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Foreword

The ESPON 2013 Programme, the European Observation Network for Territorial Development and
Cohesion, supports policy development with evidence and analyses on territorial dynamics within
Europe. ESPON’s main activity is to deliver new European facts and understanding for policy makers
via applied research projects, targeted analyses and analytical tools.
One of the objectives of the ESPON Programme is to support the European wide research community in the field of European territorial science and to involve a wide European network of scientists
and practitioners in the field of territorial research and its related fields. A large involvement is indispensable to get high qualified research capacity in ESPON projects and at the same time to increase
interest and competences in research on European territorial structures, trends, perspectives and
impacts of EU sector policy.
The ESPON Programme has hitherto promoted the scientific component of the programme through
scientific conferences and workshops, cooperation with European organisations in the fields of regional science, geography and spatial planning, as well as with a dedicated series of ESPON reports
(“blue series”) mainly targeting the scientific community. The ESPON 2006 Programme published
two Scientific Reports and the first ESPON 2013 Scientific Report was published in 2010.
This second ESPON 2013 Scientific Report presents papers from both ESPON projects and authors from several European professional and academic organisations. The report is the result of
the ESPON Scientific Conference “Science in support of European Territorial Development and
Cohesion” held on the 12th and 13th of September 2013 in Luxembourg. This ESPON Scientific
Conference targeted territorial research and analysis and continued the building of a European
scientific research community that can provide evidence capable of supporting a stronger territorial
dimension in policy considerations. In this context, the conference was part of a scientific dialogue
to support a stronger territorial dimension in policy considerations. This is reflected in the aim of the
conference, which was on the one hand to provide a good overview and scientific dialogue of the
progress made in the scientific field during the current programming period. On the other hand,
on-going ESPON projects as well as researchers outside the ESPON network had the opportunity to
exchange their views of new and innovative research.
This Scientific Report contains 34 scientific papers, prepared by researchers involved in ESPON
projects and authors from the European professional and academic organisations AESOP, ECTPCEU, ERSA, EUGEO and RSA. The papers were presented and discussed during the conference
workshop sessions, after which they have been reviewed by Prof. Gordon Dabinett, Prof. Emer. Cliff
Hague, Assoc. Prof. Jacek Zaucha and Dr Sabine Zillmer. All authors have used the remarks made
by the reviewers to strengthen their papers. The results can be found in Chapters 2 to 4.
Chapter 1 gives an introduction to the policy framework ESPON is dealing with and provides an
overview and structure of all papers included. In addition, a number of overarching points emerged
which are discussed giving some ideas for the future.
A third ESPON 2013 Scientific Report is planned for end 2014 taking stock of the progress ESPON
projects made in the scientific field of territorial development and cohesion.
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4.2.3 Qualitative method and territorial performance monitoring of macrochallenges: an integrated perspective
Loris Servillo*
I. INTRODUCTION: SPATIAL CHALLENGES, RESILIENCE, AN INTEGRATED PERSPECTIVE AND
TRANS-DISCIPLINARITY
Some ESPON projects (ESPON 2006; Lennert et al., 2012) have provided evidence about the complex interdependencies between regional dynamics and world-wide challenges, in particular climate
change, energy provision, demographic trends and globalization which were considered as prominent issues with potential effects on spatial structures and dynamics. However, what emerges is
that, even if there is a growing agreement that these challenges are important, it is not always clear
in which ways macro-dynamics impact at the regional level and what regions can do about them.
The ESPON project “Territorial Performance Monitoring” (TPM) (Lennert et al., 2011; 2012) has
shown that the competences necessary to act directly – and coherently – through an integrated
perspective on spatial dynamics are lacking.
The challenge seems to be the capacity to understand and to monitor the different consequences at
regional level and so to adopt proper policy measures. This implies a reconsideration of mainstream
approaches in regional policy making. Territorial governance processes should use general aims
(sustainability, territorial cohesion) to frame spatial changes in an integrated manner, in order to
cope coherently with the complexity of internal and external driving forces.
Resilience of territories refers to the ability of cities and regions to recover from shock events and disturbance in general, e.g. dealing with climate change or flood risks. There are several interpretations
and approaches to “resilience”: The term is even at risk of becoming a ‘vacuous buzzword’. Recent
overviews (Davoudi, 2012; 2013) however have highlighted three distinct perspectives on resilience
(engineering, ecological, and evolutionary). In particular the latter indicates the idea that fostering
resilience involves planning for not only recovery from shocks, but also cultivating preparedness,
and seeking potential transformative opportunities which emerge from change, involving society and
activating bottom-up processes (Servillo & Reimer 2013).
There are two important requirements in order to use the resilience concept to address spatial
changes and challenges in a dynamic and evolutionary way. First, a spatial perspective that allows
an integrated approach to complex phenomena is necessary. Macro-dynamics such as demography, energy, climate change, globalization processes and other complex phenomena often fall in the
sectorial domains of policy decision making without a clear focus on their spatial patterns.
Second, a trans-disciplinary approach (Moulaert et al., 2010; 2011) is crucial in order to guarantee
learning and participatory processes. There are gaps between those engaged in analysis, monitoring
and research on the one hand, and on the other hand stakeholders and policy makers. The situation
seems rather static and compartmentalised: researchers and experts provide evidence on specific
(often sectorial) dynamics; stakeholders and policy makers are expected to read, understand and
react according to the flows of information they receive. This traditional approach is far from being
a learning process based on (social) innovation and shared endeavours, as recommended in the
resilience debate and in its evolutionary stream. Forms of interactions and mutual learning among
different actors are needed to bridge this gap.
These two goals are not easy to achieve. They require commitments and stable relationships and the
acceptance that time and human resources are necessary and that they have to be allocated in a
coherent manner. Inter- and trans-disciplinary research, with strong stakeholder involvement in the
definition of the agenda and the exploration of fields of investigation is required.

*

KU Leuven, ASRO department, Belgium (loris.servillo@asro.kuleuven.be)
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The experience in the TPM project went in that direction. Despite some limitations, the project offered the possibility to experiment with forms of cooperation and to explore the complexity of applying such a normative methodological approach.
II. REGIONAL CONTEXTS AND MONITORING TOOLS
The macro-challenges outlined above show interdependencies among scales and to a certain extent
also among challenges (e.g. between climate change and migration or between globalization and
energy dependency). However, they manifest themselves in particular at a regional scale, with
different characteristics and varying intensities. There are numerous examples of how macro-trends
have place-specific configurations: e.g. the variety of changes in agriculture and in the biotopes in
regions across Europe, the particular dynamics that global flows of investments trigger in regional
markets and their labour systems, the different demographic patterns (from aging to gender
issues) in different areas and their impacts on the labour market, etc. These effects are even more
pronounced in densely populated territories where available space is very limited and claims are
often in competition, such as areas in which investments in different forms of energy, changes in
consumption and production, different forms of mobility and international investments are in conflict.
The regional level of policymaking – and spatial planning in particular – seems only partially suitable
to cope with these issues and so to synthesise EU policy objectives and a place-based approach
(Barca, 2007). Macro-trends can rarely be confined within formal administrative boundaries. As a
consequence, regions need to adjust to new global rationales, i.e. to define new spaces of engagement (Cox 1998) which are a result of the complex processes of rescaling (Brenner 2004). Thus
regionalism (Gualini 2004) needs to try to define effective and coherent spaces for policy going
beyond formal administrative competences.
However, knowledge of the specific regional consequences of macro-challenges is limited and appropriate regional planning tools are rare. This explains the growing interest of regional governments
to generate evidence-based information about these consequences, but also about the position and
assessment of the region in relation to these challenges and their impacts on space and policy.
Following these considerations, the ESPON TPM project (Lennert et al., 2011; 2012) dealt with the
assessment of regional capacities to deal with global spatial challenges in five European macroregions: the Greater Dublin Area (GDA), Flanders, North Rhine-Westphalia (NRW), Navarre and
Catalonia. The aim of the project was not to provide a sort of “guide to monitoring for dummies”,
but rather to reflect on how European challenges translate into regional realities, and to assess the
current monitoring practices in the 5 regions and to exchange best practices between stakeholder
regions based on their monitoring experience in order to elaborate and test different techniques and
tools for monitoring.
The idea was that a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods of analysis was necessary.
On the one hand quantification of trends in an indicator set supports benchmarking initiatives and
comparisons of specific aspects in time; on the other hand qualitative analysis (Creswell, 2007) is
needed to contextualize evidence and to address wicked and complex dynamics. A summary of the
complementary characteristics of the two different methods is presented in Table 4.3.
The explicit philosophy was that, in principle, monitoring regional performance should be more than
the quantification of phenomena in a statistical way for a comparative exercise. Methods of qualitative enquiry can provide alternative ways to “measure” aspects that are not quantifiable (by their
nature or because of lack of data) but can also interpret the data in their regional context, and reflect
on the governance structures.
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Table 4.3 Comparison between qualitative and quantitative methods
QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

Aim

Techniques

Characteristics

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

• Identification of major differences
through statistical relationships
• Generalizable results and identification of trends
• Benchmarking

• In-depth examination of wicked
problems
• Analysis of the peculiar aspects of
the case study
• Exploration of complex
interrelationships

• Limited number of questions
• Statistical sound methods numeric
data sets

• From informal to more structured
inquiries
• Narratives and biographies
• Involvement of relatively small group
of actors

• Objectivity
• Possibility to identify correlations
between trends
• Risk of over-simplifications

• Knowledge based on interpretative
processes
• Holistic approach
• Risk of being “just a bit more than
organised common sense”

Source: author

Therefore, the project set up a general scheme based on a mix of quantitative and qualitative
research methods and techniques (Lennert et al., 2011). Afterwards, the scheme was tailored in
each region according to the specific institutional context and existing tools, and on the base of the
different stakeholders’ interests.
III. FRAMEWORK FOR QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS
The project proposed specific guidelines (Servillo, 2012) for qualitative assessment of the regional
capacity in dealing with the four macro-challenges to be integrated with the definition of indicator
sets for quantitative benchmarking.
It envisaged a wider involvement of stakeholders and key experts, since a trans-disciplinary approach that brings together researchers and stakeholders can address in a comprehensive way the
complexity of spatial dynamics. Moreover, it increases the hallenge of setting up the process and of
getting it it institutionalized within a regional context and its policy systems (spatial planning, regional
development, and other sectorial areas).
The scheme in Figure 4.9 describes the structure of the monitoring process and the stakeholder
involvement that was proposed for the project. It was based on the concept of an ‘‘Adaptive Monitoring” framework (Lindenmayer and Likens, 2009) in which question-setting, study design, data
collection, data analysis, and data interpretation are iterative steps (Lievois & Servillo, 2012) which
can then evolve and develop in response to new information or new questions.
The goal of the case study analyses was to assess the transferability of a generally proposed “mind
map of awareness” (see Figure 2 in Lennert et al. 2011:10) related to the global challenges and
related themes, but also to assess the effectiveness of regional policy to respond to those challenges.
Therefore the project focused on the following issues:
• Planning systems and governance structures;
• Strategies and planning documents.
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Figure 4.9 Structure of the monitoring process
Researchers

Stakeholders

Desktop analysis
• Analysis of documents
• First drafting of the
appraisal answers

Confrontation
with quantitativeanalysis outputs

First round of stakeholders’
involvement
• Questionnaire and/or semistructured interviews

First synthesis
• Identification of crucial and contradicting aspects
• (If requested) First ranking activity

Second round of stakeholders’
involvement
• Feedback and revision of opinions
• Possibility of focus group/roundtables
• Insights for policy recommendations

Confrontation
with quantitativeanalysis outputs

Outputs
• Reports
• Set of ranked items

Source: Author, based on Servillo 2012

In line with this, the guideline was accompanied by an extensive set of appraisal questions based
on four research aims which corresponded to four appraisal sections. The first one focused on the
awareness of the (spatial) policy domain about these macro-challenges and about how the region
is framed in a wider (EU) context. It referred, for instance, to the capacity to have updated, and
constant use of, ESPON analyses and benchmarking tools.
The second section focused on the institutional resilience (Servillo & Reimer 2013) of the planning system and its capacity to react/take into account these challenges in a strategic and integrated manner.
The third section was dedicated to the effectiveness and the coherence of the actual measures contained in a so-called “policy bundle”, which represents the sum of the existing documents/strategies
and tools that address eventual answers to the challenges.
Finally, the fourth section aimed at giving an indication of possible future threats/opportunities
that the macro-challenges could represent in coming decades (for a full overview of the appraisal
scheme and questions see Servillo 2012).
Feedback on the two-step analysis
The general assessment of all the teams indicates that the two-step articulation was very fruitful, in
particular for the capacity to integrate the different stakeholders’ knowledge (e.g. public administration, sectoral experts, etc.) and different scales (in NRW, both State and Regional stakeholders were
involved).
Positive feedback was given about the use of workshops and expert seminars, both in terms of information gathering and consensus building. Information gathering enabled a lot of information and
different data to be compared, leading the teams to fine-tune their draft assessments. Evidence from
existing documents or programmes not originally included in the analysis was unearthed.
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Consensus was built in a number of ways. In most of the workshops the qualitative assessments deriving from the main sessions of the questionnaire led to an agreement. In some cases the seminars
were characterized by high levels of stakeholder involvement, which created intense interchange
of ideas and stimulated the confrontation of different opinions. In some cases there were strong
contradictions among experts and policy makers and the interaction was more difficult, and the
workshop could not reach a shared view. Another problem experienced in some workshop sessions
was that the debate focused on very concrete concerns, so that it became difficult to bring back the
discussion to a broader level. Despite such difficulties, the workshop session was seen as a crucial
and enriching event.
However, when the aim was to list and rank priority items, workshops proved less helpful than
Delphi-rounds or focus group discussions.
The role of stakeholders
The cooperation with the stakeholders was assessed as very useful. ,It helped especially to scrutinize
the state of the art and the different policy needs/perceptions at various levels. The interviews proved
to be an excellent validation to the desktop analysis, while providing more detailed insights. They
also proved to be necessary since the broadness of the themes, the scattering of policy domains
and the way in which policy domains interact can lead to a “loss of the overview”, both amongst the
researchers and amongst the stakeholders (as some admitted).
However, the interaction between scientists and stakeholders (especially where stakeholders represent different levels) proved to be complex, and opinions among them often diverged. Therefore
good preparation and facilitation skills are needed to manage successfully seminars and workshops
that bring these groups together. One team even experienced reluctance from some stakeholders
and experts to discuss some topics, and in one case there was an explicit request not to record the
interview. This highlights how a monitoring exercise can be politically sensitive.
IV. CONCLUSION
TPM has been an occasion for reflecting on wider and complex socio-ecological dynamics and to experiment with some methodological innovations. Its approach was based on the integration of qualitative and quantitative methods in a trans-disciplinary manner. Such integration boosts the capacity
to understand spatial dynamics and the complex interrelationships between macro-challenges, and
between factors across scales. Consequently, it supports the activation of integrated policy measures
and fosters adaptability and learning capacity, improving the resilience of regions.
However, one of the crucial aspects of a monitoring system is its cyclical round of analyses. The integrity of a long-term perspective guarantees a stable monitoring of spatial changes, based on a constant interaction among experts and stakeholders. In order to support such a resource-demanding
process, a shared ownership between the administration and the researchers is required, but this
should not affect its political ‘neutrality’.
On the contrary, the ESPON TPM was an ex-tempore exercise. Despite being based on the idea
that it could have been tailored and integrated into the existing monitoring processes of each stakeholder’s policy context, the institutional complexity and course of events did not allow simple process
of adaptation and learning.
Moreover, and unfortunately, in today’s circumstances things are going in a rather opposite direction, away from strong investment in monitoring processes for evidence-based policy. A stark illustration of this is the fact that one of the TPM research partner institutions has been shut down by
its administration as a consequence of the general reorganisation (and cuts) in the public budget.
This happened immediately after the end of the project, and provides an unhappy conclusion for
the approach we developed.
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