008), solidified the belief that economic growth spreads evenly from global to regional 

urban centres, trickling down to medium-sized cities, to finally spill over to their peripheral 

hinterlands. Nevertheless, as Rahut and Humer (2020) point out, these are trajectories in 

economic thought. Agglomeration economies are increasingly cut loose locally, therefore lacking 

the expected distributional effects to their surroundings while at the same time fuelling inter- and 

intra-regional imbalances (Sassen, 2001; Luukkonen, 2010; Tvrdon, 2012; Mulíček and Malý, 

2019). Considering present regional disparities (CEC, 2017b), it becomes apparent that spatial 

policies tend to overlook localised inequities arising from global market dynamics and regional 

competition – let alone finding adequate responses to pending environmental and climate related 

challenges. Inequity, and thus inequality resulting from the different access to resources, is 

strongly linked to spatial and environmental aspects and therefore challenges the balanced 

development of territories (Faburel, 2012). Therefore, dysfunctional growth dynamics continue 

to provide economic growth for some regions while failing to positively contribute to the 

wellbeing of others. European cohesion policy needs to move away from redistributive or 

compensatory logics towards more justice and capabilities-oriented, relational approaches to 

territorial development and planning.  
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2 Study conceptualisation  

2.1 Study design 

2.1.1 Research objectives 

Given that the ongoing focus on regional competitiveness continues to reproduce polarisation, 

disparities and an uneven spatial development, the present thesis aims to contribute to the 

academic discussion on how to move towards more inclusive, just and sustainable territorial 

development. Considering that present discussions on European cohesion rarely address what 

the concept actually ‘does’ in regional practice, by mostly analysing only a specific case without 

taking into account its wider interconnections, a more systemic, holistic perspective, analysing 

the connection between local practices, regional processes and the wider discourse shaping 

dynamics is needed. 

Therefore, the research objectives aim to (1) trace the regional policy translation of European 

territorial cohesion with a focus on the actors, to (2) look at the context-specific dynamics of 

cohesion policy’s implementation in a heterogeneous territorial setting and to (3) identify future 

opportunities to move towards more spatially just and sustainable transitions in European 

territorial development. The leading research question is branching out into three sub-questions, 

that are answered through the three thesis publications.  

The guiding research question and its three sub-questions are as follows: 

How is the concept of European Territorial Cohesion being translated into regional 

practice and what is the missing link to spatial justice and sustainable transitions? 

 

Research question I:  

How is territorial cohesion being translated into different EU territorial contexts and what are 

the dynamics accompanying these processes? 

 

Research question II:  

With the continuance of unequal social, economic and environmental development dynamics 

across Europe, can the spatial justice approach serve as an alternative to present perspectives 

on European territorial development? 

 

Research question III:  

What is the current framing of development and sustainability in European territorial policy and 

what is the potential missing link to sustainable transitions and spatial justice? 
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2.1.2 Study phases 

The study conceptualisation combines an inductive and deductive approach, looking firstly at 

context specific regional aspects of cohesion. It then turns towards the overall dynamics shaping 

territorial responses. It is structured along three main study phases.  

The first study phase focused on the regional actors through case-study research, using a multiple-

case design and focussing on three European Interreg V-A cross-border cooperation programmes: 

Austria-Czech Republic, Slovakia-Austria and Austria-Hungary. Holding semi-structured 

interviews with selected national, regional and Interreg programme relevant stakeholders in 

Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary, the analysis firstly looked at the overall 

understanding and the different expectations regarding the territorial cohesion process in a cross-

border development setting. To show the evolvement of the conceptual understanding over time, 

an analysis of written stakeholder feedback was added, collected and stored in the form of an 

online consultation (2009) on the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion by the European 

Commission.  

The second study phase was concerned with regional processes in the case-region. Therefore, 

NUTS 2 GDP data was examined to display the uneven development between national centre 

regions and inner peripheries between 2006 and 2017. Also, strategic implementation documents 

for the three Interreg programs were analysed, reflecting on a set of development priorities and 

their targeted regional impacts in the border regions. Coming back to the conducted stakeholder 

interviews, further aspects of the semi-structured interviews were analysed, concerned with the 

regional problem definition, implementation and stakeholder expectations for territorial 

cohesion post-2020. Through taking that perspective, regional guiding principles and actual 

development dynamics were discussed against the concepts of sustainable development and 

spatial justice.  

Finally, the third and final study-phase took a wider perspective on the overall dynamics shaping 

regional development responses. It was directed towards the past and present funding period’s 

framing of European cohesion, territorial and environmental development. Thereby, a framing 

analysis was conducted on selected European strategic documents and regulations. Assuming that 

a certain policy framing is creating specific understandings of what is considered as ‘good 

development’ and therefore unintendedly reproducing uneven spatial dynamics, the study asked 

for the potential missing link towards sustainable and just transitions in European regions.  
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Table 1 – Research structure and publications. 

Focus on the actors.  Focus on the process.  Focus on the framing.  

Publication I 

 

Related to RQ 1:  

Analysis of local 
governance and conceptual 
translation of territorial 
cohesion in the case-
region. 

Publication II 

 

Related to RQ 2:  

Investigation of regional 
development processes in 
the case region and 
discussion of spatial justice 
and sustainability in policy 
implementation documents. 

Publication III 

 

Related to RQ 3:  

Analysis of past and present 
framing of sustainability and 
spatial justice in European 
strategy documents on 
cohesion, territorial and 
environmental development.  

 

2.2 Data and methodology  

2.2.1 Case region 

In order to show the local dynamics of cohesion a case-study research was conducted using a 

multiple-case design (Seawright and Gerring, 2008; Yin, 2014). To reflect on regional 

heterogeneity as a factor for the European cohesion process the area of the three Interreg V-A 

cooperation programmes (Interreg Austria–Czech Republic, Interreg Slovakia–Austria, Interreg 

Austria–Hungary) was chosen, representing the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border region 

(see Figure 1).  

This area stretches across four European Member States with different historical and 

development backgrounds. It unites an EU 15-member state (Austria joined the EU in 1995) with 

three of the EU 8 states (joining in 2004) in the course of the EU eastern enlargement. The region 

is characterised by high linguistic diversity and different spatial planning backgrounds 

(centralised vs. federal). Its regional history ranges from close cooperation during the Austro-

Hungarian Empire (1867-1918) to total separation (starting from the 1950s on) at the Austrian 

border during the Soviet era. The region was reconnected in 1989 following the fall of the Iron 

Curtain and started to interlink again due to the 2004 EU enlargement and the 2007 Schengen 

Agreement. Nevertheless, the borderlands are still mostly categorised as inner peripheries 

(ESPON, 2017) and characterised both by their long separation, and the challenges of rurality and 

low population density (except for the Vienna – Bratislava corridor).  
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Figure 1 – Case study region (own illustration).  

 

2.2.2 Data and methods  

Given the different perspectives the study has taken on the case region, a mixed-methods 

approach was chosen for the present analysis.  

The multifaceted approach combined literature analysis, stakeholder interviews, an analysis of 

relevant documents and regional development indicators (Boyatzis, 1998; Silverman, 2006). 

Furthermore, a framing analysis on strategic European communications for cohesion, territorial 

and environmental development was conducted to give a holistic perspective on the dynamics 

shaping the regional discourses (Shmueli, 2008). 

Table 2 gives an overview on the data used and methodology applied to address the three research 

questions.  
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Table 2 – Methods and data used for analysis.  

Method Description 

Literature 
analysis: 
 

Analysis of academic discussions on 

Territorial cohesion, territorial governance, spatial justice, organisational 

learning, regional transition and sustainable development. 

Primary data 
collection and 
analysis*: 
 

Semi-structured stakeholder interviews with  

National, regional and Interreg programme representatives in Austria, 

Czechia, Slovakia and Hungary (n = 25) conducted in 2018. 

Secondary 
data analysis: 
 

Regional development indicators analysis 

- EUROSTAT data (2019) of NUTS 2 regional development between 

2006 – 2017 in Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary. 

- European ‘Country Fact Sheets’ on Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia 

and Hungary (EC, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c, 2015d). 

Document analysis of 

- Interreg cooperation programme documents (Interreg AT-CZ, 2015; 

Interreg SK-AT, 2015; Interreg AT-HU, 2018b). 

- Interreg programme implementation reports (Interreg AT-HU, 

2018a; Interreg SK-AT, 2018a; Interreg AT-CZ, 2019). 

- Interreg evaluation plans (Interreg AT-HU, 2016; Interreg AT-CZ, 

2018; Interreg SK-AT, 2018b). 

- Online consultation: Austrian, Czech, Slovakian and Hungarian 

written online statements (collected in 2009) on the national 

perceptions of territorial cohesion (n = 11), published by the 

European Commission (Inforegio, 2011). 

- Strategic European cross-border cooperation regulations (CEC, 

2013c; EC, 2017). 

Framing analysis of European cohesion, territorial and environmental 

strategic documents 

- Cohesion Policy Common Provision Regulation 1303/2013 and 

1060/2021 (CEC, 2013a, 2021). 

- Territorial Agenda 2020 and 2030 (CEC, 2011, 2020b). 

- European 7th and 8th Environmental Action Programme (CEC, 

2013b, 2020a). 

 

*The interview data used for publication I and II were collected by the author and generated in the course 

of the Danube-University Krems research project ECOnet – Economic and political development in rural 

areas (2017-2019) in cooperation with the University of Natural Resources and Life Sciences, Vienna, BOKU. 

The research was co-funded by the Federal State of Lower Austria and by the University of Natural 

Resources and Life Sciences, Vienna, BOKU.   
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3 Publications overview and summary  

3.1 Overview of the publications 

The thesis addresses the research questions through three scientific publications: 

 

Table 3 – Overview of the journal publications. 
Publications Publication 

Year  
Journal 5-Year 

Impact 
Factor 
(2020) 

Publication I 

Demeterova, Barbara; Goodwin-Hawkins, 
Bryonny; Fischer, Tatjana* (2020):  

Conceptualisations of Territorial cohesion in 
Central European border regions. In: European 
Planning Studies; Vol. 28, Issue 12, p. 2287-2306. 
Reviewed, published. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2020.1716692 

 

2020 European 
Planning 
Studies 

4.089 

Publication II 

Demeterova, Barbara; Fischer, Tatjana*; 
Schmude, Jürgen (2020):  

The Right to Not Catch Up - Transitioning 
European Territorial Cohesion Towards Spatial 
Justice for Sustainability. In: Sustainability, 12 
(11):4797. Special Issue on Sustainable Territorial 
Development; Reviewed, published. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12114797  

 

2020 Sustainability 3.473 

Publication III 

Demeterova, Barbara (2023):  

Assessing regional capabilities-oriented 
approaches for European just and sustainable 
transitions. In: Regional Studies, Special Issue on: 
EU Cohesion Policy towards Territorial cohesion? 
(Resubmitted. CRES-2022-0599.R1). 
 

2023 Regional 
Studies 

5.444 

*corresponding author 
  

https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2020.1716692
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12114797
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3.2 Publication summary in relation to the research questions 

3.2.1 Publication I - Local governance and conceptual translation of territorial 

cohesion  

The first article addressed the first research question, interested in how territorial cohesion is 

being translated into different EU territorial contexts and what dynamics accompany these 

processes. Taking an actor centred perspective, it identified a potential challenge for the policy 

implementation due to the of lack of common conceptual understanding. With territorial cohesion 

being referred to as a policy ‘black box’ (Zonneveld and Waterhout, 2005; Faludi, 2016), unable to 

navigate coordinated territorial processes, it also pointed towards the lack of a widely accepted 

methodology (Evers, 2012; Medeiros, 2016; Dao et al., 2017). Since scientific approaches rarely 

address context-specific aspects of territorial cohesion, the study examined how territorial 

cohesion is being understood and applied in a complex, cross-border setting. The guiding research 

objective, therefore was to assess regional stakeholders’ understanding of territorial cohesion and 

its added value for regional development, reflecting upon the respective conditions that shape the 

territorial configuration of the concept.  

The study focused on the three European Interreg cross-border cooperation programmes in the 

Central European, Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border region. Choosing a multiple-case 

design, it aimed to account for the different regional dynamics in a heterogeneous setting. Tracing 

what the concept ‘does’ (Abrahams, 2014) or should do, the article examined the implementing 

actors’ understanding and translation of the concept. Therefore, it firstly looked at selected 

national statements on the understanding of territorial cohesion, given in a European Commission 

online consultation (2009) by national ministries, regional authorities and NGOs in Austria, Czech 

Republic, Slovakia and Hungary. Secondly, it analysed the conducted stakeholder interviews 

(2018), held with officials from national, federal and regional authorities involved in all three 

Interreg V-A programmes in the case region, as well as additional representatives from ministries 

and regional planning agencies.  

The results showed that the stakeholder translation of territorial cohesion is structured along 

three key dimensions, namely a relational, economic, and a social dimension. These three 

dimensions describe how territorial cohesion is understood and configured in relation to a given 

space, varying in different territorial contexts. Mirroring the long national separation within the 

case study region, in relational, economic, social and administrative terms, the ‘added value’ of 

territorial cohesion is strongly conceptualised along the relational dimension, as a precondition 

for economic and social cohesion. Furthermore, the results displayed that considerable 

disconnects in both the understanding of ‘what territorial cohesion should do’ and its 

implementation, persist at multiple levels. While regional stakeholders overwhelmingly 
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expressed the wish for greater conceptual clarification from the European Commission, they 

simultaneously benefit from the translation of the concept in accordance with their own regional 

needs. However, as a fuzzy conceptualisation secures territorial cohesion’s broader acceptance, it 

also tends to increase a policy language that refers to general regional processes. This fails to 

account for individual or collective action and responsibilities and thereby displaces the actors 

from the process (Callon, 1984). With intensified pressure to justify territorial cohesion’s ‘added 

value’ for territorial development, the search for comparable indicators intensified notably in the 

past decade. But, considering the different understandings of the concept and the often 

inadequate ‘one size fits all’ indicators for regional processes, the comparability of reported 

programme data was put under question. Especially in territorial contexts where relational 

aspects of cohesion are perceived as the greatest added value for development, the dominant 

quantitative indicators are unlikely to reflect the concept’s ‘softer’ practical effects in the region. 

Although more bottom-up, participatory approaches gained policy attention, the concept’s 

fuzziness is likely to suppress agency and causality and thus hinder actual change processes.  

 

Figure 2 - Process of cohesion policy ‘fuzziness’ (own illustration).  

Overall, the article concluded that multiple cohesion policy translations have produced dynamics 

that create a circular process through which the fuzziness of territorial cohesion policies is 

reproduced (Figure 2). Cyclical dynamics arise from the formulation of process-oriented 

approaches and lead to the displacement of actors, actions and agents, suppressing agency and 

causality. As confusion and scepticism over territorial cohesion’s aims and scope manifests 

amongst the actors, multiple expert translations into national policy contexts are generated, and 
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fed back to EU level, thus creating a persistent definitional impossibility and even more fuzziness. 

This cyclical process of policy ‘fuzziness’ requires the continued use of fuzzy umbrella concepts 

by the European Commission to secure territorial cohesion’s acceptance, again leading towards 

displacement, non-comparable outcomes and an increased misunderstanding. This in turn is 

likely to also add to general EU policy scepticism.  

Thereby, the article demonstrated the context-dependency of territorial cohesion translation and 

its continuous conceptual fuzziness in the case region. With a strong relational added value for 

the regions, the actors’ perspective hints towards the multiple relational dynamics accompanying 

the policy implementation process, not reflected in present policy documents. 
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3.2.2 Publication II - Regional development processes, spatial justice and 

sustainability  

The second article dealt with the continuance of unequal social, economic and environmental 

development dynamics across Europe, despite cohesion policy efforts. Directed at the second 

research question, it focussed on the processes in the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian border 

region and investigated whether the spatial justice approach can serve as an alternative to present 

perspectives on sustainable territorial development. Picking up on the argument for regional 

“right to difference” (Young, 1990), it reflected upon the spatial dimension of justice and the role 

of local capabilities (Nussbaum and Sen, 1993; Dikeç, 2001). Acknowledging that there appears to 

be tensions between measurement-based, growth-oriented cohesion logics and local 

development, the aim was to point out why current European policies seem to fail to induce 

sustainable transformations. Also, with the present green growth approach of the European Union 

through its European Green Deal (CEC, 2019), post- and degrowth debates served as a starting 

point for further considerations (Schmid, 2019; Hickel and Kallis, 2020). The research objective 

was to demonstrate the tensions of present growth-oriented policy objectives with regards to 

European cohesion and sustainable development, while also identifying actual implementation 

challenges. Choosing again the example of Interreg cross-border cooperation programmes, the 

article examined ‘spatial justice’ as a concept for European territorial development and 

sustainable transitions.  

Methodologically a descriptive data analysis of regional development indicators was combined 

with a document analysis and stakeholder interviews. Looking firstly at comparable GDP data, 

economic territorial development between regional centres and peripheries was investigated in 

the case region. Secondly, strategic documents for the three Interreg programmes 

implementation, such as the official cooperation programme documents, the evaluation plans and 

the 2018 Annual Implementation Reports (AIR), were investigated to trace the focus setting and 

territorial processes in the border regions. Finally, coming back to the conducted stakeholder 

interviews, the overall regional problem definitions, implementation logics, and expectations for 

territorial cohesion post-2020 was assessed to include the local beliefs guiding regional processes.  

The results demonstrated that the three programmes thematic focuses display similar 

development needs, although with slightly different priority settings for investments. However, 

when it comes to sustainable and environmental development, there appeared to be a ‘creative 

leeway’ to cover multiple, more performance-oriented agendas (e. g. tourism) under the same 

objectives. Nevertheless, the different implementation states of the cooperation programmes 

pointed towards more underlying heterogeneous regional dynamics not addressed through the 

AIR. With that, the reports seemed to reflect only limitedly on the programs’ success beyond the 

general programme performance. Moreover, the different evaluation approaches raised questions 
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on the general comparability of the reported programme data. Still, with all three programmes 

reflecting societal (well-being), economic (cohesion) and environmental (sustainability) aspects 

of cohesion, they comprised also clear justice and sustainability components while combining 

principles of action, integration and ethics for sustainable development (Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3 - Aspects of cohesive development (own illustration). 

Overall, reflecting on the stakeholder statements, tensions between the current programme’s 

logics and local capabilities for development became apparent. Picking up Nussbaum’s (2013) 

critique on macroeconomic synthetic indicators to measure developmental progress, the article 

found that the current representation of development ‘success’ more likely allows the 

maintenance of the regional status quo rather than serving actual change processes. Taking into 

account the empirical findings, the study also observed a strong resource distribution-oriented 

logic of European policy aims, rather than a capabilities orientation. However, showing that 

regional diversity creates uneven territorial impacts, it illustrated the context and scale 

dependency of the cohesion measures in the analysed regions and questioned the effectiveness of 

uniform policy interventions for sustainable development. With present development measures 

not being able to mitigate the continuance of existing spatial inequalities across the investigated 

border regions, the analysed data indicated that using growth-driven approaches for development 

further fail to adequately capture all dimensions of territorial cohesion at the regional scale. More 

likely, the regional dynamics indicate a catch-up-driven struggle for locational competition. 

Proclaiming the ‘right to not catch up’ as a thought experiment that interlinks spatial justice and 

territorial sustainability, the study joined long-running critiques on territorial cohesion’s 

implementation and measurement and increasing dissatisfaction with business-as-usual models.  

The spatial justice approach therefore shows potential to better reflect horizontal aspects (e. g. 

access to and provision of resources) as well as vertical aspects of justice (e. g. participation, self-
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determination and power relations) by focussing on regional capabilities. Supporting the right to 

difference, a spatial justice perspective would therefore better account for non-linear regional 

transition processes under a post-growth paradigm. The study thus stated the need for a 

reframing and rescaling of what is considered successful development for more balanced 

processes across European regions and detected a turn towards spatial justice as a promising 

alternative to present visions on sustainable territorial development. 
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4.1.1 Publication III - The framing of sustainability and spatial justice in European 

strategy documents on cohesion, territorial and environmental 

development  

With the tendency of European cohesion policy to continuously turn towards growth-oriented 

answers to regional needs, the article critically looked at the framing of present discourses 

towards sustainable development. Building on the second article’s observation that a 

reorientation on what is being considered successful development is needed, the study 

investigates European cohesion and environmental policy goal setting for territorial 

development. With European policy measures’ steadily growing orientation towards 

performance, it joins Pike’s et al. (2007) critique that this risks reducing social, environmental and 

territorial challenges to easy to address, measurable and solely technical questions.  

Arguing that breaking free from outdated patterns (Beer & Clower, 2020) and adopting novel 

development visions, in line with dynamic regional and global needs, is a challenging task, the 

article aimed to investigate present development discourses in the context of territorial cohesion, 

justice and sustainability. With the need for collective action to tackle societal, economic and 

environmental challenges, it took an interdisciplinary perspective. Investigating Science and 

Technology Studies perspectives (Kurath et al., 2018) on relational planning it also discussed 

Organisational Psychology perspectives on ‘learning goals’ (Dweck, 1986, 1999) and on 

‘knowledge for action’ (Argyris, 1993), related to the mobilisation of actors and resilient 

development responses. The research objective aimed to show the current framing of 

development and sustainability in policy documents and addressing the potential missing link to 

effective sustainable transitions and spatial justice in European environmental as well as 

territorial strategies.  

The study carried out a framing analysis on past and present key communications and strategy 

documents in relation to their framing of sustainable development in European regions. 

Conducting a qualitative content analysis (Silverman, 2006) on selected documents, the study 

looked at European cohesion policy regulations and framework documents for sustainable 

territorial development and action (Common Provisions Regulation, European Territorial Agenda 

and the Environmental Action Programme). In order to demonstrate the framing process over 

time, former and current documents have been investigated, discussing both the past (2014-

2020) and present (2021-2027) cohesion funding period orientation. Using the framing analysis 

approach as a conceptual and analytic tool (Shmueli, 2008), the approach, similar to discourse 

analysis but stronger practice- and comparison-oriented, helps to understand complex settings 

by dealing with power imbalances, differing perceptions, underlying values, goals and avenues of 

compromise (Druckman, 2004). Through a process of simplification, it filters perceptions and 

defines fields of vision on relevant considerations in the decision-making and action process. For 
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the document analysis, following Shmueli’s (2008) categorisation, five central framing categories 

have been selected, namely, understanding, goalsetting, problematisation, solution/action and the 

characterisation of progress, to assess the framing of present development approaches towards 

sustainable development and justice.  

The results showed that the first frame was strongly structured along understanding sustainable 

development either as distributive balance, spatial justice or systemic transition (see Figure 4). 

When it comes to goalsetting and prioritisation, the initial understanding of development guided 

the further framing process, revealing a focus towards growth and competitiveness, territorial 

integration and coherence and synergies. Though addressing multiple fields for action, the general 

problematisation was mostly framed through the lenses of territorial disparities, insufficient 

cooperation and coordination, or as a deficient knowledge and inaction. Taking the framing of 

mobilisation and solution approaches, the rhetoric was structured along the need for financial 

management, ensuring synergies and multi-level-governance as well as pointing towards a need 

for stronger knowledge and capacity building. The characterisation of progress, as the last 

category investigated, appeared to be framed along territorial performance, the territorial 

impacts, and the overall well-being of ownership-centred approaches to development.  

 

Figure 4 – Framing of sustainable development (own illustration).  

Overall, the documents, therefore, appeared to frame sustainable and just development either as 

a (i) management of resources, (ii) a coordinative task or (iii) as a process of taking informed 

actions. This understanding then further guided their focus on identity and value setting, the 

phrasing of goals, problematisation, process and mobilisation as well as the characterisation of 

development progress. However, to support a long-term spatial transition process which is, by 

definition open-ended, the article concludes that regional policy must reintroduce an emphasis on 

the ‘means’ (understood as the implementation dynamics and actions), rather than the ‘ends’, (the 
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regional performance outcomes) of policy measures. Considering the present societal, 

environmental, cohesion and health challenges, a reorientation from managing resources to 

fostering learning and collective action are being considered an adequate response for realistic, 

context and process-sensitive responses, where the change process becomes the targeted goal.  

The article therefore concluded that taking a stronger emphasis on ‘learning goals’, instead of the 

presently promoted ‘performance goals’ in European spatial and environmental policies, would 

allow for a more equal emphasis on all three sustainable development frames. Rather than 

following a dominant management and coordination preference, ‘learning goals’ would open new 

perspectives on process, capabilities and collective action-oriented approaches to territorial 

development. By pointing out these findings, the article also argued that stronger learning-

oriented approaches can serve as the potential missing link to sustainable and just transitions in 

European spatial policies. 
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5 Publications 

Publication I 

Demeterova, Barbara; Goodwin-Hawkins, Bryonny; Fischer, Tatjana* (2020):  

 

Conceptualisations of Territorial cohesion in Central European border regions. In: 
European Planning Studies; Vol. 28, Issue 12, p. 2287-2306. Reviewed, published. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2020.1716692 

 

Publication II 

Demeterova, Barbara; Fischer, Tatjana*; Schmude, Jürgen (2020):  

 

The Right to Not Catch Up - Transitioning European Territorial Cohesion Towards 
Spatial Justice for Sustainability. In: Sustainability, 12 (11):4797. Special Issue on 
Sustainable Territorial Development; Reviewed, published. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12114797  

 

Publication III 

Demeterova, Barbara (2023):  

 

Assessing regional capabilities-oriented approaches for European just and sustainable 
transitions. In: Regional Studies, Special Issue on: EU Cohesion Policy towards 
Territorial cohesion? (Resubmitted. CRES-2022-0599.R1). 

 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2020.1716692
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12114797
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5.1 Conceptualisations of territorial cohesion in Central European 

border regions 

 

Demeterova, Barbara; Goodwin-Hawkins, Bryonny; Fischer, Tatjana (2020): 

Conceptualisations of Territorial Cohesion in Central European border regions. In: European 

Planning Studies; Vol. 28, Issue 12, p. 2287-2306.  

 

 

The first article was published in 2020 in the Taylor and Francis Journal European Planning 

Studies and addressed the first research question while paving the ground for the following 

research. 

 

 

 

Author contributions: Conceptualisation, B.D.; T.F.; B.G.H; methodology, B.D.; software B.D.; 

validation, B.D; formal analysis, B.D.; investigation, B.D.; resources, B.D. and T.F.; writing—original 

draft preparation, B.D.; writing—review and editing, B.D., T.F. and B.G.H.; visualization, B.D.; 

supervision, T.F.; project administration, B.D.; funding acquisition, B.D. and T.F. 

 
 
This is an ‘Author’s Accepted Manuscript (AM)/Author’s Original Manuscript’ of an article published 

by Taylor & Francis Group in European Planning Studies on 20 January 2020, available online: 

https://www.tandfonline.com/ [https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2020.1716692].  

 

 
 
  

https://www.tandfonline.com/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2020.1716692
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5.2 The right to not catch up - Transitioning European territorial 

cohesion towards spatial justice for sustainability 

 

Demeterova, Barbara; Fischer, Tatjana; Schmude, Jürgen (2020): The Right to Not Catch Up - 

Transitioning European Territorial Cohesion Towards Spatial Justice for Sustainability. In: 

Sustainability, 12 (11):4797.  

 

 

The second article investigated the second research question. It was published in 2020 in the 

MDPI journal Sustainability in the course of the special issue on “Sustainable Territorial 

Development”. 

 

 

 

Author contributions: Conceptualisation, B.D. and T.F.; methodology, B.D. and T.F.; software B.D.; 

validation, B.D; formal analysis, B.D.; investigation, B.D.; resources, B.D. and T.F.; writing—original 

draft preparation, B.D.; writing—review and editing, B.D., T.F. and J.S.; visualization, B.D.; 

supervision, T.F. and J.S.; project administration, B.D.; funding acquisition, T.F. and B.D. 
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5.3 Assessing regional capabilities-oriented approaches for European 

just and sustainable transitions 

 

Demeterova, Barbara (2023): Assessing regional capabilities-oriented approaches for 

European just and sustainable transitions. In: Regional Studies, Special Issue on: EU Cohesion 

Policy towards Territorial cohesion? (Resubmitted. CRES-2022-0599.R1).  

 

 

The third article was directed at the third research question. It was submitted in July 2022 to the 

Taylor and Francis Journal Regional Studies to the special issue on “EU Cohesion Policy towards 

territorial cohesion?” under the former title “Collective Action, Learning and Local Mobilisation 

for Sustainable Spatial Transitions through European Cohesion”.  

After the review it was revised and resubmitted again in April 2023.  

 

 

 

Author contributions: Conceptualisation, B.D.; methodology, B.D.; software B.D.; validation, B.D; 

formal analysis, B.D.; investigation, B.D.; resources, B.D.; writing—original draft preparation, B.D.; 

writing—review and editing, B.D.; visualization, B.D.; supervision B.D.; project administration, 

B.D. 

 

 
  



 

 

73 

 



 

 

74 

 



 

 

75 

 



 

 

76 

 



 

 

77 

 



 

 

78 

 



 

 

79 

 



 

 

80 

 



 

 

81 

 



 

 

82 

 



 

 

83 

 



 

 

84 

 



 

 

85 

 



 

 

86 

 



 

 

87 

 



 

 

88 

 



 

 

89 

 



 

 

90 

 



 

 

91 

 



 

 

92 

 



 

 

93 

 



 

 

94 

 



 

 

95 

 



 

 

96 

 



 

 

97 

 



 

 

98 

 



 

 

99 

 

 
 
 
  



 

 

100 

 

 

6 Synthesis 

The present thesis was interested in looking beyond growth and competitiveness-oriented 

answers to regional needs in European territorial development, investigating local action, 

regional processes and the framing of sustainable development in the context of European 

cohesion. 

Using an empirical mixed-methods approach, combining regional data, stakeholder interviews 

and an analysis of central documents for European territorial and environmental development, it 

aimed to answer the question of how the concept of European territorial cohesion has been 

translated into regional practices and what could be the missing link to spatial justice and 

sustainable transitions. The study process, structured along three main research phases, tackled 

the sub-questions through three peer-reviewed journal articles. Overall, the research objectives 

aimed to trace the regional policy translation of European territorial cohesion, look at the context-

specific dynamics of cohesion policy implementation, and identify future opportunities to move 

towards more spatially just and sustainable transitions in European territorial development.  

Assessing how the concept has been translated and implemented in heterogeneous regional 

settings, the study chose a case-study approach looking at the Austrian-Czech-Slovak-Hungarian 

border region in Central Europe. With cross-border cooperation constituting a major element of 

European territorial cohesion, it analysed the dynamics of European Interreg cross-border 

cooperation programmes in the case region.  

Arguing that dysfunctional growth dynamics continue to provide economic growth for some 

European regions while failing to positively contribute the well-being of others, the thesis 

identified the need for European cohesion policy to move away from redistributive and 

compensatory logics. The conducted analyses have demonstrated that multiple policy translations 

in the case region have led to dynamics creating a circular process, through which territorial 

cohesion fuzziness has been reproduced. This further led to the continued use of fuzzy umbrella 

concepts by the European Commission to secure territorial cohesion’s acceptance, which in turn 

resulted in a language that displaces actors and suppresses agency through missing 

responsibilities. Through that, following a rather generalist implementation logic, non-

comparable outcomes have been reproduced, fuelling misunderstandings on the policy’s aim and 

added value. Nevertheless, demonstrating the context-dependency of territorial cohesion 

translation, a strong ‘relational’ added value appeared to be highly relevant for the regional actors. 

This was expressed in mutual trust building and learning processes in the course of the cross-

border cooperation. Though relational dynamics seemed to be of great relevance for the policy 
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implementation process, this aspect was rarely reflected in policy documents or scientific debates 

on territorial cohesion. 

Supporting the argument for a context and scale-dependent cohesion, the further investigation of 

regional processes in the case region has shown that regional diversity has created uneven 

territorial impacts. Also, as present development measures fail to effectively mitigate the 

continuance of existing spatial inequalities across European territories, the analysed data 

indicated that using growth-driven approaches to development fails to capture all dimensions of 

territorial cohesion at the regional scale. Pointing towards the continued use of mostly uniform 

policy interventions, the study found that these are only limitedly serving actual sustainable 

development processes in the regions. As a result, present policy approaches seem to reproduce 

a catchup-driven struggle for locational competition and funding instead. This also further 

strengthens the argument for the right to difference, proclaimed as the ‘right to not catch up’ as a 

thought experiment interlinking spatial justice and territorial sustainability. The thesis thereby 

joins long-running critiques on territorial cohesion’s implementation and measurement as well as 

dissatisfaction with business-as-usual models. Offering an alternative to present understandings 

of sustainable development, spatial justice has been identified as a promising approach that can 

also reflect horizontal and vertical aspects of regional justice by including the aspect of regional 

capabilities. Supporting diversity, a spatial justice perspective also better accounts for non-linear 

regional transition processes under a post-growth paradigm. The analysis thus has pointed out 

the need for a reframing and rescaling of what is considered successful development at present, 

for a more balanced and sustainable process across European regions. 

Displaying the greater dynamics shaping present regional responses, the thesis further reflected 

upon the general framing of sustainability and development in European territorial and 

environmental documents. The conducted framing analysis found that the framing of spatial 

justice and sustainability was strongly structured along three main categories. It was either seen 

as a management of resources, a coordinative task when it comes to regional policy measures or 

as a process, that involves learning and taking informed actions towards sustainability. These 

perspectives varied across the documents. However, goal setting further shaped identity and 

value orientation, the phrasing of goals, problematisation, process and actor mobilisation as well 

as the characterisation of progress. Overall, the study concluded that moving away from a focus 

on the ‘ends’, displaying only one-dimensional regional performances, towards the ‘means’ of the 

development process, would better serve long-term spatial transition processes. By helping to 

create an understanding of systemic and relational dynamics of policy implementation, more 

tailor-made responses to regional needs could be developed.  

The thesis therefore argues that when considering present multifaceted regional challenges and 
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overall global-local interconnections, it is time for a reorientation from distributive and 

coordinative logics, towards stronger relational approaches. Thereby, it joins Actor-Network-

Theory oriented perspectives on development, as such approaches account for learning and 

collective action-related processes by looking into contexts and relational settings. Stressing the 

need for more place sensitive responses to regional challenges, the thesis calls for a more detailed 

look into the actual transition process, with the change process itself becoming a targeted goal. 

Through an emphasis on ‘learning goals’ instead of present ‘performance goals’ in European 

spatial and environmental policies, new insights into European development processes and 

regional capabilities could be derived. In consideration of these findings, the thesis concludes that 

relational, learning- and action-oriented approaches are likely to serve as the missing link to 

sustainable and just transitions in European spatial policies. Leaving the present ‘meeting the 

needs’ focus on sustainable development, seems a necessary response to enable actual green and 

just territorial development.  

Despite the rather theoretical, generalist view of the thesis, which may be considered a limitation 

of the study, its holistic perspective on the dynamics shaping regional processes can also be 

viewed as a strength. Still, there is a clear demand for more practice-oriented studies that discuss 

and provide relevant indicators (e. g. for learning goals) reflecting spatial justice/injustice and 

sustainable development. At the same time, in order to give more specific European policy advise, 

different regional settings need to be analysed in comparison, together with an analysis of actual 

locally performed sustainable development activities and their connection to cohesion policy. 

Thereby, it would become possible to address the broader spectrum of regional dynamics and 

local collective action responses. Spatial justice and sustainable regional transition-oriented 

research furthermore needs more data on how capability-oriented approaches are unfolding in 

regional contexts and more practical interventions into local resilience building processes. Studies 

on regional production and consumption, e. g. food, agriculture, energy transitions (McMeekin and 

Southerton, 2012; Hinrichs, 2014; Vergragt et al., 2016; Gaitán-Cremaschi et al., 2019; Galli et al., 

2020; Sandberg, 2021), pose promising approaches to take more systems-oriented perspectives 

while at the same time addressing present policy frameworks directly.  

Still, pointing out what the concept ‘does’ in regional practice and what dynamics are shaping the 

overall implementation processes, the thesis contributes valuable new insights into the academic 

debate on territorial cohesion. Also, in addressing the relevance of more knowledge and action-

oriented approaches, it added to interdisciplinary as well as geography-relevant discussions on 

European territorial development beyond competitive and distributional logics, lobbying for the 

acknowledgement of regional heterogeneity as a source for future resilience building processes.  
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