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Re-thinking Regional and Local Policies 

in Times of Polarisation: An Introduction

Franziska Görmar, Thilo Lang, Erika Nagy  
and Garri Raagmaa

This book takes its starting point by considering a threefold polarisa-
tion within the EU: an increasing demographic concentration in and 
around the bigger cities with population decline in many other regions, 
economic development favouring a smaller number of capital and met-
ropolitan regions with seemingly less economic prosperity in most other 
regions as well as a spatially and socially uneven distribution of wealth 
with a growing number of people feeling neglected and favouring right-
wing conservative or even extremist political positions in a number of 
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recent national elections. At the same time, the future of cohesion pol-
icy is again being discussed at the EU level—as happens every couple 
of years. And there is again the question whether cohesion policy will 
turn back to its original objectives of supporting the worse off regions 
in the European Union or whether it will follow the neoliberal course of 
recent years to foster competitiveness and growth.

Based on these observations, the book asks a couple of questions: What 
actually is meant when we are speaking about regional and cohesion  
policies in these times? In which ways is socio-spatial polarisation (re-)pro-
duced and how should policy respond to these processes? To what extent 
should we rethink current spatial policies when aiming for more just ways 
of development? What are the alternatives to the neoliberal mainstream?

1  Setting the Scene: Territorial Cohesion as a 
Core Issue of the European Union

Since the adoption of the Single European Act in 1985 and at least since 
the introduction of the Territorial Agenda of the European Union in 
2007, socio-spatial cohesion has been identified as one of the core issues 
of the European Union. However, the goal is far from being achieved. 
Whereas on a national level, economic development between the dif-
ferent European countries converged (albeit to different degrees), it is 
apparent that regional inequalities within national states further increased 
considerably during recent years (Neufeld 2017, 27; Iammarino et al. 
2017; for growing income inequalities within states see also OECD 
2016). Across Europe, we are witnessing demographic growth and the 
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increasing economic prosperity of a small number of big agglomerations, 
mainly capital cities and their surroundings. This seems to be at the 
expense of a growing number of rural and old industrial regions. These 
regions are characterised by economic and demographic stagnation or 
even decline (see Eurostat 2017) and the outmigration of mainly young 
people to the better off, mainly metropolitan areas which also attract the 
largest share of transnational migrants (Lang and Haunstein 2017; Dax 
and Fischer 2017). In a growing number of declining regions, those peo-
ple who stay have an increasing feeling of being left behind (Neu 2006). 
Thus, the big metropolitan areas and urban agglomerations can be seen 
as the winners of regional polarisation, whereas rural and old industrial 
regions face increasing development problems. However, this is only 
one part of the finely grained picture which is characterised by multi-
ple divides across Europe. Diverging economic and social developments 
can be witnessed on various scales “between states and regions; within 
regions, between core areas and peripheral areas; and between prosperous 
metropolitan regions and less prosperous ones” (Iammarino et al. 2017, 
4) and, we would add following Kuus and Hadjimichalis in this volume, 
also between states or groups of states.

Since the 2004/2007 enlargement of the European Union, it has 
never been as apparent as it is now that cohesion policy continuously 
fails to achieve its ultimate goal, a balanced development of all regions 
in Europe which, at the end, would lead to more spatial justice. The 
growing focus on competitiveness and growth—deeply rooted in pre-
vailing neoliberal logics of development—along with constraining 
policies of austerity even contradicts the efforts undertaken to balance 
uneven development in Europe (Faragó and Varró 2016; Agnello et al. 
2016). Given their high importance for the economic, social and polit-
ical future of the European Union (Iammarino et al. 2017), cohesion 
policies, the underlying power structures and their impacts have to be 
questioned, and new responses to regional polarisation have to be devel-
oped. Whereas there are numerous studies at different spatial levels 
evaluating and analysing the impact of EU regional and cohesion pol-
icies and stressing their limited success (e.g. Hadjimichalis and Hudson 
2014; Piattoni and Polverari 2016; Begg 2010), this book suggests 
a perspective that goes beyond the analysis of current forms of policy 



4     F. Görmar et al.

and governance. It works out the political geographies of spatial injus-
tice and seeks alternative approaches to regional and local development 
offering new avenues towards socio-spatial cohesion instead of further-
ing polarisation through focusing on global competitiveness.

Based on recent research about socio-spatial polarisation and periph-
eralisation processes in Europe, the book combines conceptual contri-
butions and empirical research, both aiming to better understand these 
processes and linking it to current debates on territorial cohesion. We 
argue in favour of a political geography approach which adds to these 
debates the notion of “spatial justice” (e.g. Soja 2009; Harvey 1973). 
The growing focus on neoliberal concepts in EU and national poli-
cies such as competitiveness, innovation and growth shows us that it is 
very timely to discuss our understandings of “territorial cohesion” in its 
multiple dimensions. The normative concept of (spatial) justice allows 
us to question these prevailing foci, analyse the impacts of such poli-
cies and discuss arising alternatives. In this context, the book shall also 
contribute to the debate what kind of regional and local development 
approaches are fruitful to reduce current disparities and achieve progress 
towards a more balanced territorial development (see Pike et al. 2017b).

In the following section of this introduction, we expand, on the one 
hand, more on our understandings on socio-spatial polarisation and, on 
the other hand, spatial justice as a useful concept to overcome a nar-
row economic understanding of development. The third, fourth and 
fifth sections will introduce the three main parts of the book and their 
respective contributions. The third section is dedicated to the contribu-
tions of this book dealing with questions of power, since unequal power 
relations, especially on the European level, do play a considerable role 
when we are speaking about socio-spatial polarisation. In the fourth 
section, we shed light on the reasons why cohesion policy fails in cre-
ating a more balanced territorial development and instead reproduces 
socio-spatial disparities. In contrast, the fifth section of the introduction 
will show that, in spite of increasing regional disparities, there is some 
room for alternative perspectives and responses to polarisation that 
show potential to influence decision and policy making in the long run. 
Finally, we conclude with a call to rethink regional policies and find 
more just answers to current problems of regional development.
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2  Spatial Justice as a Means to Overcome 
Polarisation

In recent years, an understanding of polarisation as a relational, multi- 
dimensional and multi-scalar concept has emerged (see also PoSCoPP 
2015; Nagy et al. 2015; Lang 2015; Kühn 2015, 2016) which includes 
at the same time processes of peripheralisation as well as centralisation. 
These processes comprise not only economic, but also infrastructural, 
political as well as social and discursive aspects (Kühn and Lang 2017; 
Kühn and Weck 2013). Leading to very different problems in fast grow-
ing, mainly metropolitan regions and shrinking and/or economically 
declining regions, centralisation as well as peripheralisation cause spe-
cific patterns of polarisation and affect the ultimate goal to achieve terri-
torial cohesion or, in other words, spatial justice.

This development is closely linked to a shift in European cohe-
sion policies during recent decades. During the 1980s and the early 
1990s, the goal was to ensure balanced growth between the regions 
by compensating those areas which did not profit from the integrated 
European economy. From the late 1990s onwards, and particularly after 
the 2005 relaunch of the Lisbon Agenda and the Europe 2020 strat-
egy, the focus of the Structural Funds and Cohesion Policy changed 
to the promotion of faster growth and more employment, enhancing 
the overall competitiveness of the whole European Union (Faragó and 
Varró 2016, 7; see also Avdikos and Chardas 2016). This holds even 
truer after the 2007/2008 crisis. In its aftermath, territorial solidarity 
between European regions decreased further and even more attention 
was directed to cities and city-regions as economically and politically 
strong centres at the expense of the so-called “peripheries” (Faragó and 
Varró 2016, 8).

Although the EU as a whole seems to be back on a growth path 
(judged from a mainstream perspective), the newly generated wealth 
does not reach the people in a sufficient and territorially balanced way. 
In recent decades, economic growth has de-coupled from the growth of 
well-being and life satisfaction. This is in particular visible in Central and 
Eastern Europe where the focus on a competitive and innovative econ-
omy has led to further centralisation and peripheralisation and, as a result, 
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to “consequential geographies of (in)justice” (Soja 2010, 1) or, in short, 
spatial (in)justice. The people living in places affected by this spatial injus-
tice seem to have the increasing feeling that their places of living “don’t 
matter” to decision-makers and urban elites (Rodríguez-Pose 2018).

In contrast to this evidence, Edward Soja (2010) defines “spatial 
justice” as the equitable distribution of resources, services, and access. 
In this sense, it can be seen as a basic human right and thus a pow-
erful concept to overcome polarisation. It is not restricted to the eco-
nomic realm but links social justice with space and can bring notions of 
well-being, quality of life, as well as ecological aspects in the debate on 
territorial cohesion (see Jones et al. in this volume).

In this sense, “spatial (in)justice” is not only the outcome of social, 
political, economic, ecological and cultural processes (e.g. outmigra-
tion, diminishing public services, etc.), but also a “dynamic driving 
force affecting these processes in significant ways” (Soja 2010, 2; for the 
dialectic relation between the different dimensions, see also Pike et al. 
2007, 1258). This means that the socio-communicative peripheralisa-
tion of certain regions in turn affects these processes. It could lead to 
a vicious cycle of decline and stigmatisation and hinder regeneration 
of the affected regions. Nevertheless, recent studies show that polarisa-
tion and peripheralisation have to be understood as dynamic processes 
that can be influenced and reversed (Lang 2015; Kühn and Lang 2017). 
Residents of peripheralised regions, for example, can even use negative 
images to get access to specific funds and support structures and open 
up new paths of development (Plüschke-Altof 2017). More spatial jus-
tice would be achieved if the people affected by peripheralisation pro-
cesses gained greater control over the development of their region(s) and 
were capable of building “multiscalar institutional and informal net-
works of solidarity” (Hadjimichalis 2011).

Thus, the question of what kind of regional and local development 
is needed (Pike, Rodríguez-Pose and Tomaney 2007) is of utmost 
importance to finally achieve “spatial justice” or, in EU terms, territo-
rial cohesion. Today, it seems widely acknowledged that development 
not only comprises an economic dimension but includes also social, 
ecological, political and cultural concerns leading to more complexity 
in decision-making. This complexity asks for a continuous debate about 
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fundamental values like democracy, equity, justice, fairness, liberty and 
solidarity (see Hadjimichalis 2011; Soja 2010; Pike et al. 2007). It is a 
highly political question what regional and local development should 
look like as it concerns “competing visions of the ‘good society’” (Pike 
et al. 2007, 1262) which are constantly changing over time. Which of 
these visions prevails in the debates on regional development depends 
upon the institutional structures and power relations and the underly-
ing interests of the involved actors as we will show in the chapters of the 
first part of the book.

3  Socio-Spatial Polarisation in the European 
Union and Questions of Power

The recent crisis and the following economic recession raised new 
polarities and reproduced historical fault lines within Europe, mak-
ing the failure of policies that targeted stronger cohesion apparent and 
placing the relevance of institutional structures, practices and underly-
ing principles at the centre of public discourses. Nevertheless, as is dis-
cussed in academic and also in policy papers, recent shifts in economic 
power and political conflicts are rooted in two developments which 
had already evolved prior to the crisis: (1) in the long-term geopolitical  
and geo-economic changes that questioned the dominance of the global 
North in controlling global flows and placed the European economy on 
a slow-growth track (UNCTAD 2010, 2017; Hudson 2016) and (2) 
in the pre-crisis inequalities within Europe that manifested in uneven 
patterns of capital flows, innovation and knowledge production, labour 
productivity and migration (Hadjimichalis 2011; Ehrlich et al. 2012). 
The changing position of the European economy in global flows, per-
sisting inequalities and the recent emergence of new dimensions of 
unevenness (indebtedness, the spread of deep poverty, and the decay 
of public services resulting from austerity schemes, etc.). Moreover, the 
regulative deficits revealed by the crisis raised criticism towards existing 
institutional structures and reheated debates on institutions as agents of 
change also in academic circles (Pike et al. 2017a; Hadjimichalis and 
Hudson 2014).
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The unfolding discourse on institutions as mediators of power driv-
ing uneven development is linked to debates on retheorising power 
itself. The latter results in a shift from understanding power as a force 
and authority exercised by individuals or institutions to advance their 
(or particular groups’) interests towards a process- and practice-focused 
approach and considering power as a relational effect that is at work in 
all social interactions. Accordingly, the multi-dimensionality of power 
and the variety of fields of power in which individuals are acting simul-
taneously gained more attention, and various modalities of power were 
identified from coercion, domination, authority to manipulation and 
seduction (Hudson 2007; Allen 2003). Relying on this broad under-
standing of power, scholars of various academic fields researched insti-
tutions as arenas of social struggles embedded in a multiplicity of actual 
social relations, being changed from inside and outside, yet preserving 
and reproducing historical values, norms and practices. Studies with 
such foci highlighted how institutional structures and practices (regu-
latory regimes, power geometries, policies) are shaped by and reproduce 
power relations and how they operate and shape everyday social prac-
tices and consequently regional and local development in a multiple and 
uneven way (Brenner 2009; Hudson 2007; Massey 1993).

Research on institutional practices, their socio-cultural contexts and 
underlying power relations advanced and deepened our knowledge on 
the mechanisms of polarisation processes, the emergence of new dimen-
sions of inequalities and the differentiation at a European scale and 
also within European ‘cores’ and ‘peripheries’ at national and sub-na-
tional scales (Peck et al. 2012; Fischer-Tahir and Naumann 2013; 
Ehrlich et al. 2012; Kuus in this volume). Even though multiple insti-
tutional rearrangements (of markets, firms, NGOs, state and semi-state  
organisations, etc.) were identified as drivers of growing socio-spatial 
inequalities that all had their spatial implications, it was the reorgani-
sation of state power that was placed at the very heart of debates, due 
to the centrality of state agency (as a context and as a cause) in the 
unfolding globalisation and the neoliberalisation processes underpin-
ning it (Brenner 1999; Jessop 1993). The latter embraced the privati-
sation of public assets along with shrinking state roles in operating the 
systems of collective consumption, liberalisation of flows, re-regulating 
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the labour–capital nexus by weakening the former’s position, and 
the involvement of non-state organisations in governing social rela-
tions (Harvey 2007; Bockmann 2012). By driving such changes, the 
state emerged as an agent of uneven distribution of power and wealth 
through the changing regulative framework and the related institutional 
practices (backing financialisation, introducing austerity schemes, sub-
ordinating social policies to economic growth, shifting responsibili-
ties to regional and local actors, etc.) and the production of narratives 
and new normalities for the social reality of the unfolding regime such 
as competitiveness, flexibility, and self-interest/reliance (Jessop and 
Osterlynck 2008; Hudson 2007).

The changing role of state institutions has been widely discussed in 
relation to their spatial reorganisation. Rescaling processes of national 
state power were a central issue even though scalar reorganisation was 
going along with other spatial transformations such as the rise of hori-
zontal networks, new modalities of place making and changing territo-
rialities (Brenner 1999). The debates were revolving around the state as 
the key agent of producing a new spatial (scalar) fix in the neoliberal 
regime of capitalism (Jessop 2010), the significance of architectures of 
institutional models driving state reorganisation (Bohle and Greskovits 
2007), and the technologies of power in particular socio-spatial con-
texts. Yet, the growing body of scholarly work on the European con-
text (i.e. on the emerging networked governance, changing border 
regimes, the growing importance of horizontal organisations in insti-
tutional learning and policy translations, rescaling processes as highly 
complex power games within European institutional settings—see also 
Kuus in this volume) and, moreover, the lessons of the recent crisis led 
to more complex understandings of the agency of various state institu-
tions in uneven development (Jessop 2010; Kuus 2011; Hadjimichalis 
and Hudson 2014). The rise and the post-crisis revival of neoliberalism 
have been widely discussed as series of re-regulative processes reinforc-
ing market rule over social relations, placing not only historical national 
institutions as agents in focus, but their international embedding result-
ing in conflicts, learning, policy experimentation and structural changes 
across scales. Relying on this (relational) approach, the institutional 
landscape driving socio-spatial polarisation has been researched and 
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discussed as a highly variegated, rapidly changing set of structures and 
practices that embody shifting power relations from elected bodies to 
experts, from national institutions to international bodies and financial 
organisations that mediate particular national/group interests (Brenner 
2009; Peck et al. 2012).

Understanding the power relations and strategies driving institutional 
restructuring, as well as the socio-cultural diversity and interrelated-
ness of institutional practices, we can reveal (and also challenge) their 
bias towards reproducing inequalities, and gain deeper insight into the 
mechanisms behind reproducing unevenness and the failures of cohe-
sion policies in making a more just European society. By doing that, we 
can also enhance existing knowledge on the recent crisis and the resur-
gence of neoliberalism through the lens of complex, interrelated and 
contested European institutional settings, such as the limits of national 
state agency (austerity schemes imposed on national governments, pub-
lic policies geared towards supporting capital accumulation instead of 
socio-spatial solidarity, the re-regulation of labour-capital relations, 
etc.) and emerging conflicts in the arenas of international organisations 
(Jessop 2010; Hadjimichalis and Hudson 2014).

Along these lines, the first part of this book engages with current 
power structures in Europe and the resulting polarisation processes. 
Ray Hudson and John Pickles engage in a conversation based on their 
seminal works on critical economic geography and regional develop-
ment. They emphasise that (economic) uneven development is inherent 
to capitalist economies and goes hand in hand with political asym-
metries and democratic deficits which manifest themselves in urban 
and regional policy networks favouring “the main centres of growth 
and affluence” and marginalising the region(s). Ray Hudson frames 
the European Union as “a project of and for the political and capital-
ist economic elites in Europe” (Hudson 2017, 139) where uneven and 
combined development is reproduced, “especially between the national 
economies and states of ‘north’ and ‘south’ and ‘east’”. Given this  
uneven nature of capitalism, they do see the risk to “rais[e] hopes that 
cannot be delivered”, although there are some forms of capitalism that 
seem to be more progressive and should be encouraged and supported. 
Hence, they see a clear need for a political economic geography.



1 Re-thinking Regional and Local …     11

In a similar vein, Costis Hadjimichalis argues that the so-called 
“cohesion policies” are contradictory to the priorities established in the 
Lisbon strategy which are “regional competitiveness”, “knowledge econ-
omy” and “growth and jobs”. These strategies are defined more or less 
solely by the economically “successful” states such as France, UK, the 
Benelux states, Scandinavia and particularly by Germany that aims at 
imposing its “ordoliberalism” on the whole European Union. The path 
dependency of the regions and questions of redistribution seem to be 
widely ignored. Instead, only a few successful star-regions are promoted 
as “best practices” favouring at the end only large cities at the expense of 
smaller ones and agricultural regions. The recent crisis has shown that 
these strategies do not lead to territorial cohesion but to increased spa-
tial injustice. Furthermore, three other factors, “financialisation”, “the 
rise of a new rentier economy”, and “private and public debt”, have 
been introduced. These factors strengthen the existing power imbalances 
and further the importance of metropolitan regions and the continuous 
marginalisation of rural peripheries.

The contribution of Hadjimichalis already indicates what Merje 
Kuus reveals in her chapter on state power, spatial inequality and 
their interrelationship with the flows and networks of  (geographical) 
 expertise. Spatial planning in Europe is becoming an increasingly 
transnational process that combines national, sub-national and inter-
national elements in new and ever-changing combinations. Thus, the 
centres and margins of policy expertise are fluid and depend not only 
on formal training and negotiation skills, but also on personal networks 
and a certain feeling for Brussels’ parquet. Diplomats from the richer 
member states do seem to have a better stand as they tend to dispose 
of these networks as a result their pre-Brussels training and can build 
on long-standing traditions of policy expertise. Nevertheless, European 
and national interests cannot be isolated from each other, but are inter-
twined and often diffuse. Therefore, Kuus points to the difficulties in 
grasping these specific and at the same time diffuse patterns in scientific 
analysis and argues for overcoming the “methodological nationalism of 
our analytical toolbox” and applying a transnational lens while doing 
research on “the ever-shifting patterns of economic, political and sym-
bolic peripherality”.
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4  Regional and Cohesion Policies  
(Re-)Producing Socio-Spatial Disparities

The chapters in the second part of the book discuss European and 
regional policies and their impact on territorial cohesion within and 
between EU member states. Looking at the Europe 2020 strategy 
and its three priorities of “smart, sustainable and inclusive growth” 
(EC 2010), there is apparently a contradiction between the goals to 
enhance social and territorial cohesion on the one hand and to achieve 
competitiveness of each single region and Europe as a whole on the 
other hand. While regional policies claim to contribute to a decrease 
in regional disparities and to foster convergence between the regions, 
their application often actually intensifies regional polarisation, espe-
cially in Southern, Central and Eastern Europe (Hadjimichalis in this 
volume).

This spatial polarisation is not a linear process but a consequence 
of a combination of various factors. Governance is one of them. For 
instance, Central and Eastern European countries (CEEC) carried out 
numerous administrative and public policy reforms during the last 
25 years (Swianiewicz 2010). There are several factors that made CEE 
governance evolve considerably differently from governance in the 
older member states of the European Union. Decision-making was 
concentrated into larger, arguably globally more competitive units. 
Consequently, the centralisation of power from lower administrative 
tiers to the national central agencies led to a (political) peripheralisa-
tion of remote regions. At the same time as Western Europe contin-
ued on a devolution track, CEEC made a sharp turn and did gradually 
centralise their public administration (Loewen and Raagmaa 2018; 
Loewen 2018). Although many academics and policy makers saw mul-
tilevel governance and several other EU policy catchwords as  promising 
approaches to development, they do not seem to work everywhere in a 
similar manner (Špaček 2018). Europeanisation has never been a uni-
form and parallel process in all countries and European policy  concepts 
have obtained different meanings in different countries due to distinct 
administrative structures, normative development models and politically 
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accepted regional policy paradigms (Loewen and Raagmaa 2018). 
History and an administrative culture rooted in the past do matter: 
path-dependency is one of the factors shaping the real application of 
policy.

Many authors have underlined that there are no one-size-fits-all solu-
tions (Rodríguez-Pose 2018; Iammarino et al. 2017). However, EU 
directives often ignore the specifics of European peripheral regions and 
countries. Furthermore, there are many more hidden contestations. In 
order to secure the usage of EU structural funds, for instance, double 
standards have been created: official project reports normally show good 
results and are in turn summarised in regional and country reports as 
a great success (Raagmaa and Stead 2014). For the purpose of fighting 
against fraud, the European Commission has strengthened accountabil-
ity (at the same time preaching about simplification) resulting in even 
more centralisation. The related complex bureaucratic rules nurture 
a city-based project class and specialised firms and exclude peripheral 
localities that are unable to co-finance and manage such projects. That 
way, the gap between real needs and what policies can achieve for con-
crete places, thus spatial injustice, is rising.

The authors in the second part of this book criticise the strong 
growth-oriented focus of European cohesion and regional policies. Rhys 
Jones et al. argue that more attention should be paid to the academic 
literatures on spatial justice, human capabilities and agency that might 
help to spatialise the European Union’s social model in more effective 
ways. The authors claim that applying more plural and long-term con-
ceptions of ‘development’, ‘well-being’ and ‘justice’ could help to for-
mulate regional policies that contribute more directly to the well-being 
and welfare of people in various parts of Europe.

The focus on economic development in cohesion policies is also 
apparent for Bradley Loewen and Sebastian Schulz. They have 
observed that despite the theoretical incompatibility between cohe-
sion and innovation policies, the two areas often converge in a com-
mon economic strategy and further rather than diminish regional 
disparities. “Nevertheless, the traditional aims of Cohesion Policy to 
support backward regions are still seen to be important for stabilising 
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socio-economic processes related to regional growth and decline, as 
national policy experts have been shown to recognise incompatibili-
ties between cohesion aims and growth-through-innovation strategies”. 
Given this fact, the authors argue that economic growth and innovation 
objectives should be disconnected from Cohesion Policy and refocus on 
its traditional domains, such as infrastructure or social investment in 
underdeveloped regions.

The same shift from employment and social objectives to growth and 
innovation is revealed by the analysis of Stefan Telle, Martin Špaček 
and Daniela Craciun. However, looking closer at cross-border cooper-
ation programmes between Germany, Austria, the Czech Republic and 
Slovakia in the funding periods 2007–2013 and 2014–2020, they have 
found a significant difference in the strategic focus in old (Germany and 
Austria) and new (Czech Republic and Slovakia) member states with a 
stronger emphasis on growth and innovation in old and on employment 
and cohesion in new member states.

Along with the focus on growth and innovation, spatial development 
policies often centre on urban growth poles assuming that their success-
ful development will create spillover effects that drive the development 
and economic growth of more remote regions. József Benedek, Ștefana 
Varvari and Cristian Marius Litan contradict this assumption in their 
chapter by highlighting that regional disparities in Romania (and in 
other countries) still increased in the current funding period despite the 
new growth pole strategies. These growth pole strategies are good exam-
ples for a Europeanisation process that is uncritically pushed further 
without taking into account national and regional characteristics.

The reproduction of socio-spatial unevenness through a very spe-
cific policy area (housing) is observed by Zsuzsanna Pósfai and Csaba 
Jelinek. They reveal the strongly dualistic pattern of Hungarian housing 
policies and trace how capital investment in housing is channelled and 
mediated by public policies. The authors claim that state intervention 
in Hungary has deepened inequalities in the housing market on various 
scales—from the European to the neighbourhood scale—by promoting 
a middle-class oriented, depth-based property model while having very 
little support for social housing models.
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5  Responses to Regional Polarisation 
and Alternative Perspectives

The third part of the book will focus on strategies to cope with regional 
polarisation on a micro level to address the responses of individuals, 
firms and communities while acknowledging their limitations. The 
chapters in this part are based on the conviction that a dignified life, 
creativity and satisfaction (Iammarino et al. 2017, 3) are as important 
as social innovations, new economic approaches and diversification of 
the economic basis of the region. Scholars have increasingly argued 
in recent years for place-sensitive and distributed policies (Iammarino 
et al. 2017; Jones et al. in this volume; Küpper et al. 2017) that address 
all dimensions of regional development alike and do not focus solely 
on the economic realm. We think that every region or locality has its 
own specific needs and concerns, which have to be addressed (Dax and 
Fischer 2017; Jones et al. in this volume).

The first chapters in this book show that regional and innovation poli-
cies often further regional polarisation instead of achieving cohesion. 
Neoliberalism is about to hollow out the foundations of a social mar-
ket economy. Within most operational programmes, the overempha-
sised competitiveness objective overruns distributive elements and often 
hinders innovative bottom-up movements. Nevertheless, such local ini-
tiatives do exist across Europe: for example, there are many quite suc-
cessful social economy initiatives working in small niches towards a 
more just form of economic development that focuses on the well-be-
ing of individual people (Küpper et al. 2017). There are teams of local 
decision-makers managing to re-invent formerly stagnant places and 
regions by introducing new forms of local and regional governance 
and turning around negative images of places (Plüschke-Altof 2017; 
Plüschke-Altof and Grootens in this volume). There are also busi-
ness cases of innovative companies operating far from the so-called 
hotspots of the global economy, yet still managing to be successful in 
global markets (Graffenberger in this volume). Thus, regional devel-
opment strategies have to take into account the specific social and 
economic needs of regions and of regional and local actors. In many  
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cases, traditional approaches to regeneration (e.g. attempting to restore 
growth by attracting enterprises, investment, and a skilled population) 
are not the best option for such regions. There are alternatives that main-
tain good quality of life for the populations of “peripheral” regions and a 
good economic environment for existing enterprises (Küpper et al. 2017, 
230). One key element here could be to build communication platforms 
and support networking activities (see Graffenberger in this volume).

However, regional development is not only a question of empowering 
regional and local actors. Governments have to set the necessary frame-
works to support structurally weak regions and locations (e.g. regulations 
for public service provision, municipal income, etc.). The responsibil-
ity for that must not be shifted to local and regional actors but is in the 
very competence of the state (Plüschke-Altof and Grootens in this vol-
ume; Plüschke-Altof 2017; see also the debate about regional engagement 
of businesses and civil society organisations in Knieling et al. 2012). It 
is a question of how exogenous (state-influenced) and endogenous (bot-
tom-up) approaches can be coordinated among the different levels to 
bring about harmonious collaboration in all dimensions and to reduce ine-
qualities (Jones et al. in this volume; Hudson and Pickles in this volume).

The contributions in the third part of the book seek to better under-
stand the currently dominant social, political, economic and discursive 
tendencies towards polarisation and ask what we can learn from such 
cases and initiatives and how we can help to achieve more equal socie-
ties and more balanced spatial development.

Aura Moldovan outlines out-migration as an individual life strategy, 
which ultimately affects local development capacities. Using the example 
of North-West Romania, she shows that commuting or migration flows 
are, on the one hand, contributing to uneven development while being at 
the same time an outcome of regional inequalities. In focusing on individ-
ual life stories of people coping with the increasing disparities of the region 
they live in, she uncovers the issues that they are facing like missing higher 
education and high-income employment opportunities. Furthermore, she 
reveals the dependency of the researched regions on external funding to 
implement modern infrastructures and develop local potential.

Dependence on external funds is also visible in the case of the 
Hungarian and Romanian community-based initiatives that Sorin 
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Cebotari and Melinda Mihály are investigating. Renewable energy 
projects and social and solidarity economy initiatives that use these 
external funds do have important strategic potential for community- 
centred sustainable local development. However, the room for manoeu-
vre of community-based initiatives is constrained by a centralised logic 
of organisation, limited space for public participation and existing 
policy practices and administrative norms. Consequently, communi-
ty-based initiatives in Hungary and Romania still fail to fully exploit 
the existing potential for community-centred, more sustainable local 
development.

Nevertheless, the example shows that social innovations do emerge in 
peripheral places. The same is true for business innovations. However, 
firms in peripheral regions are often confronted with complex situ-
ations, which limit their efforts in organising innovation activities. 
Martin Graffenberger presents examples from South Estonia and the 
Erzgebirgskreis in Germany that show how firms can overcome the lim-
itations of their regional environments by adopting a dual strategy of 
strategically mobilising ties to external actors and maintaining/expand-
ing internal capacities.

In the last chapter of the third part of the book, Bianka Plüschke-
Altof and Martiene Grootens point to the limits of a purely actor-cen-
tred approach to regional development. Using the concepts of leadership 
and place-making as analytical lenses, they acknowledge the potential of 
both approaches in dealing with regional polarisation. However, they see 
the need to critically reflect on newly emerging problems in structurally 
disadvantaged rural areas, such as the idealisation and responsibilisa-
tion of local leadership. Local response strategies do have certain limits 
and practitioners and researchers have to reflect upon the complexity of 
regional and local development and regional polarisation.

6  Time to Re-think Spatial Policies

Currently, regional policies are widely discussed at the EU level with 
regard to a most likely more restricted budget due to the exit of the 
United Kingdom. The 7th Cohesion Report (EC 2017) shows that 
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cohesion policies do have a considerable impact on so-called “lagging” 
regions in Eastern and Southern Europe where GDP growth is the 
highest in Europe. However, this impact is foremost an economic one. 
At the same time, the EU Social Progress and the European Quality of 
Government Indices have the lowest scores in these regions (EC 2017). 
Thus, economic growth does not seem to go hand in hand with polit-
ical and social satisfaction, public participation or individual well- 
being. This fact underlines our plea to re-think spatial policies consider-
ing alternative approaches going beyond purely economic growth.

This book describes the current power structures and prevailing pol-
icy paradigms and argues for a critical re-consideration of the effects 
of the last two programming periods of European funding. It seems to 
us that global, European and national policies are slowly, but increas-
ingly aware of the challenges we are facing. For instance, the United 
Nations address with their Sustainable Development Goals (UN 2015), 
besides inclusive and sustainable economic growth and many others, 
explicitly the reduction of inequalities and poverty as well as the pro-
motion of well-being (in a similar vein, see OECD 2016). In Europe, 
policy makers do acknowledge existing inequalities although mostly in 
the economic realm and with different propositions for their solution. 
For instance, the migration of well-qualified people from Eastern to 
Western European countries and from rural to urban areas and its nega-
tive consequences on regional and local development (such as the loss of 
social capacities) is widely recognised (EC 2017).

Up to now, politics and regional development policies tend to 
focus on so-called best practice examples neglecting the wider context 
in which these are embedded (see Hadjimichalis in this volume). It 
is often assumed that these examples can be transferred to any other 
region in a top-down manner without taking into account the specific 
institutional arrangements, decision-making structures and local actors 
in the regions. Actors in the economic and political centres define the 
(European) priorities for development and choose the correspond-
ing best practices from their perspective. In contrast, we are calling on 
people in every region and locality and on society as a whole to think 
about which priorities based on which values should be set (Pike et al. 
2007, 1255).
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Spatially just policies should give, on the one hand, greater control 
to those people who are affected by polarisation processes, giving them 
the voice, the power and the capabilities to define their own priorities 
and develop place-based approaches to overcome peripheralisation (see 
Jones et al. in this volume). On the other hand, there are structural 
challenges in many peripheralised and marginalised places that cannot 
be neglected by the centres. Governmental decision-makers have to be 
aware of multiple peripheralisation, take over the responsibility and 
adjust existing policy frameworks towards a cooperative and participa-
tory democracy (Piattoni and Polverari 2016) based on the values of sol-
idarity and cohesion (see Plüschke-Altof and Grootens in this volume). 
Policies have to focus on people enhancing their opportunities where 
they live (Rodríguez-Pose 2018) and providing them with a solid and 
stable policy framework and appropriate social and physical infrastruc-
tures. This book aims to be a resource for all scholars in academia and 
practice working towards these issues.
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