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A lot has changed since February: Three ‘agenda setting’ Reports



Outline

• The ‘Future of Cohesion Policy’ in light of:
• The evolving debate on the Single Market and EU Competitiveness
• The rapidly changing economic and political environment
• Italy’s position

• ‘What’: The ‘new’ and ‘old’ challenges in charts

• ‘How’: 
• Cohesion: Keep the focus on less developed regions
• Competitiveness: Address the challenges by mobilising private capital 

(investment policy)  
• New governance: simplified and streamlined procedures, performance-

oriented and evidence-based policy-learning

• ‘With whom’
• Work in tandem with other national and EU policies

• Conclusion: it is impact that matters!



What: The ‘new’ and ‘old’ challenges in charts



Challenge 1 – Economic (dis)Integration, Globalisation and the Single Market



Economic (de)globalisation and the single market: a new world



The single market and private capital: MNE Expansions and Divestments in Europe

Number of jobs created/lost by MNCs in EU27+UK, by year:

new FDI, Expansions & Divestments
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The single market and private capital: MNE Expansions and Divestments in Italy
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Source: Authors’ elaboration on FDIMarkets data by the Financial Times & Euromonitor data by Euromonitor
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The single market and private capital: MNE Expansions and Divestments in Italy



Challenge 2 – Changing geo-political landscape and conflicts



A world of turbulence: state-based conflicts



The regional consequences of international conflicts

Source: Crescenzi & Harman, 2023



Challenge 3 – Climate change and the green transition



A world of turbulence: Natural disasters over the past 50 years 



The impact of climate change under a 2°C global warming scenario in NUTS 3 regions, 2050

Source: EC 2024, 9th Cohesion Report



Achieving net zero—a (regional) policy gap?

Nations, Regions, Cities

Achieved; In Law; In Policy Document;    Pledged;       Proposed;                    No net zero target

Source: Net Zero Tracker (June, 2023)
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Achieving net zero—a (regional) policy gap?

Nations, Regions, Cities



Companies/MNE

Achieved; In Law; In Policy Document; Pledged; Proposed; No net zero target

Source: Net Zero Tracker (June, 2023)

Achieving net zero—a (regional) policy gap?



Challenge 4 – Digital transition 



The digital transition: Work-from-home in the EU BEFORE Covid-19

Crescenzi, Martino & Rigo 2024 – Labour Force Survey data



The digital transition: Work-from-home in the EU DURING Covid-19

Crescenzi, Martino & Rigo 2024 – Labour Force Survey data



Technological Potential to Work from Home vs actual WFH shares, 2020

Crescenzi, Giua & Rigo 2024

The digital transition: the digital divide 



HOW should it work?



Sophisticated diagnoses not matched by ‘well-tested medications’:

• Regions have been told (and very rightly so) to ‘invest more in innovation’, 
‘increase and improve human capital’, ‘reinforce institutions’ etc.

• If all regions were good at this kind of thing, these problems wouldn't exist 
today!

• Generic recipes are good cover-ups for rent-seeking by local elites 

• How to achieve these goals in practice given local conditions? What works? 
Where?

How?: What works? Where? When? 



Treated NUTS-3 regions (Objective 1 regions in 2000-2006) in red.
Counterfactual NUTS-3 regions in green

Crescenzi R. and Giua M. "One or many Cohesion Policies of the European Union? On the differential economic impacts of Cohesion Policy across Member 
States",  Regional Studies, 2020, 54(1), 10–20

Evidence - Positive EU-wide impact on regional 
employment that survived the Great Recession and 
supported less developed regions in the recovery period 

Regions in Germany and the UK ‘kept’ their bonus after 
the Crisis vs. regions in Italy and Spain that ‘lost’ their 
advantage with the Great Recession

Lessons – Positive impacts overall. Addressing 
institutional and governance conditions should be a 
priority in order to ‘build’ long-lasting impacts 

How?: Achieve Cohesion by investing in less developed regions

https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2019.1665174
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2019.1665174


How?: Achieve Competitiveness by leveraging PRIVATE capital in ALL regions



Source: Own elaborations based on Orbis-Cross Border data – LSE ESSPIN Project

Bringing the green to the regions: GREEN Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)



Source: Own elaborations based on Orbis-Cross Border data – LSE ESSPIN Project

Bringing the green to the regions: GREEN Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)



‘Traditional’ 
Projects

Digital & 
Green

Projects

Total

On time # 249,736 9,945 259,681

% 88.24 69.83 87.36
Light delay # 15,780 1,253 17,033

% 5.58 8.80 5.73
Severe
delay

# 17,494 3,044 20,538

% 6.18 21.37 6.91

Total # 283,010 14,242 297,252

% 100.00 100.00 100.00

‘Digital and Green’ projects by completion status –
2014-2020 Cohesion Policy - Italy 

Source: Crescenzi R., Giua M. and Sonzogno G.  “Mind the Covid-19 crisis. An evidence-based implementation of Next Generation EU” Journal of Policy Modelling, 43(2), 
278-297, 2021

Evidence - Digital and Green projects are 
inherently more prone to implementation delays 
in particular in ‘weaker’ regions

Lessons - The direct involvement of citizens 
through participatory procedures led by central 
governments can significantly cut delays.

How? – A new governance with faster and streamlined procedures



Crescenzi R., De Blasio G. and Giua M. “Cohesion Policy Incentives for Collaborative Industrial Research. The Evaluation of a Smart 
Specialisation Forerunner Programme”, Regional Studies, 54:10, 1341-1353, 2020

Evidence – The analysis of the Italian Collaborative 
Industrial Research Programme (2007-2013) shows that:#

• Z1- Collaboration with public research centres or 
Universities does not increase impact

• Z2 - Large partnerships have a negative impact on 
value added and employment

• Z5 - Firms with more consolidated innovative 
capabilities reduce investments (crowding-out) and 
focus on value added 

• Z6 - No benefit for large internationalised firms

How? – A new governance to work with private investors and citizens

https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2018.1502422
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2018.1502422


How? – A simplified performance-based policy

• A policy that becomes even more performance-based, blending this 
approach with its territorial dimension 

• A performance-based model, complementing investments with reforms to 
achieve development goals without diverting from its foundational 
objectives of promoting social and economic convergence

• A policy that streamlines its administrative procedures, reducing 
paperwork, and adopts more efficient approaches to simplify processes 
and make them more user-friendly

• A policy that remains fundamentally concerned with its original mission of 
driving sustainable development and boosting competitiveness in less 
developed regions, while maintaining flexibility to address urgent 
challenges



How? – An evidence-based policy

Gradual transparent evidence-based policy learning based on:
• Ex-ante, in-itinere and ex-post evaluation of policies, programmes and projects beyond formal 

requirements

• (Open) Data availability at the firm/individual beneficiary level in ALL Member States 

• Combination of qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods (including Machine Learning)

• Stringent requirements in terms of valid methods, external validity and transferability of 
results

• Eclectic evidence-based selection of policy tools based on diagnosis of local developmental 
bottlenecks 

• Small-scale experimentation with continuous feedback mechanisms.

Essential for EU integration that expenditure is translated into impactful policy 
actions: 

• evaluation needs to be linked with citizens’ engagement in order to trigger a 
virtuous demand circle 

• Demand for evaluation generates support for evidence-based policies



WITH WHOM should it work?



• A policy that builds synergies with other EU and national initiatives to 
ensure that all policies deliver on their goals

• Cohesion is far too important to be left to Cohesion Policy alone. 

• There is no cohesion if the benefits of other EU and national policies 
concentrate in a few spaces

• Cohesion Policy and other EU initiatives, as well as national policies, are 
mutually dependent and need to work in concert to achieve their 
collective goals

• A policy with a strategic framework uniting competitiveness and cohesion 
and other relevant policies as part of the European Semester process

With whom? – A policy that builds synergies



Conclusion



Red: control wards

Blue: treatment wards

50km from border, order 3 polynomials, excluding Cardiff
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Predictive Margins of West Wales with 95% CIs

Brexit votes suggest that EU development money mattered only where it generated local 
impacts

Areas in West Wales where:
unemployment decreased more +
human capital is higher 
voted Remain more 
(than control wards)

Source: Crescenzi, R., Di Cataldo, M., Giua, M. "It's not about the money. EU funds, local 

opportunities, and Euroscepticism", Regional Science and Urban Economics, 2020, 84, 103556

Conclusions – IMPACT matters for the future of Europe

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.regsciurbeco.2020.103556
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.regsciurbeco.2020.103556


Outline

• ‘What’: Deal with ‘new’ and ‘old’ EU challenges from a territorial 
standpoint

• ‘How’: 
• Cohesion: Keep the focus on less developed regions

• Competitiveness: Address the challenges by mobilising private capital 
(investment policy)  

• New governance: simplified and streamlined procedures, performance-
oriented and evidence-based policy-learning

• ‘With whom’
• Work in tandem with other national and EU policies

• Ultimately it is impact that matters!



Thanks for your attention

r.crescenzi@lse.ac.uk

@crescenzi_r

Reflections on the Future of Cohesion Policy
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