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Introduction 

 

It is often recalled that the European Union has no legal competence in the area of territorial 

planning and development. At most, it has sector policies that have a spatial impact (such as 

the Common Agricultural Policy), which sometimes integrate European spatial planning 

objectives aiming to improve the balance of development potential across the EU into their 

concerns (e.g. the policy for trans-European networks, or the cohesion policy). However the 

EU does produce a certain number of outline documents (the European Spatial Development 

Perspective, Territorial Agenda, Territorial Agenda 2020), technical documents (evaluation of 

the cohesion policy via the regular publication of reports on cohesion), or applied research 

work on European spatial planning within the ESPON programme. These different initiatives, 

in addition to the development of discourse intended to orient action by the actors in spatial 

planning and development policies on infra-European scale, also mobilise a set of concepts or 

ideas which, even if their resonance may vary over time, progressively become key-words 

synthesising the orientations that the EU intends to set up as objectives in the domain under 

consideration. 

 

The concepts and ideas generate debate intended to discuss their meanings and to define them 

for operational purposes. Generally speaking, the academic literature on European spatial 

planning converges on the fact that the concepts or notions proposed by the EU are defined in 

rather vague manner (TATZBERGER, 2007). This situation is seen as resulting from the setting 

in which European discourse is deployed, and the need for it to accommodate different 

contexts. The relative fuzziness of concepts, while giving the impression that there are 

common objectives and modes of action, enables them to be adapted to territorial settings that 

necessarily vary across the EU. The position is thus pragmatic, and what matters is not so 

much the strictness of the definition as what the concepts produce on the ground (ABRAHAMS, 

2013). This is referred to as their "generative capacity" (SHAW, SYKES, 2004), that is to say 

their ability, at different territorial levels in the EU, to produce phenomena that are new in the 

conception and implementation of planning policies. 

 

We do however need to distinguish specifically political, "conceptual" productions from 

productions that are grounded in academic reflection of a theoretical nature. The diffusion 

processes are different, even if the notion of the plasticity of the terms can apply in both 

instances. 
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Consequently, within the restricted scope of this paper, we intend to use a few examples of 

concepts or notions related to a theoretical construction later incorporated into political 

discourse, or conversely political notions subsequently incorporated into the scientific debate. 

In the second instance, we will use the concept of "territorial cohesion", which today is the 

key-concept synthesising the objective of the EU in the area of territorial planning and 

development. The concept of regional competitiveness is also a key element in European 

discourse, articulating the aim of enabling Europe to catch up in the area of economic 

development in the perspective of the Lisbon Strategy (2000) and the Europe 2020 strategy 

(2010) with the territorial dimension considered here. Alongside, the concept of polycentrism, 

prominent in the ESDP, which is a founding document in the planning approach to the 

European space, can be considered as a concept that enables the articulation of greater 

cohesion in the European space with the "imperative" of territorial economic development 

contained in the idea of regional competitiveness. 

 

We therefore propose first of all to analyse the transfer of concepts from the scientific sphere 

to the EU political sphere, and second to analyse another process, which is the re-shaping of 

academic understanding by way of political productions at EU level. In this context, we will 

show how players in the area of spatial planning on infra-European scale confront this 

situation, using results from a survey on understandings of the phrases "regional 

competitiveness" and "territorial cohesion". We will also draw wider conclusions relating to 

the use of concepts in the area of spatial planning and development generally, and in Europe 

more specifically. 

 

1. From the scientific to the political sphere 
 

By definition, concepts generally derive from a particular theoretical field, even if this may 

not be explicit in the case of their emergence in European circles. It can be noted that in many 

cases, when a concept is taken up by the EU, there is a process of appropriation and re-use 

within another theoretical framework, i.e. political discourse, or in an empiricist approach, 

with a resulting proliferation of possible meanings. Texts circulate without their context, they 

do not carry with them the field by which they were produced, and the receivers, who belong 

to a different field of production, reinterpret them according to setting in which they find 

themselves (BOURDIEU, 2002). In the European sphere, change in the settings of discourse 

should replace the necessary disagreements of science by those of a political discourse with 

performance performative overtones. Instead, concepts are integrated into a consensus 

discourse. Two trends can be seen in the use of concepts deriving from the academic sphere: 

ensuring the credibility of messages setting out political lines of action, and the exploitation of 

academic debate on a concept so as to underline the polysemous nature of the term and 

legitimise the semantic blur that serves to broaden possible interpretations by the different 

players. 

 

The idea of transfer supposes a process of "imports" entailing different operations, which can 

be summed up by the terms used by Bourdieu of “selection” and “reading”
1
 (BOURDIEU, 

op.cit.)
2
. These operations rely on the implicit recognition of homologies between categories, 

                                                 

1
The word used by Bourdieu in French is “Lecture” which means  understandings
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enabling a process of comparison and identification, and also sufficient differentials for 

circulation, and possibly appropriation, to occur. 

 

It is thus possible to propose the rough layout of the trajectory of a concept: a) its emergence 

in academic research, entailing a debate on the heuristic value of the concept, and then b) 

transfer to planning policies with a re-appropriation of meaning (often deviated from the first 

sense) in a different register (differing from the original setting). In the third stage c) applied 

research is required to validate the transfer and the re-use of the concept so as to legitimise 

new political orientations and the broader range of meanings. 

 

1.1. The example of regional "competitiveness" 

 

• The scientific debate 
 

The general idea of competitiveness is not new, whether in the area of economics or in the 

references of the European Commission. In particular, there is a mention in the 1993 

European Commission White Paper Growth, Competitiveness, Employment, but the two 

spheres of business economics and spatial planning have only recently come together. 

 

This concept of competitiveness, long-standing in business economics, was transferred to the 

area of spatial economics by M. PORTER (1990). This author considers that if a country creates 

an economic environment providing favourable conditions for businesses (of international 

size) and if the said businesses become involved locally, this constitutes a competitive 

advantage for the country. This importance of the specific "environment" was synthesised via 

his famous "diamond" diagram. Porter combines the basic Marshall model with elements 

from his long-standing work on the competitive strategies of businesses. He claims that the 

most internationally competitive industries in a country invariably tend to group 

geographically in particular territories, forming clusters (PORTER, 1990, 2001), because 

according to him "the drivers of prosperity are increasingly subnational, based in cities and 

regions" (PORTER, 2001). The empirical delineation of the geographical boundaries of the 

clusters is unclear in Porter's work (ranging from a city-centre district to a county or to 

regions, or even to other countries). These clusters are at once the result of certain 

interactions, but they also contribute to reinforcing them, within what is known as the 

competition diamond. Porter considers that the geographical concentration of industries in a 

national economy plays an important part in the determination of the sectors that will have a 

competitive advantage at international level: "competitive advantages in global economy can 

be localised to a great extent and [...] they are derived from the concentrations of highly 

specialised skills and knowledge, institutions, rivalry and sophisticated buyers" (1998, p.5). 

 

This homology between business and territory was widely criticised by P. KRUGMAN. This 

author considers that it is not possible to assimilate a territory (nation, region, etc.) to a 

business firm. Competition between businesses and that between regions cannot be compared. 

Poorly achieving businesses can relinquish a market according to their successfulness, but 

regions cannot leave their territory. On this basis, it is possible to pinpoint the main difference 

between competitiveness of a business and competitiveness of a region: businesses compete 

                                                                                                                                                         
 �

 The meanings provided are as follows: 1) selection: the choice of texts by an author intended for 

publication and comment, and 2) reading: the use of the work according to categories of thought, action and 

perception of the specific issues of the receiving field (Bourdieu, 2002
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with one another and can improve their position on the market by ousting another company, 

or aggravate its situation, while regions can improve their situation without damaging the 

positions of other regions. Trade between countries is not a nought equation. The 

competitiveness of a nation or a region is thus not identical to that of a business. "The idea 

that welfare and economic performances of a State depend on the success on the global 

markets is a hypothesis and does not necessarily imply truth, moreover, the practical and 

empirical views have proved this hypothesis to be completely wrong" (1994, p. 30). 

 

In contrast with the hypotheses of perfect competition and increasing economies of scale that 

are the basis of Ricardo's theory of comparative advantages, KRUGMAN considers that present-

day industrial economies are characterised by situations of imperfect competition with 

increasing returns. One of the main contributions of Krugman's work is the idea that the 

understanding of a process of regional development is a prerequisite to understanding 

exchanges. This gives rise to a theory of unequal regional development involving retroactive 

processes: once established, an initial regional advantage can become cumulative. This 

opinion is backed up by later work by R. CAMAGNI (2005): regions are in direct competition 

with one another on the basis of a absolute advantage, not a comparative advantage which 

could enable each to sustain its level of development via functional specialisation. 

 

These theoretical debates have drawn the attention of European agents on two points: 

• processes at present underway could lead to long-lasting divergences of regional growth 

rates, and economic integration will not necessarily produce convergence 

• The regional scale should be instated as the new basis for economic development on account 

of the greater impact of potential externalities on local economies (BRISTOL, 2005). 

 

• Transfer operations between the academic world and the political sphere. 
 

These different approaches were to be backed up by a report commissioned by the European 

Commission which served as an interface between debate in the academic sphere and EU 

bodies: A Study on the Factors of Regional Competitiveness, Report for the European 

Commission Directorate-General Regional Policy (2003). Its legitimacy was of course 

provided by its origin, Pr. Ronald L. MARTIN, University of Cambridge. 

 

Martin's inventory reviews the different theoretical foundations of the concept of 

competitiveness in economics (neo-classical, Keynesian, the economy of development, the 

theory of endogenous growth). He then sets these theoretical trends against different 

conceptions of the region. From this is derived the idea that the concept of regional 

competitiveness can be defined via different aspects according to the theoretical framework 

chosen. The need at a given moment to use the word competitiveness results in a range of 

usages and meanings liable to accommodate all the options of local players. Thus three 

acceptations are obtained that are very different from one another: 

a) regional competitiveness implies the ability of a region to generate an adequate level of 

exports (towards another region or another country) to provide increasing levels of income 

and full employment for its citizens. However, the productivity of economic activities that are 

oriented locally is also of crucial importance, in particular because of the orientations of the 

large urban areas where consumer services develop 

b) regional competitiveness is also related to qualitative factors such as informal networks of 

knowledge, confidence, informal institutions, capital etc. 
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c) regional competitiveness is a source of increasing profits obtained from scale economies, 

from businesses and from their interaction, and from broader capacities deriving from 

institutional and public entities in the region. 

 

 

• The concept of regional competitiveness seen from the EU 

 

Following this accumulation of possible meanings, on the level of Europe the need to talk 

differently about regional development and the content of directives for the allocation of 

Structural Funds means that this polysemy is deployed across the outline documents, in the 

manner of the different "readings" in BOURDIEU's model cited above. 

 

In the EU, the concept of regional competitiveness appeared in the European council in Berlin 

in 1999. Here there is reference to the "enhancement of competitiveness in regional 

economies". The rise of this concept as the main reference was then strengthened by the 

Lisbon Strategy in 2000, which is a policy orientation document aiming to make the EU "the 

most competitive and dynamic knowledge economy in the world by 2010". As before, to this 

objective were added sustainable growth and enhanced social cohesion. The reference to the 

idea of competitiveness applied to territories then became systematic in official texts. It is thus 

possible to cite the following: 

• The third report on Cohesion (2004) entitled Cohesion, competitiveness, employment and 

growth. 

• The objective "regional competitiveness and employment" in regional policies in the period 

2007-2013 

• The Europe 2020 document which aims for "intelligent growth "- developing an economy 

based on knowledge and innovation, "sustainable growth" – promoting an economy that is 

more efficient in its use of resources, greener and more competitive, and "inclusive growth" – 

encouraging an economy with a high employment rate favouring economic, social and 

territorial cohesion. 

 

Beyond this progressive institutionalisation, the idea of regional competitiveness should be 

interpreted as an inflexion in European regional policy. In contrast to the earlier stance that 

was mainly compensatory in the use of regional policy funds, the introduction of the idea of 

competitiveness assumes that growth can be driven from inside by internal resources and the 

ability of territories to adapt. The emergence of the concept of regional competitiveness 

therefore needs to be repositioned in a context of reflection on the part of Community 

authorities on the most efficient means to restore dynamics to a European economy that is 

being outdistanced in the race to globalisation, considering that if the origins of the problems 

are global, their repercussions are local and regional. 

 

One of the advantages of the present malleability of this model for the transfer of concepts to 

the EU is the absence of any apparent contradiction between the redistribution components of 

the regional policy and the recommendations concerning regional competitiveness. The 

orientations of the regional policy have no apparent difficulty articulating regional 

competitiveness and territorial cohesion, despite the fact that these two phrases relate to 

objectives that could appear difficult to reconcile
3
. 

                                                 

3For more details See JENSEN RICHARDSON (2004) on the question of the articulation of contradictions in 

European discourse on spatial planning.
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1.2. The example of "polycentrism" 
 

Unlike regional competitiveness, the concept of polycentrism, in its mobilisation by 

Community policies, does not entail any theoretical quarrel within the original discipline 

(geography or economy). The approach was extensive, and the supposed virtue of this 

syncretism was to ensure the widest possible diffusion of the objective underpinned by this 

concept.  

 

The dichotomy polycentrism-monocentrism has long been linked to issues of urban 

morphology. Some of the discourse on the expected impact of technological innovations in 

terms of the organisation of space developed around the choice between pursuing 

concentration processes, or initiating de-concentration. The first examples of this discourse 

date back to the development of industry and the railway networks which gave rise to the 

formation of "conurbations" (GEDDES, 1915) later contrasted with the tendency to dispersion 

brought about by electricity and the automobile (MUMFORD, 1934). In these early 

acceptations, the adjective "polycentric", or sometimes "polynuclear", only concerned the 

intra-urban space. For instance, as an alternative to the "concentric" model of BURGESS 

(1925), HARRIS and ULLMAN (1945) for their part presented a development model with a 

"polynuclear" structure. Several decades later, Paul CLAVAL in a synthesis on the urban 

phenomenon (CLAVAL, 1981) continued to restrict the theme of polycentrism to the inter-

urban space, attributing the polycentric structure of certain urban areas to the rise of the 

automobile. 

 

While the term polycentrism was initially almost exclusively used to describe intra-urban 

structures, its sematic field subsequently broadened considerably, entering the field of 

territorial planning and changing the scale on which it was applied. G. BAUDELLE (2005) has 

clearly retraced the history of this branching-out, both in its sematic evolution and in its 

international legitimisation. The origin of the new meaning appears to be Germany as early as 

1991, in a study on European cities in which can be found the first image of the "bunch of 

grapes" used to represent the polycentric structure of the European urban system 

(KUNZMANN, WEGENER, 1991). The idea was later returned to in strategy documents of the 

German federal planning Ministry relating to planning in the new Länder (FALUDI, 

WATERHOUT, 2002). 

 

It is interesting to note that the phrase classically used to describe urban networks mainly 

focused on the notion of the "pole" (e.g. "growth poles" for the economist PERROUX), or on 

bipolar and multi-polar models focusing on the notions of attractiveness and regional driving 

forces. The understanding of urban networks and city systems in fact owes a lot to REILLY's 

gravitational model, or CHRISTALLER's central place model. The spatial application of this 

type of theory was developed on regional level around the concept of the "polarised region" 

(JUILLARD, 1962) which postulates that in the contemporary world "it is cities that produce 

regions" (DUGRAND, 1963, p.3). 

 

K. KUNZMANN and M. WEGENER, aware of the advantages of polycentric organisation for 

their own country and its suitability for a federal political organisation, had the idea that this 

could be proposed as a model for the EU. Without explicitly using the term, the Community 

                                                                                                                                                         
 �

 See JENSEN RICHARDSON (2004) on the question of the articulation of contradictions in European 

discourse on spatial planning.
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document Europe 2000 took up the idea. The notion then circulated via the Dutch Planning 

Ministry and the Danish government when it held the EU presidency in 1992. The document, 

approved under the German Presidency by the Member States in Leipzig, mentions the 

concept in terms that have not varied, but which initially focused on the European scale. 

 

By advocating a "balanced polycentric urban system", the ESDP consolidated the concept of 

polycentrism in interurban and urban-rural relationships ("development of a polycentric and 

balanced urban system"). This objective of the ESDP to lessen the weight of the "Pentagon" 

was later discussed and argued in the first report by ESPON: "At European level (macro), 

polycentricity is seen as a useful alternative model to enhance regional development more 

evenly across the European territory. A polycentric Europe is thus seen as an attractive 

alternative to a European space dominated by the Pentagon" (ESPON 1.1.1. final report, p. 3). 

The aim of the ESDP, avoiding any restriction to a Europe-centred viewpoint, was also to 

create "dynamic zones for worldwide economic integration evenly spread across EU territory" 

by envisaging the promotion of "poles" within the peripheral spaces of the EU. Polycentrism 

thus became a major element in the political project of rational planning on a European scale, 

so much so that HALL (2006) rather sarcastically entitled a paper Polycentricity: geographical 

phenomenon or Holy Grail? Finally, polycentrism in its broadest acceptation gives leverage to 

other ESDP orientations by creating a model that is consistent whatever the scale of analysis. 

Unlike territorial cohesion, reference to polycentrism enables the urban structuring of the 

whole European territory to be considered. 

 

How does the shift occur from vocabulary produced by the political sphere to its application 

across the EU? The ESPON research programme funded by the European Commission was to 

act as an interface between planning projects and implementation. The ESPON 1.1.1. project 

in particular endeavoured to propose a normative framework for the term enabling fields of 

application to be fixed and outlined, along with the issues involved in terms of integration and 

planning: in the publications of this programme, polycentrism is operationalised on different 

scales, and concerns at once the morphological dimension, the functional dimension and the 

relational dimension of urban patterns. 

 

The intermediate and final reports (The role, specific situation and potentials of urban areas 

as nodes in a polycentric development ESPON Project 1.1.1, third intermediate report, 2003; 

ESPON 1.1.1, Potentials for polycentric development in Europe, final report, 2004) retain the 

broadest possible acceptation of polycentrism, both to refer to the internal organisation of a 

metropolis and as a descriptor of a city system: "Our main strong position is that polycentrism 

cannot, and should not, be linked a priori to a poly-nuclear, and weakly hierarchical pattern, 

nor should it be drawn from a multidirectional pattern of relations between cities of a given 

territory. Poly-nuclearity and a weak hierarchy to the urban pattern are not prerequisites for 

polycentrism"  (ESPON, 2003, p. 44); or again: "Spatial proximity is not a condition of 

polycentrism. Urban areas can cooperate and exchange even if they are not in close spatial 

proximity"  (ESPON, 2003, p. 46). The new plasticity that has developed in this long-standing 

concept has enabled it to be operationalised on all scales, from the European regional to the 

national scale. 

 

The processes at work have also been defined: "Polycentrism is not only the result of 

voluntary strategies and actions. Polycentrism [can] occur spontaneously as a product of 

historical, economic, or spatial patterns" (ESPON, 2003, p. 45). The authors stress the 
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functional and relational aspects of the entities concerned by polycentrism by introducing the 

idea of the FUAs (Functional Urban Areas) to refer to local urban areas. 

 
Polycentricity : two complementary aspects (morphological, relational)  

and two main processes (institutional and structural polycentricity) 
  

 
 

source: ESPON, 2004 
 

As noted earlier, shifts in meaning cannot be understood without reference to the "structure of 

the receiving field" proposed by BOURDIEU. These shifts can be reinterpreted in the setting of 

the recent enlargements of Europe (1995) and those planned for the future towards the 
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countries of Central and Eastern Europe, justifying consideration of a strategy on European 

scale aiming to rebalance the Community space in relation to the "Pentagon" of the large 

metropolises. However, this political agenda does not explain the choice of the widest 

possible meanings for polycentrism. These broad definitions of forms, structures and 

processes enable debates and controversies on the legitimacy or otherwise of schools or 

currents of thought to be evacuated. The many definitions of the idea of polycentrism also 

remove the idea of a single model to be followed by all players in the different territorial 

collectives. Thus each can interpret and appropriate the concept according to context. 

 

Finally, beyond the strategic dimension, the broad definition of the concept of polycentrism 

cannot be dissociated from urban dynamics themselves, and from the interpretations 

generated in the face of globalisation. The urban entity is in a sense interpreted as a spatial 

continuum alternating less dense centres and zones in the urban fabric, rather than in binary 

form (intra- or inter-urban). Concepts have emerged at the start of the 21
st
 century, such as 

that of the  Polycentric Urban Region (DAVOUDI, 2002) or the Global City-Region (SCOTT, 

2001) or again the Mega-city Region (HALL, PAIN, 2006), introducing the idea of a re-

composition of the urban space in the largest European and world metropolises, where the 

sprawl and ground cover end up creating a city system at regional level. Beyond the success 

of this term is the question of the dynamic trends of European cities, and their ability to 

organise territorial development. 

 

Last but not least one should add the homologous dimension of the concept of polycentrism . 

Despite its apparent geographical simplicity, the concept also entails a symbolic dimension. 

There is indeed a homology between a planning project  referred to a polycentric model and 

the progressive construction of an enlarged European Union with a configuration that is at 

least decentralised. If not federal, the European project based on territorial equity, and the 

equality of all member states, andstruggling against inbalanced spatial patterns is in tune with   

the  polycentric model 

  

2. From the political to the scientific sphere: the example of "territorial cohesion". 

 

2.1. The notion of "territorial cohesion" as viewed from the European Union 
 

The notion of territorial cohesion follows on from the policy known as "economic and social 

cohesion of the European Union". This phrase refers back to one of the founding objectives of 

Europe, that is to say the reduction of disparities, gaps and imbalances between Member 

States and between European regions, in order to enable the instatement of a European market 

and improve quality of life for European citizens. This desire to achieve cohesion, here 

between territories, is related to the idea of a form of "spatial justice", and of a “European 

model of society” frequently restated in the different treaties.  

 

It is from the Amsterdam Treaty in 1997 that the notion of territorial cohesion began to appear 

in major European texts. However the development came only after a long period of 

gestation. Before the Single European Act of 1986, which introduced the notion of "economic 

and social cohesion"
4
, there is no explicit reference to the notion of cohesion. Yet the idea is 

                                                 

4
 �

 The Single European Act, 1986: in order to promote harmonious development across the European 

Community as a whole, the Community is to develop and pursue its action aiming to strengthen economic and 
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strongly rooted in the social project in which Europe was grounded, and the Treaty of Rome 

(1957), preparing the way for the European Union, already stressed the need to reduce 

disparities in development between regions, and for harmonious development across Member 

States. 

 

It was in 1993, in the perspective of the intergovernmental Conference in Amsterdam, that an 

interest group, the Assembly of European Regions, (AER) decided to conduct a debate on the 

future of Europe. The report by the working group in charge of examining the impact of 

Community policies on territories was approved by this Assembly in a resolution voted 

unanimously in 1995. It described the considerable but unequal impact of European policies, 

and the risk of the collapse of territorial structure that could result. Consequently, for the 

future Treaty, it proposed the inclusion of the notion of economic and social cohesion across 

territories by adding the notion of "territorial" cohesion. Two years later, reference was made 

to territorial cohesion in the Amsterdam Treaty, in an article relating to “services of general 

economic interest” and the part they play in the promotion of social and territorial cohesion on 

that scale
5
. This notion of territorial cohesion, which drew little notice at the time, was to 

become one of the main political objectives of the EU. 

 

In 2001, following the European Spatial Development Perspective (1999)
6
, the second report 

on cohesion
7
 gave particular prominence to this new idea. The third report on cohesion (2004) 

defines the relationship between economic and social cohesion on the one hand and territorial 

cohesion on the other. While economic and social cohesion remained the main objective of 

the EU, the advent of a borderless space and the construction of economic and monetary unity 

required European citizens to be able to have the same opportunities wherever they lived. 

From this point of view, the aim of territorial cohesion is to enable more harmonious 

economic development by fostering balanced development across European territories. 

 

Generally, territorial cohesion provides a conceptual basis for the EU's regional policy, and it 

is in line with the drive to enhance economic and social cohesion. Finally, it also carries the 

idea of a community of destiny for Europeans, whereby bringing peoples closer to one 

another requires cohesion to be achieved between territories. 

 

The phrase "territorial cohesion" enables the diversity of European societies and countries to 

be taken into account while at the same time endeavouring not to put a strain on links between 

territories, but rather to strengthen them. In this sense, territorial cohesion enables public 

intervention in territories to be sustained, in line with the EU aims for economic development. 

                                                                                                                                                         
social cohesion. In particular, the Community aims to reduce gaps between the different regions, and the lagging 

behind of the least privileged  regions

 

5
 �

 Services of general interest are subject to public service obligations by Member States.

 

6
 �

 This document sets out the general aims fixed by the Member-States in the area of European spatial 

planning

 

7
 �

 The reports on cohesion are documents that enable the follow-up of the implementation and the 

effects of regional policies. They also enable new perspectives for this policy to be sketched out.
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It thus is relevant to the action of the EU in the area of spatial planning and development, 

even if this is not strictly one of the formal prerogatives of European bodies. 

 

With regard to the implementation of policies, territories appear as privileged environments 

for articulating the sector policies of different players. This signals a specific conception 

based on the idea that the basis for development is to be found on territorial scales, arising 

from concrete modes of functioning, in particular the regions.  

 

The territorial dimension of cohesion entails the following: 

• the need to take account of the features specific to various types of territory – urban, rural, 

mountainous, coastal, insular, peripheral, exposed to natural hazards, etc. 

• the need to take account of the territorial impact of other Community policies, so that they 

too can contribute to cohesion, or at least not go against it. 

• the attachment of individuals to territories, for cultural or historical reasons. This territorial 

reference to belonging could also enable identification of what is specifically European 

compared to other continents. 

 

Far from contradicting one another, these three approaches are complementary, although 

different categories of players tend to favour one over the others
8
. The first is particularly 

popular with associations of regions belonging to a given category
9
, while the second 

approach is advocated mainly by spatial development or environmental specialists wishing to 

promote integrated multi-sector strategies. In addition, reference to the territorial dimension 

enables individuals to identify their preferred territory for action: the Union for the 

Commission, the States for Member-States, or strategic development ensembles to which it 

seems relevant to adhere (for instance the "macro-regions"), or finally the regions. Thus the 

phrase assumes a multi-scalar approach that is valuable when defining and implementing 

European policies. It is indeed the EU territories as a whole that are concerned by cohesion, 

while alongside the  territorial reference also introduces the idea of development that is suited 

to individual territories, in terms of endogenous potential, taking account of their diversity. 

Emphasis on these three points shows the flexible and adaptable nature of this notion. 

 

Once established in European Union discourse, as described above, this notion was to be 

widely discussed and studied in the scientific field. 

 

2.2. The different approaches to "territorial cohesion" in the academic field 
 

Part of scientific activity in the human and social sciences consists in deconstructing the 

categories of political discourse in an attempt to reveal the universe of meaning in which, 

beyond the actual words, these notions find their place, and their political "usefulness" 

according to the political, economic and social issues of the moment. 

 

                                                 

8
 �

 See DOUCET, Philippe, 2006 "Territorial cohesion of tomorrow: a path to cooperation or competition?" 

European Planning Studies, 14, 10, November, pp1473-1485.

 

9
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 For instance, the Conference of Peripheral Maritime Regions (CPMR), the association of upland area 

delegates, Euro-cities, etc
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The field of spatial planning is no exception, but on account of its positioning between 

reflection and action, discussions on political notions take on particular forms reflecting 

several types of scientific stance. From this point of view, the  notion of "territorial cohesion" 

which, as we have seen, derives from the European political sphere, is particularly interesting 

because it leads to a variety of scientific stances, which in various manners contribute to 

instating it as a relevant category for scientific reflection. 

 

Thus, without setting out to exhaustively review all the different stances adopted by 

researchers, we propose to consider this aspect via a sort of typology of these various stances. 

 

First of all, we propose to distinguish what we refer to here as the "exegete" stance. This 

approach consists at once in analysing the European context in which the notion is deployed, 

and in taking account of the evolution of political discourse on the notion itself. This approach 

is analytical, and also contributes to clarifying and enriching the meaning of the notion. In this 

perspective, territorial cohesion is interpreted both as the historical quest for more balanced 

development across the European space, and as a reference to the need to ensure greater 

coherence in political decisions on different levels. Thus territorial cohesion relates to one of 

the central issues in the implementation of sector policies in the EU, that is to say the multi-

scale coherence of sectorial action and policies (FALUDI, PEYRONY, 2001). In this way it is 

viewed as implicitly incorporating the concern to achieve better territorial governance of 

policies within the EU, in particular in spatial planning, an area in which the European 

authorities have no legal power. In addition, analysis based on the examination of the main 

elements of European discourse on spatial planning (in the Territorial Agenda) leads to their 

interpretation as a promotion of the territorial dimension of policies. According to this view, 

this type of analysis belongs to discourse in which territories are seen as relying on their own 

development potential (their territorial "capital") to ensure their own development, and, by a 

process of aggregation on European scale, to contribute to greater cohesion across the EU 

(WATERHOUT, 2011). 

 

Another type of stance, which we propose to refer to as "normative", consists in providing a 

definition of territorial cohesion based on proposals for concrete measures of what it might be. 

Here, the applied research conducted by ESPON is a particularly appropriate setting for this 

type of approach. Indeed, the studies commissioned are based on specifications that are 

negotiated on the political level, and this type of research provides the political sphere with a 

good opportunity to plead the legitimacy of its political categories. For instance, the ESPON 

project entitled Territorial Impact Package for Transport and Agricultural Policies (TIP TAP) 

proposes a model for the evaluation of territorial cohesion base on three general components 

(ESPON 2010): territorial quality, territorial efficiency and territorial identity. Each of these 

components takes account of a whole range of elements enabling a territory to be qualified, 

and making it possible, via measurements, to determine the relative position of each territory 

in relation to the objective of territorial cohesion. In this study, territorial cohesion provides a 

theoretical framework for the measurement of the impact of European sector policies. The 

three general components of territorial cohesion as defined by the project are broken down 

into criteria. For each criterion, indicators are formed to enable a quantitative measure. By 

ascending aggregation of the results for each indicator, and then for each criterion, and finally 

for each dimension of territorial cohesion, it is then possible to conclude on the effects of a 

given policy in the area of territorial cohesion according to evolution scenarios. 

 

Another type of stance towards European concepts deriving from the political sphere can be 

described as the "Weber" stance. In this perspective, the issue is, in fine, to return the concept 



13 

 

to its producer along with a proposal for an alternative interpretation. This can be called the 

Weber stance in the sense that it sets out to separate the academic sphere from the political 

sphere, at the same time addressing an alternative choice to the political sphere (DENQUIN, 

1985). For instance, Claude GRASLAND and Grégory HAMEZ proposed two different measures 

of territorial cohesion in reference to the objectives set out in two major EU documents, the 

ESDP and the Lisbon Strategy (2000) (GRASLAND, HAMEZ, 2005). These authors show how 

the premises in these documents imply the choice of measurement variables that are combined 

into a single indicator of territorial cohesion. They therefore developed two different 

indicators for territorial cohesion by using, for the ESDP, GDP in purchasing power parity, 

unemployment rates, and the percentage of young people in the population, and, for the 

Lisbon strategy, GDP in purchasing power parity, along with the percentage of tertiary activity 

and the percentage of individuals with high qualifications. The measure is then implemented 

at Nuts 2 level (regional) yielding two measures of territorial cohesion that are relatively 

contrasted in spatial terms. In addition to pointing out that measures are shaped by the 

political and intellectual frameworks that produce them, they also propose an alternative to 

measures of spatial inequalities (and, by default, of the variable degree of cohesion between 

EU territories) in the form of a measure of spatial discontinuities. 

 

Finally, researchers offer different definitions of the concept, or else they entrust political 

players with the task of choosing on the basis of scientific proposals.  

 

Therefore, using an empirical survey conducted within an ESPON programme project, we 

propose to explore and analyse the way the concepts and notions produced at EU level are 

received by infra-European players. 

 

3. Notions and concepts as seen by players on infra-European scales 
 

The results presented here are derived from a survey conducted within an ESPON 

programme
10

 project on the definition and use of notions and concepts in the field of 

European spatial planning among relevant players at national, regional and local levels. This 

analysis was conducted on the responses to a questionnaire addressed to these players in 

different European countries
11

. The aim was not to form a representative sample, but rather to 

use the fairly large number of responses (102) in a transnational sample (survey conducted in 

8 European countries) to give a picture of the way notions and concepts were defined and 

used by the different players questioned. 

 

3.1. The concept of regional competitiveness 
 

Among the players questioned, regional competitiveness is interpreted in a wide range of 

definitions. Mainly, regional competitiveness is linked to the idea of competition between 

territories, and to that of the quest for a dominant position in the context of globalisation. It 

                                                 

10
 �

 ESPON (European Observation Network for Territorial Development and Cohesion) is a programme 

of applied research funded by the EU and particularly concerned with spatial planning in Europe

 

11
 �

 This survey, conducted in 2011 within the ESPON 2013 programme was entitled Capitalisation and 

dissemination of ESPON concepts (CaDEC).
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thus reflects a situation of competition between territories, on national and international scale: 

achieving regional competitiveness is seen as enabling a region to be "up to" the challenges of 

globalisation, and able to face competition with other regions in a certain number of fields. 

This attitude is backed up by the idea that regional competitiveness implies the emergence of 

areas of supremacy, which entails a struggle between regions pursuing the same objectives, 

leading inevitably to rivalry. It involves the ability of regions to enhance their performances 

and improve their ranking in the competition between regions, as well as their capacity for 

regional exchanges. 

 

Further to this, the idea of competitiveness is also associated with the idea of attractiveness, 

and with that of development. Attractiveness is seen as being based on the qualifications and 

the competence of the labour force, and on the ability to attract foreign investment. There is 

thus an assimilation between regional competitiveness and regional attractiveness. This is 

thought to require a strengthening of regions in world competition, and the identification of 

complementary elements of between regions on national scale. It also entails the exploitation 

of comparative regional advantages. This strategy mobilises potential (economic, social, 

environmental etc.), and abilities (the ability to attract investments and businesses, reactivity 

towards change) that are specific to each region and should be used as efficiently as possible 

(sustainable and efficient use of endogenous resources for instance). Regional 

competitiveness is also defined by reference to the mobilisation of more specific strategies, 

such as the ability to anticipate economic change, to ensure cooperation among economic 

players so as to foster regional development, to provide infrastructures, and to issue direct aid. 

 

A wider definition involves the identification of factors for regional competitiveness, such as 

those related to the initial economic and social structure (specialisation, cooperation among 

players, collective learning potential), geographical location (e.g. accessibility), and resources 

available, all of which provide information on the relative potential of regions in terms of 

competitiveness. 

 

There is also a rather idealistic definition of regional competitiveness, linked to a 

development objective of generating high income and high standards of living. Here regional 

competitiveness is a means to achieve more balanced development and sustainable growth by 

reducing inequalities between regions and supporting the development of regions that are 

lagging. 

 

3.2. The notion of territorial cohesion 
 

The responses provided by interviewees showed the following main lines: 

• territorial cohesion is seen as a principle and an objective. Its function is to ensure 

balanced development across territories (urban and rural areas) providing inhabitants with 

appropriate quality of life. There is a need to reduce social and economic disparities, with 

particular attention to the least developed territories 

• cohesion is one of the values of the EU. It is seen as promoting cooperation between 

peoples and territories via the improvement of territorial integration and the promotion of 

regional cooperation. Territorial cohesion is thus seen as materialising the notion of equity or 

fairness, transposed to the territorial dimension, and that of comparable living standards and 

equal access for inhabitants to basic services. Policies undertaken in the name of territorial 

cohesion therefore need to aim to organise forms of solidarity and levelling-out that are 

required to compensate for the drawbacks of the prevailing economic model and the risks of 

economic, social and spatial exclusion. Here practitioners underline the key role of public 
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bodies (European as well as national and regional) in the redistribution process. The link 

between the notion of cohesion and the efficient use of funds for the regional policy is often 

underlined 

• a positive or even congratulatory view.  Territorial cohesion is endowed with every virtue. 

It is thus a sort of ideal functioning of our living environment. The notion is linked to that of 

"harmonious" and "balanced" territorial development, viewed as fostering the sustainable 

development of all regions across the EU, and again promoting equal living standards across 

regions. 

• territorial cohesion is also assimilated to a tool. It is seen as a tool to correct the errors of 

the economic system. It is an intervention and solidarity tool able to reduce inequalities 

between national economies. It is seen as able to combat social segregation and exclusion, 

which are risks that can occur at any territorial level. The emphasis is on the development of 

the least developed regions using structural funds. Thus the aim of territorial cohesion is seen 

as smoothing differences between regions by means of the different financial tools available. 

• the evaluation of territorial cohesion. Practitioners, confronted with concrete demands, 

wonder how to assess this "territorial cohesion", and how to test the new measures of 

cohesion, via case studies taking account of quality of life and social relationships, access to 

facilities, economic productivity, accessibility, and mobility. Certain players suggest that 

territorial cohesion could be studied differently, not solely from a static viewpoint, in 

particular by taking account of new forms of organisation in certain territories (metropolitan 

urban areas, peri-urban zones, rural areas). Others underline the fact that the notion needs to 

be linked to other European concepts that practitioners and decision-makers have to deal with: 

what are the relationships between territorial cohesion and regional competitiveness, or 

polycentric development, for instance? 

 

It must be conceded that the manners in which the concepts and notions under study here are 

used and defined on infra-European scale reflect interpretations that are fairly open and 

varied, and widely used, although it is not always possible to link these usages with European 

discourse per se. We can therefore wonder whether the diversity of definitions might not 

hamper the development of a convergent, operational interpretation in the setting of emergent 

European spatial planning. This question opens onto a wider debate on the value of possessing 

clear concepts to which infra-European players can refer when moving on to operational 

phases. 

 

3.3. And Polycentrism… there is not any reference to infranational (only 2 terms instead 

3 as in the previous sections… it seems uncomplete!) 
 

 

4. Are clear concepts required to shape European spatial planning? 
 

Certain authors (MARKUSSEN, 1999) consider that fuzzy or ambiguous concepts are difficult 

to put into practice and compromise the overall coherence of action implemented in the field 

of spatial development. For a concept to be useful, it is thought to require a precise set of 

objectives, so that it can be understood in the same way by the different individuals using it 

(researchers, elected representatives, professionals, citizens etc.). 

 

This debate is also found in European spatial planning. In 2007, the European commissioner 

for regional policy, Danuta HÜBNER, with the support of the European Parliament, called for a 

proposal for a clear, common understanding of the notion of territorial cohesion, so as to 
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assist the EU in developing its political priorities
12

. This led to the publication in 2008 of the 

Green Paper on territorial cohesion which, using a public consultation involving, among 

others, infra-European, national, regional and local institutions, explored the different 

candidate views of the concept
13

. 

 

On the basis of empirical studies in the area of spatial planning in European territories, certain 

authors (FALUDI, WATERHOUT, 2002) consider, for their part, that differing notions play a part 

in the elaboration of plans for action in spite of their lack of conceptual clarity. For Andreas 

FALUDI, the notions mobilised by the EU have a creative potential within existing political 

frameworks, or for the elaboration of new policies. Likewise, David SHAW and Olivier SYKES 

consider that the concept they studied, polycentrism, "performs in different ways in different 

planning processes and contexts" (SHAW, SYKES, 2004, p.300). In a recent article, returning to 

the above debate, Gareth ABRAHAMS concludes that for these authors it is less important to 

determine exactly what a notion covers than to identify what results it produces 

(ABRAHAMS, 2013). 

 

In the same article, the author extends the debate to planning in general, referring to the 

theoreticians of pragmatic planning, among whom authors such as Stanley M. STEIN and 

Thomas L. HARPER (2012). For the latter authors, the tools developed from normative
14

 

definitions impose sets of rules rather than encouraging innovative responses suited to settings 

that are always unique. These authors thus advocate concepts with a degree of fluidity, 

precisely enabling their use to be adjusted to the contexts in which they are implemented. This 

type of "pragmatic" approach has diffused today among theoreticians of planning such as Jean 

Hillier: "Drawing on the philosophy of Gilles DELEUZE, HILLIER suggests that we should not 

only ask what concepts “do” in the actual world around us, but we should also speculate what 

these concepts “might do” and how they “might” affect what other concepts, practices and 

material entities “do”. This broader, speculative approach to pragmatism may prove useful to 

groups whose research is intended to consider how concepts affect policy-making practice 

now and in the future" (HILLIER in ABRAHAMS, p. 2). 

 

This point of view is coherent with the analysis of the results of our survey among players in 

spatial planning on infra-European level. Thus, without any claim to generalisation, the results 

presented show that European conceptions of spatial planning and territorial development are 

familiar to, and used by, the players interviewed. However, while there are indeed European 

influences in the ways in which these concepts are understood, the responses show the ability 

of the interviewees to appropriate these notions and to adapt them to their professional 

practice and to the territories in which they operate, and also to define and explore them more 
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 HÜBNER, D. 2007. “Territorial cohesion: Towards a clear and common understanding of the concept”. 

Speech delivered at the informal ministerial meeting on territorial cohesion and regional policy, Ponta Delgada, 
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precisely, and to criticise them without any systematic reference to European conceptions. 

Thus it can be said that Europeanisation via the influence of key concepts cannot be reduced 

to a solely top-bottom mode. The ability of different players to offer general interpretations of 

selected notions can also be underlined. 

 

It is however relevant to make a distinction between the operational viewpoint and the 

scientific and political viewpoints. 

 

Indeed, from a scientific viewpoint, to restrict conceptions of European spatial planning to a 

strictly pragmatic approach precludes the possibility of considering intentions and modes of 

development of these notions at EU level. Here what is involved is not so much what notions 

and concepts actually produce as the way in which they are oriented towards certain explicit 

and implicit objectives, and the way in which they are conceived and diffused in the European 

debate. Ultimately a strictly pragmatic approach does not seem to us liable to identify the 

power balances within the EU that explain the emergence and diffusion of certain key notions 

in spatial planning and development for Europe. 

 

The strictly pragmatic approach side-steps the question of political choice, always oriented 

according to the concerns and power balances of the moment. Consequently, we also consider 

it important to give consideration to the normative nature of these notions. To return to 

examples given in this paper, territorial cohesion offers a conceptual basis for EU action in 

spatial planning and development which enables specific action on this level to be legitimised. 

In contrast, the notion of regional competitiveness might appear as a form of 

"essentialisation" of economic competition between European regions. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The absence of legal powers in the EU in the area of spatial planning has led the European 

authorities to seek different forms of legitimacy, in particular via reliance on scientific 

research. This process is particularly prominent in the selection or proposal of concepts for 

exploration by research and diffusion in the public debate. The academic literature in the area 

of spatial planning in Europe often stresses the vague nature of the concepts mobilised. 

However this paper sets out to show that in fact the choice of concepts is related to their 

scientific construction, making it possible to play on the variety of possible interpretations, 

and that this situation is not linked to the blurred nature of the concepts themselves, but to the 

way they have been constructed. Thus the EU adopts concepts or circulates notions that are 

suited to the political and territorial situation of spatial planning (e.g. regional 

competitiveness), promotes, via research, certain conceptual acceptations suited to the context 

(e.g. polycentrism), or again launches political concepts into the debate, which researchers 

legitimise by appropriating them (e.g. territorial cohesion). 

 

Finally, the value of concepts circulated by the EU towards infra-European, levels is that 

infra-national players find uses for them, because they can play on the plasticity of the notions 

and concepts involved. This connects to the pragmatic aspects observed in this analysis of the 

diffusion and mobilisation of concepts in European spatial planning. However this pragmatic 

approach should not obscure the genuinely formalised nature of the conceptual choices made 

on the political level in the EU. 
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