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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a novel approach to measuring sustainable and inclusive well-
being in cities and rural areas of the European Union (EU). By introducing a measure
of social progress in cities, towns and suburbs, and rural areas, the study explores —
for the very first time — the contribution of social, economic and environmental
dimensions to sustainable and inclusive territorial well-being in the EU.

The analysis reveals significant disparities in social progress between urban and rural
areas of the EU, with cities generally exhibiting higher overall levels of social progress.
The findings suggest that cities often serve as hubs of opportunity, offering a highly
skilled workforce, a vibrant job market and a high level of inclusiveness. However,
severe challenges are present in cities, particularly in terms of housing and the quality
of the environment. The urban-rural divide in social progress has far-reaching
consequences for the well-being of EU citizens, with a larger divide associated with a
higher risk of poverty and social exclusion, a weaker labour market integration of
young graduates and a wider gender employment gap.

The results of this work may have important implications for the EU cohesion policy.
To address the urban-rural divide and promote inclusive and sustainable economic
development, the EU’s cohesion policy is more than ever of paramount importance to
support critical investment in housing, in the green and just transition, in achieving
energy efficiency and reducing energy poverty, and in social inclusion, thereby
promoting sustainable and inclusive development across all EU territories.
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The well-being of citizens in all regions and territories of the
EU is central to the European project and has played a core
role in setting objectives for the EU. The Treaty on European
Union explicitly recognises that it is the ‘Union’s aim to
promote ... the well-being of its peoples’.

In the 2024-2029 mission letter to the Executive Vice-
President-designate for Cohesion and Reforms, cities are
highlighted as key drivers of competitiveness and inclusivity
within the EU2 As centres of innovation, economic activity and
cultural exchange, cities play a pivotal role in fostering an
environment where businesses can thrive and individuals have
access to diverse opportunities. They act as catalysts for
technological advancement and economic growth, while also
being crucial spaces for addressing social inequalities and
promoting inclusive development.

By prioritising policies that enhance both competitiveness and
inclusivity, cities — and urban areas more in general — can
bridge the gap between economic progress, environmental
sustainability and social cohesion, ensuring that all citizens,
regardless of background, benefit from the opportunities
provided by the place where they live.

In parallel, recent EU policy initiatives underscore the increasing
importance of aligning climate action and housing affordability
with regional cohesion goals by reinforcing the measures
already in place in the 2021-2027 programmes. The cohesion
policy has had at its core the objective to invest in the transition
to a net-zero carbon economy, including the reduction of
buildings’ emissions, and the midterm review of the 2021-
2027 cohesion policy places stronger emphasis on supporting
green and just transitions, particularly through targeted
investment in energy efficiency, climate adaptation and
affordable housing across diverse territories®. In light of the
European Green Deal and the REPowerEU plan, cohesion funds
are being mobilised to help regions decarbonise buildings,
improve public transport and address energy poverty challenges
that disproportionately affect both low-income urban
neighbourhoods and rural areas. These measures reinforce the
EU’s commitment to reducing territorial disparities and
enhancing well-being by tackling climate and housing pressures
in an integrated and place-based manner.

This work shows that there are significant territorial disparities
in objective and subjective well-being across the EU, revealing
that policies geared towards well-being are anything but
straightforward. Geographic, environmental, political, social
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and economic factors all play a critical role in shaping the well-
being of individuals, communities and territories of the EU.
Understanding the links and implications between different
determinants and metrics of well-being is thus crucial to craft
policies that diminish the persisting well-being gap in the EU.

Several studies agree on the fact that geographical factors
beyond the country context play a crucial role in understanding
individual well-being (Marans, 2015; Ballas et al,, 2011;
Mouratidis, 2021). This approach acknowledges that regional
characteristics — such as population density, environmental
quality, climatic conditions and access to amenities — can
shape residents’ experiences and perceptions of their welfare
(Brereton et al., 2008; Pittau et al., 2010). Well-being is higher
in areas with better access to services (Dijkstra et al,, 2013),
higher local employment levels (Stravora et al, 2011) and
greater proximity to green spaces (Castelli et al., 2023). Poor
air quality (Ferreira et al, 2013), noise (Gidl6f-Gunnarson et
al,, 2007) and perceptions of crime (Adams, 1992) have been
found to negatively impact well-being.

These drivers of well-being bring about the question of how
living in cities, towns and suburbs or rural areas of the EU could
shape citizens’ well-being. While urban areas are often
associated with higher economic opportunities and better
access to services, which can enhance certain aspects of well-
being (Easterlin et al, 2011), agglomeration of externalities
can also contribute to stress and dissatisfaction due to
overcrowding, pollution and social inequality (Lenzi et al.,
2021). The correlation between urbanisation and well-being is
thus non-linear and requires further exploration.

In addition, studies across various countries indicate that the
level of development plays a significant role in this dynamic,
as confirmed by multiple empirical studies in the European
context (e.g. Shucksmith et al., 2009; Sgrensen, 2014). Surveys
and administrative data alike show that urban areas outperform
rural areas significantly when well-being is measured through
traditional quantitative indicators. Higher household income,
lower unemployment and better access to public services in
urban areas drive a ‘rural-urban well-being gap in Europe’
(Meloni et al,, 2023); however, differences in subjective well-
being narrow or even reverse as material differences between
urban and rural areas diminish. While less affluent countries
in the east and south of Europe exhibit marked urban-rural
differences, the richer countries either marginally favour rural
areas or show no significant urban-rural difference (Shucksmith
et al, 2009; Burger et al., 2020; Easterlin et al,, 2011; Requena,
2016). Still, there is little support for the idea of a rural idyll
that compensates for material disadvantages. Common
theories of higher social trust and a stronger sense of
community in rural areas have not been confirmed for the

! Consolidated version of the Treaty on European Union - Title | - Common provisions — Article 3 (ex Article 2 TEU) (0J C 202, 15.3.2025, p. 4).

2 President of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen’s letter to the Executive Vice-President-designate for Cohesion and Reforms, 17 September 2024,
https://commission.europa.eu/document/1bf50cbe-45a4-4dc5-9922-52c6c2d3959f_en.

3 COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION TO THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND THE COUNCIL 2025, A modernised Cohesion policy: The mid-term review

COM(2025)163 final.
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https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/repowereu-affordable-secure-and-sustainable-energy-europe_en
http://data.europa.eu/eli/treaty/teu_2016/2025-03-15
https://commission.europa.eu/document/1bf50cbe-45a4-4dc5-9922-52c6c2d3959f_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/communication/mid-term-review-2025/communication-mid-term-review-2025_en.pdf

European case (Sgrensen, 2012). Instead, access to nature and
satisfaction with spatial location emerge as potential
explanatory factors for higher rural subjective well-being in
high-income countries.

Despite the expanding body of research, well-being remains a
complex and often elusive concept. Scholars and policymakers
frequently interchange well-being with notions such as quality
of life, satisfaction and happiness. This complexity arises from
its multidimensional nature, influenced by both objective
conditions - like income and employment - and subjective
perceptions, which highlight the importance of individual
experiences. Consequently, the measurement of well-being has
received significant attention from scholars across many
academic disciplines, including psychology, economics and
geography.

Researchers and policymakers have thus turned towards
indicators of socioeconomic and environmental well-being,
being able to complement gross domestic product (GDP) as a
measure of development, which encompass a broader
spectrum of human and societal welfare.

The European Commission has launched several initiatives to
complement traditional GDP measurements and adopt a more
holistic approach to assessing EU citizens’ prosperity and well-
being by incorporating environmental, social and economic
factors through a set of comprehensive indicators.

Key initiatives include the following.
» The Sustainable and Inclusive Well-Being Initiative, which

aims to develop a more nuanced understanding of
prosperity and well-being.

» The European Pillar of Social Rights and its accompanying
action plan, which strive to create a fair, sustainable,
inclusive and opportunity-rich social EU.

» The Social Scoreboard, a monitoring tool that tracks Member
States’ performance in employment and social areas, is an
integral part of the European semester economic policy
coordination process and supports the European Pillar of
Social Rights.

» The Eurostat report Sustainable Development in the
European Union — Overview of progress towards the SDGs
in an EU context: 2025 edition, published regularly, since
2016, to monitor the EU’s progress towards the Un
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) along a set of 102
indicators.

» The 2023 Strategic Foresight Report, which identifies the
social and economic changes necessary for a fair and
sustainable transition in the EU.

» In cooperation with the Social Progress Imperative
organisation, the Commission has adapted its Social
Progress Index to the EU context and to the sub-national
level and has reqgularly published the EU Social Progress
Index (EU-SPI) at the regional level since 2016.

Despite the increasing body of research on urban and rural
well-being, uncertainties persist regarding the relative
importance of different well-being dimensions in each context.

This paper analyses differences in well-being across urban and
rural areas of the EU and introduces a measure able to capture
social progress in both rural and urban areas to explore the
contribution of various dimensions to progress in territorial
well-being.


https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/projects-and-activities/beyond-gdp-delivering-sustainable-and-inclusive-wellbeing_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/dashboard/social-scoreboard/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-catalogues/w/KS-01-24-019
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-catalogues/w/KS-01-24-019
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-catalogues/w/KS-01-24-019
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/strategic-foresight/2023-strategic-foresight-report_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/assets/social-progress/index.html
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/assets/social-progress/index.html
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The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), with a budget of around EUR 308 billion for the 2021-2027
period, provides funding to public and private bodies in all EU regions to reduce economic, social and territorial disparities.
The fund supports investment through dedicated national or regional programmes. In the 2021-2027 programming period,
the fund will enable investment to make the European Union and its regions more competitive and smarter, through
innovation and support for small and medium-sized businesses, along with digitisation and digital connectivity; greener,
low-carbon and more resilient; more connected by enhancing mobility; more social, supporting effective and inclusive
employment, education, skills, social inclusion and equal access to healthcare, along with enhancing the role of culture and
sustainable tourism; and closer to citizens, supporting locally-led development and sustainable urban development across
the EU. The European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), with a budget of around EUR 143 billion for the 2021-2027 period, provides
funding to support EU employment, social, education and skills policies, including structural reforms in these areas.

The charts below show the planned total financing, EU share or national co-financing for the 2021-2027 period for the
ERDF and the ESF+.

Figure 1: Planned total financing, EU share or national co-financing for the 2021-2027 period (as at 29 August 2025)
for the ERDF and the ESF+, by selected 2021-2027 policy objective.
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Source: Cohesion Open Data Platform.
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URBAN AND RURAL AREAS
OF THE EU

Overall, the place where people live has a profound impact on
the characteristics of its population, including educational
attainment, life satisfaction and employment rates. Cities in the
EU typically have higher levels of educational attainment and
employment rates. However, there is little to no difference in life
satisfaction between urban and rural areas, although variations
or even contrasting trends may exist within Member States.

In 2021, around 75 % of the EU population lived in urban
areas, of which 39 % were in cities and 36 % in towns and

suburbs; around 25 % of the EU population lived in rural areas.
A particularly high concentration of people — more than half -
in Greece, Spain and the Netherlands were living in cities, while
45.2 % of the population in Ireland lived in rural areas*.

An urban-rural divide is also visible in the level of educational
attainment, with 53 9% of all young adults living in EU cities
having a tertiary level of educational attainment in 2023,
compared to 37 % in towns and suburbs and 32 % in rural
areas. Furthermore, the share of working-age adults with no
more than a lower secondary level of educational attainment
was higher in towns and suburbs (23 %) than in rural areas
(21 %) or cities (19 %)°.

Map 1: Degree of urbanisation for local administrative units of the EU, 2021
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administrative units (LAU)
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Source: Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy (DG Regional and Urban Policy) elaboration, based on Eurostat’s 2021 census population grid and the 2021
local administrative units.

4 Eurostat, ‘Urban-rural Europe - Introduction’, Eurostat statistics explained website, July 2024, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.
php?title=Urban-rural_Europe_-_introduction; and Eurostat, ‘GISCO overview, Eurostat website, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/gisco (based on the 2021
census population grid and the 2021 local administrative units).

s Eurostat, ‘Urban-rural Europe - Introduction’, Eurostat statistics explained website, July 2024, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.
php?title=Urban-rural_Europe_-_introduction.


https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Urban-rural_Europe_-_introduction
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Urban-rural_Europe_-_introduction
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/gisco
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Urban-rural_Europe_-_introduction
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Urban-rural_Europe_-_introduction

In 2023, the EU’s employment rate stood at 75 9%, with
relatively small differences among urban and rural areas of

The degree of urbanisation
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the EU, with a peak of 76 % recorded for people living in cities
and 75 % both in towns and suburbs and in rural areas®.

The degree of urbanisation is an official Commission statistical classification that indicates the character of an area. It
classifies the territory of a Member State on an urban-rural continuum. The classification combines the population size and
the population density thresholds to establish three mutually exclusive classes.

1. Cities or densely populated areas: local administrative units with more than 50 9% of their population in an urban centre.

2. Towns and suburbs or intermediate density areas: local administrative units with more than 50 % of their population
in urban clusters but less than 50 % living in an urban centre. Urban areas consist of cities plus towns and suburbs.

3. Rural areas or thinly populated areas: local administrative units with more than 50 % of their population in rural grid

cells.

Source: European Commission: Eurostat, Applying the Degree of Urbanisation — A methodological manual to define cities, towns and rural areas for international
comparisons — 2021 edition, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2021, https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2785/706535.

This section gives an overview of the state of subjective and
objective well-being in rural and urban areas of the EU, across
a variety of economic, social and environmental factors, by
presenting recent data on a set of key indicators reflecting
economic, social and sustainable well-being.

Economic conditions are an important, albeit incomplete,
dimension of objective well-being and have been shown to be
linked to subjective well-being measures (Easterlin, 1973; Di
Tella et al., 2003; Winkelmann, 2009). Moreover, economic
conditions may help to explain gaps in urban and rural
well-being.

Across the EU, urban areas tend to surpass rural areas in terms
of income. While median income reached EUR 24 553 in the

EU’s cities in 2023, it amounted to EUR 23 535 in towns and
suburbs and only EUR 20 202 in rural areas.

While the gap between cities and towns and suburbs is, on
average, relatively small, rural areas tend to fall behind. This
pattern, however, is highly dependent on the national context.
Figure 2 highlights that there is a tendency for a larger urban-
rural gap in median income in those Member States with lower
national median income. For example, the three Member
States (Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania) with the lowest
national median income are also those with the largest urban-
rural gap. This is driven by both lower incomes in rural areas
(around 50 % of the national median) and higher incomes in
cities (up to 112 % in Hungary and 131 % in Romania).
Conversely, in many Member States with higher national
median income, the gap between incomes in cities and rural
areas is very narrow — in Germany, France and the Netherlands
it is below 5 %.

6

php?title=Urban-rural_Europe_-_introduction.

Eurostat, ‘Urban-rural Europe - Introduction’, Eurostat statistics explained website, July 2024, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.


https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Urban-rural_Europe_-_introduction
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Urban-rural_Europe_-_introduction
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Degree_of_urbanisation
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2785/706535
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Figure 2: Median equivalised net income by degree of urbanisation as a percentage of the national median income, 2023

Median income as a percentage of the national median income by degree of urbanisation
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Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy elaboration, based on Eurostat [ilc_dil7].

Regarding unemployment, a similar pattern emerges — in terms
of differences between cities and rural areas - but seems less
pronounced than for income (Figure 3). In Bulgaria, Romania
and Slovakia, unemployment rates are more than five
percentage points higher in rural areas than in cities. However,
this is partially driven by some of the EU’s lowest city
unemployment rates in these three Member States. For many
north-western Member States, unemployment is more
prevalent in urban areas than in rural ones, whereas this is only

Figure 3: Unemployment rates by degree of urbanisation, 2023

the case for two eastern Member States (Czechia and Latvia).
In particular, unemployment is more of an urban phenomenon
than a rural one in Belgium, Germany, France, Austria and
Finland. In these Member States, unemployment levels are
more than two percentage points (pp) higher in cities than in
rural areas. In Greece and Spain - the Member States with the
highest national unemployment rates — unemployment is
lowest in cities and highest in towns and suburbs.
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/product/page/ILC_DI17
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/product/page/LFST_R_URGAU

Combining different metrics of social and material deprivation,
the share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion
(AROPE) offers a multidimensional indicator of poverty and
social deprivation, and it is the main indicator to monitor the
2030 target on poverty and social exclusion in the EU. In 2023,
across the EU, the prevalence of poverty and social exclusion
was relatively consistent across cities (21.6 %), towns and
suburbs (21.0 %), and rural areas (21.4 %). However, Figure 4
reveals significant disparities between rural and urban areas
in some Member States. In Belgium, Denmark, Germany, France
and Austria, cities and towns and suburbs have notably higher
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shares of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, reflecting
higher unemployment rates in cities compared to rural regions.
In contrast, the five Member States with the highest overall
AROPE levels - Bulgaria, Greece, Spain, Latvia and Romania -
show a much greater prevalence of poverty and social exclusion
in rural areas. A similar pattern is observed in Croatia, Hungary,
Lithuania and Malta, where the urban-rural AROPE gap exceeds
10 percentage points. In Czechia, Italy, Slovenia, Slovakia and
Sweden, the share of the AROPE population is relatively
consistent across cities, towns and suburbs, and rural areas,
with the gap remaining under three percentage points.

Figure 4: Share of the population at risk of poverty or social exclusion by degree of urbanisation, 2022

Share of the population at risk of poverty or social exclusion, by degree of urbanisation
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked

by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy elaboration, based on Eurostat [ilc_peps13].

Zooming in on perceived social exclusion and isolation, Figure 5
shows the share of the population who feel left out of society.
Overall, self-perceived social exclusion rates are highest in
Ireland (17.2 %), Finland (15.1 %) and Greece (12.9 %) and
lowest in Poland (1.7 %), Portugal (4.2 %) and Czechia (4.2 %).
Among all north-western Member States, it is mostly people
living in cities or towns and suburbs that feel left out of society,
except for Ireland, France and Finland, where the percentage

of those feeling left out of society is nearly equal across the
different types of territories. In most eastern and southern
Member States, the urban-rural divide reverses, with those
feeling left behind being more prevalent in rural areas than in
cities or towns and suburbs. The largest divide between cities
and rural areas occurs in Greece and Croatia, where rural
dwellers are around six percentage points more likely to
indicate they feel left out of society than city dwellers are.


https://doi.org/10.2908/ILC_PEPS13
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Figure 5: Share of people feeling left out of society, by degree of urbanisation, 2022

People feeling left out of society, by degree of urbanisation
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked

by cities' values. Data for Germany is missing.
Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy elaboration, based on Eurostat [ilc_pw11].

A deep dive into housing

In recent years, the lack of affordable housing has impacted
the living standards of many Europeans. In the EU, in 2023,
around 11 % of the population in cities lived in a household
that spent more than 40 % of its disposable income on housing
(defined as housing cost overburden). The corresponding rate
for rural areas was 7.0 %. While the housing cost overburden

was higher in cities than in rural areas in 19 Member States in
2023, the gap is relatively narrow in many of them. Important
exceptions are Austria, Czechia, Denmark, Greece and the
Netherlands where the gap amounted to more than five
percentage points between cities and rural areas. Only Bulgaria,
Malta and Romania show noticeably higher housing cost
overburden in rural areas than in cities.

Figure 6: Housing cost overburden by degree of urbanisation, 2023
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked

by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy elaboration, based on Eurostat [ilc_lvho07d].


https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/product/page/ILC_PW11
https://doi.org/10.2908/ILC_LVHO07D

Besides the affordability of housing, its quality also plays an
important role in determining overall living standards and the
resulting well-being. Figure 7 shows the share of people living
in dwellings that are not comfortably warm during winter, by
Member State and degree of urbanisation. For all north-
western Member States - besides Luxembourg - this share is
highest in cities. In Ireland and France, about one third of city
dwellers are not living comfortably warm during winter, at
38 % and 32 9%, respectively. This is topped only by Portugal,
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where the rates reach 38 % in cities, 36 % in towns and
suburbs and 42 % in rural areas. The largest gap between cities
and rural areas is observed in Bulgaria and Lithuania, where
rural dwellers are more than 10 percentage points more likely
to be cold in winter than city dwellers. In Ireland, France and
Malta, this large gap reverses, with people living in cities
reporting more frequently not to live comfortably warm during
winter than people in towns and suburbs or rural areas.

Figure 7: People living in a dwelling not comfortably warm during winter, by degree of urbanisation, 2023

People living in a dwelling not comfortably warm during winter, by degree of urbanisation
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked

by cities' values. Data for Denmark is missing.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy elaboration, based on Eurostat [ilc_lvhe12].

In 2023, around 26 9% of EU residents lived in dwellings which
had undergone renovations to enhance energy performance in
the last five years, including thermal insulation, window
replacement or installation of better heating systems. The rate
was highest in the Netherlands at 59 % and lowest in Malta
at around 8 %. Although dwellings that were not comfortably
warm in winter were most prevalent in cities across 13 Member
States, the rate of recent energy efficiency improvements was

highest in cities in only 5 Member States (Figure 8). In 14
Member States, including most eastern Member States, people
in rural areas reported the highest rates of energy efficiency
improvements. Differences in improvement rates were highest
in Lithuania, Luxembourg and Austria, all of which showed
rates that were 15 to 21 percentage points higher for rural
areas than for cities.


https://doi.org/10.2908/ILC_LVHE12
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Figure 8: People living in dwellings with improved energy efficiency in the last five years, by degree of urbanisation, 2023

People living in dwellings where energy efficiency was improved in the last five years, by degree of urbanisation
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values. Data for Denmark is missing.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy elaboration, based on Eurostat [ilc_lvhe09].


https://doi.org/10.2908/ILC_LVHE09

The concept of well-being is complex and multifaceted. As a
result, various composite measures have been developed to
complement GDP by incorporating social and environmental
aspects. These measures aim to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of a country’s development, moving beyond
economic growth alone. Some notable examples include the
following.

» The UN Human Development Index prioritises people’s
capabilities and well-being as key indicators of a country’s
development, rather than solely focusing on economic
growth.

» The World Happiness Report highlights the importance of
happiness and well-being in government policy and
decision-making.

» The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) Well-being Framework helps to
monitor societal progress beyond GDP, by providing a
compass to assess well-being at both national and regional
levels for OECD countries.

» The 2024 World Economic Forum’s The Future of Growth
Report 2024 introduces a multidimensional framework to
assess economic growth across four key dimensions:
innovativeness, inclusiveness, sustainability and resilience.

» The Global Social Progress Index measures a country’s
social and environmental performance by examining
outcome indicators directly, rather than relying on economic
factors.

» The regional EU-SPI explores social progress at the NUTS2
regional level. This index contributes to the EU Sustainable
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and Inclusive Well-Being initiative, which seeks to provide
a more comprehensive understanding of progress and
development and to complement GDP as the sole measure
of development. By examining social progress through a
territorial lens, the EU-SPI offers valuable insights into the
complexities of social progress and its variations across
different regions.

Following the definition used in the Global Social Progress
Index, social progress is defined as:

The capacity of a society to meet the basic human needs
of its citizens, establish the building blocks that allow
citizens and communities to enhance and sustain the
quality of their lives, and create the conditions for all
individuals to reach their full potential.

Social Progress Imperative’.

The present work enriches the analysis on social progress done
at the NUTS2 regional level (European Commission: DG for
Regional and Urban Policy et al., 2020; European Commission:
DG for Regional and Urban Policy et al., 2024) and provides a
measure of social progress in cities, towns and suburbs, and
rural areas of the EU.

Conceptual framework and indicators availability

The EU-SPI is composed of three dimensions — basic needs,
foundations of well-being and opportunity — which capture
three broad dimensions of social progress (Table 1). For the
sake of comparability, this structure has remained stable since
the first edition of the index.

7

Social Progress Imperative, ‘Methodology of the Social Progress Index’, Social Progress Imperative website, https://www.socialprogress.org/methodology.


https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/human-development-index#/indicies/HDI
https://worldhappiness.report/?embed=true
https://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/#/11111111111
https://www.oecdregionalwellbeing.org/
https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-growth-report/
https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-growth-report/
https://www.socialprogress.org/social-progress-index
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/assets/social-progress/index.html#/
https://www.socialprogress.org/methodology
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Table 1: Framework of the EU-SPI: dimensions and components

Basic needs

Nutrition and medical care
Water and sanitation
Housing

Safety

The SPI calculated for cities, towns and suburbs, and rural
areas represents a novel adaptation of the index at the sub-
national level. While maintaining the conceptual framework
and methodological approach of the EU Social Progress index
by aggregating non-economic aspects of social progress
through three overarching dimensions (basic needs, foundations
of well-being and opportunity) subdivided into 12 components
that encompass a broad array of social and environmental
aspects, this new index shifts the unit of analysis from the
nomenclature of territorial units for statistics (NUTS) regions
to the degree of urbanisation within each Member State.
Specifically, social progress is calculated separately for cities,
towns and suburbs, and rural areas, thereby offering a novel
and policy-relevant understanding of territorial disparities in
social outcomes. This approach enhances the analytical
capacity of the SPI by capturing structural differences in social
conditions linked to urban form and spatial development
patterns.

The basic needs dimension includes nutrition and medical
care, water and sanitation, housing, and safety. These
components cover indicators such as infant mortality, unmet
medical and dental needs, the availability of food, water
quality, sewage systems, housing affordability and quality, and
perceptions of personal safety and experiences of crime.

Foundations of well-being
Basic education
Information and communications
Health

Environmental quality

Opportunity
Trust and governance
Freedom and choice
Inclusive society

Advanced education

The foundations of well-being dimension, on the other hand,
reflects more advanced aspects of social progress, including
basic education, information and communications, health, and
environmental quality. The indicators here include educational
attainment and performance, digital access and usage,
subjective and objective health outcomes, and various pollution
metrics and environmental assessments.

Finally, the opportunity dimension captures the conditions
necessary for individuals and communities to realise their
potential. It consists of trust and governance, freedom and
choice, an inclusive society, and advanced education. The
indicators range from trust in institutions and political
participation to job opportunities, gender equality, civic
attitudes towards minorities, and access to tertiary education
and academic output.

Due to data availability, the EU-SPI by degree of urbanisation
comprises 45 indicators (compared to 53 indicators of the
benchmark EU-SPI framework at the regional level). The
missing indicators are distributed as follows: two in the basic
needs dimensions (out of 16 in the original framework), three
in the foundations of well-being dimension (out of 18 in the
original framework) and three in the opportunity dimension
(out of 19 in the original framework). Moreover, five indicators
are considered at the Member State level (Table 2).
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Table 2: EU social progress by degree of urbanisation: indicators’ framework

Degree of
Dimension Component Indicator Urbanisation
Level
N Unmet medical needs YES
:1?‘;:2:{] CZ:: Unmet dental needs YES
Insufficient food YES
Satisfaction with water quality YES
Lack of toilet in dwelling YES
Water and sanitation
Uncollected sewage YES
e Nk Waste water treatment YES
Housing cost overburden YES
) Housing quality - dampness YES
Housing
Housing overcrowding YES
Lack of adequate heating YES
Safety at night YES
Safety Money stolen YES
Being assaulted/mugged YES
Share of low-achieving 15 year olds in reading NO
(level 1a or lower)
Basic education Share of low-achieving 15 year olds in maths (level 2 or lower) NO
Lower-secondary completion only YES
Early school leavers YES
Freedom of media YES
Information and High-speed broadband YES
EaUrE RS G communications Digital skills above basic level YES
well-being Online interaction with public authorities YES
Positive feelings (proxy for mental health) YES
Health Years of life lost due to air pollution (NO,, O, and PM2.5) YES
Subjective health status YES
Air pollution NO, YES
Environmental Air pollution Ozone O, YES
quality Air pollution PM2.5 YES

Bathing water quality YES
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Degree of
Dimension Component Indicator Urbanisation
Level
Trust in the national government YES
Trust in the judicial system YES
Trust and
rust an Trust in the police YES
governance
Voiced your opinion to a public official YES
Quality of the Government Index: Quality pillar NO
Freedom over life choices YES
Job opportunities YES
Freedom and choice
) Quality of the Government Index: Corruption pillar NO
Opportunity i . o
Young people not in education, employment or training YES
Tolerance towards immigrants YES
Tolerance towards minorities YES
Inclusive society Tolerance towards LGBTIQ+ YES
Quality of the Government Index: Impartiality pillar NO
Women treated with respect YES
Tertiary education attainment YES
Advanced education
Lifelong learning YES

Note: DoU stands for degree of urbanisation. ‘YES’ indicates that the indicator is available and included in the framework at the three different levels of urbanisation,
while ‘NO’ indicates those indicators which are used at the country level (i.e. the same for all levels of urbanisation).

Methodology of the index construction

The construction of the SPI at the degree of urbanisation
adheres to the methodology adopted in the regional version of
the index (European Commission: DG for Regional and Urban
Policy et al., 2020; European Commission: DG for Regional and
Urban Policy et al., 2024).

Outlier detection followed established statistical criteria based
on skewness (> 2.0) and kurtosis (> 3.5), with winsorisation
and logarithmic transformations applied where necessary.
Indicators with outlying values were first winsorised, i.e. the
outlying values were replaced with the closest lower value of
the indicator, and this procedure was repeated for not more
than five consecutive values of the same indicator. If an
indicator was still registering outlying values after the
winsorisation, the log transformation was applied. Following
this criterion, three indicators were identified and treated,
namely, lack of a toilet, share of uncollected sewage and
sewage treatment.

Subsequently, all indicators were normalised using the min-
max transformation, translating raw values into a common
0-100 scale. The goalposts (utopian and dystopian values)
were either derived from the respective distributions of
indicators for each level of urbanisation or drawn from
normative benchmarks and performance targets. This enables
the absolute evaluation of social progress rather than a
relative ranking. Indicators negatively associated with social
progress were inverted to ensure consistent orientation.

The internal structure of the index was validated through
principal component analysis and correlation analysis, both at
the component and dimension levels. These multivariate
techniques ensured that indicators grouped within each
component were statistically coherent and conceptually
aligned. This step supports the construct validity of the index
and safeguards against aggregation of poorly correlated
variables.

The aggregation procedure follows a two-step process. First,
indicators within each component are averaged using a simple
arithmetic mean. Then, components are aggregated into
dimensions, and ultimately into the overall index, using a
generalised unweighted mean of order B = 0.5. This method
balances the need for partial compensability, allowing
moderate trade-offs between components, without permitting
full compensation. In practical terms, poor performance in one
area cannot be entirely offset by high scores in another,
reflecting the multidimensional nature of social progress. The
choice of B = 0.5 aligns with previous editions and addresses
the issue of substitutability across components.

Results show that social progress in the EU varies greatly not
only across Member States and regions (European Commission:
DG for Regional and Urban Policy et al.,, 2024) but also across
urban and rural areas of the EU (Figure 9). In general, cities
tend to outperform towns and suburbs and rural areas across
most Member States, indicating that urban areas provide a



higher level of social progress. However, in some Member
States, such as Belgium, Spain and Austria, rural areas show
similar or even higher social progress compared to urban
counterparts, suggesting less pronounced urban-rural
disparities.

Northern-western Member States, including Denmark, the
Netherlands, Finland and Sweden, exhibit high overall SPI

scores across all three degrees of urbanisation, with relatively

Figure 9: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition
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small gaps between urban and rural regions. Conversely,
southern and eastern Member States such as Bulgaria, Greece,
Croatia, Italy and Romania reveal lower overall levels of social
progress with larger urban-rural divides. In these Member
States, rural areas significantly underperform cities in overall
social progress. This pattern underscores the stronger territorial
equality in social progress in northern and western Member
States compared to persistent spatial inequalities in southern
and eastern EU.

EU Social Progress Index 2.0 (EU-SPI 2.0)
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked

by cities' values.
Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and Joint Research Centre (JRC).

Looking at single pillars, the results reveal that territorial
patterns and urban-rural divides are less pronounced for the
basic needs dimension, compared to the overall index, with
rural areas often achieving scores comparable to those of
cities and towns and suburbs (Figure 10). Particularly in higher-
income Member States, such as Austria, Belgium, Luxembourg
and Finland, the basic needs dimension reveals a high and/or
relatively uniform performance across cities, towns and
suburbs, and rural areas. However, significant disparities are
visible in some lower-income Member States. In Bulgaria, Italy
and Romania, rural areas significantly underperform in
satisfying basic human needs, indicating persistent deficiencies
in essential services and infrastructure. Notably, in a few cases,
towns and suburbs do not consistently perform better than
rural areas, suggesting that they may face specific
vulnerabilities that differ from those of rural settings.

The foundations of well-being dimension, on the other hand,
reveals more pronounced disparities between cities, towns and
suburbs, and rural areas (Figure 11). Cities consistently
outperform other areas in 10 out of 27 Member States. In
these places, therefore, urban areas seem to be benefiting
more from better public services and better outcomes in
education and health.

Towns and suburbs generally perform slightly worse than cities
but better than rural areas, with some exceptions. In some
northern and central Member States, rural areas perform
nearly the same as or even better than urban areas, highlighting
a higher regional equity. In contrast, eastern and southern
Member States show considerable gaps, with rural areas
scoring much lower, suggesting substantial challenges in
education and health outcomes outside urban centres.



22

Figure 10: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: basic needs dimension
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked

by cities' values.
Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.

Figure 11: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: foundations of well-being dimension
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Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.

Finally, the opportunity dimension (Figure 12) displays the
widest disparities between urban and rural areas. Cities
overwhelmingly dominate in providing opportunities for
personal rights, freedom, inclusiveness and access to advanced
education. Rural areas are often located far lower on the scale,
particularly in central and eastern Member States, such as
Bulgaria, Czechia, Latvia, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia. In

some Member States, the urban-rural divide in the opportunity
scores is particularly acute, suggesting structural barriers that
limit social mobility and personal advancement in rural
settings. Conversely, Member States in north-western EU
demonstrate a relatively equitable distribution of opportunities,
reinforcing broader patterns of social cohesion and
inclusiveness in these societies.
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Figure 12: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: opportunity dimension
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked

by cities' values.
Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.

To conclude, across the EU, the SPI and its dimensions reveal
significant variation both between Member States and between
areas within each Member State. Overall, cities perform better
than towns and suburbs, which in turn outperform rural areas,
but the magnitude of disparities varies. While northern and
western Member States exhibit relatively small urban-rural
divides, eastern and southern Member States generally face
pronounced challenges, particularly in the dimensions of
foundations of well-being and opportunity. Addressing these
disparities remains crucial for achieving balanced and inclusive
development across the EU.

Opportunities and challenges for cities in the EU

While EU cities are catalysts for inclusiveness and freedom of
choice ...

Figures 13 and 14 present two key components of the
opportunity dimension of the SPI, namely an inclusive society
and freedom and choice, across cities, towns and suburbs, and
rural areas of the EU. These figures offer an interesting insight
into the extent of the disparities between urban and rural areas
of the EU while simultaneously identifying areas where further
policy interventions are necessary.

The inclusive society component (Figure 13) shows a larger
divide between cities and the less densely populated areas.
Across many Member States, rural areas and, to a lesser
extent, towns and suburbs, register significantly lower scores.
This dimension, which captures social inclusion, non-
discrimination and equal access to societal benefits, appears
to be more sensitive to spatial inequalities. The persistent

urban-rural gaps in inclusiveness, particularly in central and
eastern EU, point to structural societal barriers that
disproportionately affect residents of non-urban areas.
Addressing these disparities represents a crucial opportunity
for EU-wide policy initiatives aimed at strengthening social
cohesion and fostering more inclusive local communities.

In contrast, the freedom and choice component (Figure 14)
reveals a more equal distribution between the three areas in
many Member States. In a substantial number of Member
States, the scores for cities, towns and suburbs, and rural areas
are closely aligned, suggesting that basic political rights,
personal freedoms and autonomy are broadly accessible
irrespective of the settlement type. This convergence is
particularly pronounced in several northern and western
Member States, indicating strong institutional frameworks that
guarantee freedoms across territories. Nevertheless, notable
disparities remain in some southern and eastern Member
States, where rural areas often trail behind cities. These
discrepancies highlight an important opportunity for targeted
interventions to ensure that freedoms are uniformly protected
and promoted, especially in more remote or less economically
developed areas.

In summary, the findings suggest that while progress towards
convergence between urban and rural areas in terms of
freedom and choice is evident and encouraging, when
inclusiveness is at stake, the divide is still wide, revealing
substantial room for improvement. Promoting territorial
convergence across all components of social progress will
require a strategic focus on reducing spatial inequalities,
reinforcing rights and fostering inclusive practices in towns,
suburbs and rural regions alike.
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Figure 13: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: inclusive society component
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Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.

Figure 14: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: freedom and choice component
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... they continue to struggle with housing and environmental
quality, posing significant challenges to affordable and
sustainable urban living

Figures 15 and 17 examine the performance of Member States
across the environmental quality and housing components of
the SPI, respectively. The analysis of these two figures reveals
significant challenges in achieving territorial convergence, with
persistent gaps between different levels of urbanisation. These
disparities highlight critical areas where social and territorial
cohesion objectives are still far from being realised.

In Figure 15, the environmental quality component shows
substantial differences between cities, towns and suburbs, and
rural areas. Urban areas, especially larger cities, often exhibit
lower scores due to higher levels of pollution, limited access
to green spaces and greater environmental degradation. By
contrast, rural areas generally attain higher environmental
quality scores, benefiting from less industrialisation, lower
population densities and greater proximity to natural
landscapes. Nevertheless, this rural advantage may mask
some underlying vulnerabilities: rural areas often lack
environmental protection measures and infrastructure to deal
with emerging environmental risks, such as water management
or climate adaptation, potentially jeopardising their long-term



sustainability. Thus, the observed disparities point to a dual
challenge: urban areas face acute environmental quality
problems, while rural areas may face latent risks related to
weak resilience capacities.

Figure 17 reveals that, in addition to environmental quality,
urban areas face significant challenges in another important
dimension, housing. In most Member States, rural areas
outperform both cities and towns and suburbs in terms of
housing scores. Rural areas tend to have better housing
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outcomes, likely reflecting advantages in terms of housing
affordability, living space and lower rates of overcrowding.

However, despite the overall better relative position of rural
areas, some variations still exist between Member States.
Some, although few, Member States register higher scores for
housing in urban compared to rural areas, while in other
Member States the scores for the three urbanisation levels are
aligned. These patterns, however, do not follow any clear
geographical divide.

Figure 15: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: environmental quality component

EU-SPI 2.0 Environmental quality component
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Supporting sustainable urban development through the cohesion policy

In the 2021-2027 programming period, the cohesion policy introduced a stronger urban and territorial dimension by
introducing a new policy objective, ‘Europe closer to citizens’, supporting a place-based approach and the engagement of
local authorities, civil society and citizens in delivering on local challenges. In the 2021-2027 programming period, the
urban dimension of the cohesion policy has been reinforced, and with an earmarking increased to 8 %, funds used to

promote sustainable urban development will amount to EUR 28 billion in total. These resources will come from four EU
funds. The vast majority, namely EUR 24.4 billion, will be allocated through the ERDF.

Figure 16: Support for sustainable urban development, by EU fund, 2021-2027 programming period.
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Source: Cohesion policy and sustainable urban development, accessed on 29 August 2025.

Figure 17: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: housing component
EU-SPI 2.0 Housing component
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.


https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/Sustainable-Urban-development-2021-2027/iw5n-dss9
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Supporting sustainable and affordable housing through the cohesion policy

The 2021-2027 cohesion policy’s focus includes improving energy efficiency, addressing homelessness and ensuring access
to housing for vulnerable populations. The Commission encourages the development of inclusive, low-carbon communities
and the integration of housing within sustainable urban development. In line with this, EU investment aims to contribute
to a more equitable and environmentally conscious housing landscape in the EU. The EU budget support for housing for
the 2021-2027 period amounts to EUR 7.5 billion. Together with the national allocations, the total support for housing
is EUR 10.4 billion. The EU manages its support for housing through four funds: the ERDF, the Cohesion Fund, the Just

Transition Fund and Interreg funds.

Figure 18: Cohesion policy support for housing: 2021-2027 programming period planned amounts
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Source: Cohesion policy: supporting housing, accessed on 29 August 2025.

Reducing the urban-rural divide in social progress
may help reduce poverty, gender employment
disparities and youth unemployment

In the working paper accompanying the release of the 2024
edition of the EU-SPI 2.0, at the regional NUTS2 level, it was
shown that regions with higher social progress tend to have a
lower share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, a
smaller gender employment gap and a higher share of recent
graduates in employment®. The results of a mirror analysis will
be presented in the current section, focusing on the gaps
between cities, towns and suburbs, and rural areas in social
progress and in the abovementioned indicators. The comparison
of gaps allows us to focus on the relation between differences
at the territorial level in social progress and socioeconomic

4 5 6 7 8

m Total amount

outcome, independently of the level of social progress in each
Member State. It sheds light, then, on potential dynamics that
occur within Member States and across different territories®.

As the urban-rural social progress gap widens, so does the gap
in the risk of poverty and social exclusion

Member States with a larger urban-rural divide in social
progress tend to also have a larger urban-rural divide in the
share of the AROPE population. The relation is particularly clear
for Member States where social progress is a lot stronger in
urban areas (Bulgaria, Croatia, Latvia, Portugal, Romania) or
where it is higher in rural areas (Belgium, Spain, Luxembourg,
Austria).

European Commission: DG Regional and Urban Policy, de Dominicis, L., Cabeza Martinez B., Kovacic, M. and Papadimitriou, E, ‘The EU regional Social Progress

Index 2.0 — 2024 edition’, DG Regional and Urban Policy Working Papers, No 1, 2024, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, https://ec.europa.

eu/regional_policy/sources/work/spi_2024/EUSPI_2024_working%20paper.pdf.
For the purpose of this analysis, the categories ‘cities’ and ‘towns and suburbs’ are combined in a single ‘urban’ category, unless specified differently. The

population of reference is used as a weight to calculate the SPI, AROPE, gender employment gap and employment rate of recent graduates. The ‘cities’ and
‘towns and suburbs’ categories are used to refine the analysis of urban-rural divides.


https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/2021-2027-cohesion-policy-support-to-housing/4dey-9iax
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/work/spi_2024/EUSPI_2024_working%20paper.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/work/spi_2024/EUSPI_2024_working%20paper.pdf
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Figure 19: Correlation between the urban-rural divide in social progress and the urban-rural divide in people at risk of poverty

and social exclusion
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The relation is very similar when considering cities alone, vis-
a-vis rural areas, while it is slightly weaker between towns and
suburbs and rural areas, and between cities and towns and
suburbs. This might suggest that the connection between (the
lack of) social progress and poverty should be analysed in the
context of the differences between urban and rural areas.

When the urban-rural divide in social progress is large, the
gender employment gap between urban and rural areas tends
to be wider

A similar, albeit weaker, relationship can be observed between
the urban-rural divide in social progress and the urban-rural
divide in employment rates between men and women. Member
States where the divide in social progress between cities and
rural areas is higher, tends to be those where the difference

). The indicator at the urban level is a population-weighted average of the values

between the gender employment gaps in rural areas and in
cities is also larger. When combining cities and towns and
suburbs into a single ‘urban area’ category, the relation
between gaps becomes slightly stronger. In some north-
western Member States (Germany, France, the Netherlands,
Finland), and in Baltic states, the gender employment gap is
higher in urban areas, or very close to rural areas, despite
social progress being higher. In some eastern (Hungary, Poland,
Slovakia) and southern (Greece, Spain) Member States, the gap
in employment is much worse in rural areas, even when the
gap in social progress is not large or negative. This relatively
weak relation suggests that the territorial differences captured
in social progress indicators do not play a major role in defining
the inequalities between men and women in being in
employment.
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Figure 20: Correlation between the urban-rural divide in social progress and the urban-rural divide in the gender employment gap
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Member States with a larger cities-rural divide in social
progress face challenges in integrating recent rural graduates
into the labour market

Member States where the cities-rural divide in social progress
is larger also tend to have a stronger divide in the labour
market integration of recent graduates. The relation is stronger
between cities and rural areas than between towns and
suburbs and either cities or rural areas, and where the gap

rural areas

). The indicator at the urban level is a population-weighted average of the values

between urban and rural areas is particularly high, or where
social progress is higher in rural areas. This might suggest that
the relation with some of the indicators included in the social
progress index is tighter in the urban context. Interestingly, the
relation is even stronger with the cities-rural areas divide in
the subindex foundations of well-being, which includes basic
education and information and communication indicators,
while a weaker relation is observed with the subindex
opportunity, which includes indicators of advanced education.

Figure 21: Correlation between the cities—rural areas divide in social progress and the cities-rural areas divide in the

employment rate of recent graduates
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Measuring social progress is crucial not only for achieving
sustainable and inclusive development in the EU, but also for
enhancing territorial competitiveness, as emphasised in the
Letta report on the future of the single market!® and the Draghi
report on EU competitiveness!t. The Letta report, in particular,
highlights the importance of the ‘right-to-stay’ principle, which
recognises the need for individuals to have the opportunity to
thrive in their own regions, rather than being forced to migrate
to other areas in search of better opportunities. By prioritising
social progress and well-being, EU territories can create an
environment that supports the well-being of their citizens,
fosters a sense of community and encourages entrepreneurship
and innovation. This, in turn, can enhance competitiveness, as
talented individuals and businesses are more likely to stay and
invest in areas that offer a high quality of life. As the Draghi
report notes, competitiveness is closely tied to factors such as
education, healthcare and social inclusion, which are all key
components of social progress and well-being. By measuring
and addressing these factors, all territories of the EU can
unlock their full potential, promote sustainable growth and
create a more equitable and prosperous society for all.

Against this backdrop, this paper has provided a comprehensive
analysis of sustainable and inclusive well-being across cities,
towns and suburbs, and rural areas in the EU, utilising the
EU-SPI framework.

The analysis of the three dimensions of social progress — basic
needs, foundations of well-being and opportunity - highlights
the complexities of social progress and the need for tailored
policy interventions.

Findings suggest that cities often serve as hubs of opportunity,
offering a highly skilled workforce, a vibrant job market and a
high level of inclusiveness. They also indicate that cities
perform well in terms of access to education, healthcare and
other services, making them attractive locations for people to
live and work. However, severe challenges are present in cities,
particularly in terms of housing quality and affordability and
the quality of the environment.

The urban-rural divide in social progress has far-reaching
consequences for the well-being of EU citizens. As the divide
between cities and rural areas widens, so does the risk of
poverty and social exclusion. Furthermore, a larger urban-rural
divide in social progress is also associated with weaker labour

market integration, particularly for recent graduates and
women.

The EU’s cohesion policy prioritises investment in housing,
education and social inclusion, recognising the importance of
these factors in promoting social progress. The European Pillar
of Social Rights action plan includes a specific target for the
reduction of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion and
has announced the forthcoming launch of an EU anti-poverty
strategy. Other recent policy initiatives by the Commission also
aim to address some of these challenges. The European
affordable housing plan and the Social Climate Fund, which
will be implemented from 2026, aim to improve housing
affordability and reduce energy poverty.

The EU’s commitment to the United Nations’ SDGs and the
integration of the SDGs into the Commission’s economic
governance framework also reflects a shift towards a more
comprehensive approach to measuring progress. The
Commission’s proposal to double the amount of the cohesion
policy’s investment in housing and the forthcoming launch of
an EU anti-poverty strategy are also contributing to this
approach. These policy initiatives demonstrate the EU’s
recognition of the importance of social progress and well-being
in promoting a more equitable and sustainable society.

In conclusion, the EU regional policy faces significant challenges
ahead, including addressing the urban-rural divide, promoting
social cohesion and ensuring that the benefits of economic
growth are shared by all regions and communities. The
development of the EU-SPI at the level of urbanisation
represents a novel adaptation of the regional EU-SPI, tailored
to assess inclusive and sustainable well-being across different
degrees of urbanisation. This approach enhances the analytical
capacity of the SPI, capturing structural differences in social
conditions linked to urban form and spatial development
patterns.

Future research could explore the relationship between social
progress in urban and rural areas of the EU and various socio-
economic factors, including income inequality, demographic
changes, or citizens' discontent and feelings of being left
behind. It could also investigate the factors linking social
progress and socioeconomic outcomes more in depth, such as
income levels, labour market participation and integration, and
labour productivity.

1 European Commission, ‘Enrico Letta’s report on the future of the single market’, European Commission website, 10 April 2024, https://single-market-economy.

ec.europa.eu/news/enrico-lettas-report-future-single-market-2024-04-10_en.

11 European Commission, ‘The Draghi report on EU competitiveness’, European Commission website, 9 September 2024, https://commission.europa.eu/topics/eu-

competitiveness/draghi-report_en.


https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/news/enrico-lettas-report-future-single-market-2024-04-10_en
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/news/enrico-lettas-report-future-single-market-2024-04-10_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/eu-competitiveness/draghi-report_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/eu-competitiveness/draghi-report_en
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ANNEXES

Al. EU-SPI 2.0 COMPONENTS BY DEGREE OF URBANISATION NOT ANALYSED IN THE
MAIN TEXT

Figure 22: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: nutrition and medical care component

EU-SPI 2.0 Nutrition and medical care component
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.

Figure 23: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: water and sanitation component

EU-SPI 2.0 Water and sanitation component
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.
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Figure 24: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: safety component

EU-SPI 2.0 Safety component
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy JRC.

Figure 25: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: basic education component

EU-SPI 2.0 Basic education component

100
90 Higher in cities
80 ' ,
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

Scores

L X w Jd =5 T - X V2] =
'-U%Z o - o Vv 3“-mm3 8 ':LIJEE\_Cg

AT
BE
DE
MT

o %] - N
T wn =z v

Cities Towns and suburbs Rural areas

Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.
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Figure 26: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: information and communications component
EU-SPI 2.0 Information and communications component
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.

Figure 27: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: health component

EU-SPI 2.0 Health component
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.
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Figure 28: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: trust and governance component

EU-SPI 2.0 Trust and governance component
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.

Figure 29: EU-SPI 2.0 by degree of urbanisation, 2025 edition: advanced education component
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Note: The chart divides Member States into two groups based on whether the indicator is higher in cities or elsewhere. Within each group, Member States are ranked
by cities' values.

Source: DG Regional and Urban Policy and JRC.
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Dimensions

Basic needs

Foundations
of
well-being

Components

Nutrition and
medical care

Water and
Sanitation

Housing

Safety

Basic education

Information and
communications

Health

Environmental
quality

Indicator name

Unmet dental needs

Unmet medical needs
Insufficient food

Satisfaction with water quality
Lack of toilet in dwelling

Uncollected sewage

Waste water management (compliant with
more stringent requirement)

Housing cost overburden
Housing quality - dampness
House overcrowding

Lack of adequate heating
Safety at night

Money stolen

Being assaulted/mugged

Share of low-achieving 15-year-old in
reading (level 1a or lower)

Share of low-achieving 15-year-old in
maths (level 2 or lower)

Lower-secondary completion only

Early school leavers

High-speed broadband
Digital skills above the basic level

Online interaction with public authorities
Freedom of media

Years of life lost caused by PM2.5
Subjective health status

Positive feelings

NO2 air pollution

Ozone (SOM035) air pollution

PM2.5 air pollution

Bathing water quality

Reference

year
2021
2021
2021
2022
2020

2020

2020

2020
2020
2021
2021
2022
2022
2022

2018

2018

2022

Average
2020-
2022

2021
2023

2021
2022
2020
2021

2022

2021

Average
2019-
2021

2021

2021

35

Source

EU-SILC (JRC calculation from PHO60)
EU-SILC (JRC calculation from PHO50)
EU-SILC (JRC calculation from HS050)
Gallup World Poll (WPS5)
EU-SILC (JRC calculation from HH091)

DG REGIO based on EEA data (Waterbase_
UWWTD_v7)

DG REGIO based on EEA data (Waterbase_
UWWTD_v7)

EU-SILC (JRC calculation from HS5140)
EU-SILC (JRC calculation from HH040)
EU-SILC (JRC calculation)
EU-SILC (JRC calculation from HHO50)
Gallup World Poll (WP113)
Gallup World Poll (WP117)
Gallup World Poll (WP118)

OECD-PISA

OECD-PISA

Eurostat (edat_lfse_04)

Eurostat (edat_lfse_16)

DG REGIO

Regional Innovation Scoreboard - DG REGIO
elaborations

Eurostat (isoc_r_gov)
Gallup World Poll (WP10251)
DG REGIO aggregates based on EEA data
EU-SILC (PHO10)

Gallup World Poll (aggregated from
WP60/61/63/65/67)

DG REGIO aggregates based on EEA and
Eurostat (GEOSTAT) data

DG REGIO aggregates based on EEA and
Eurostat (GEOSTAT) data

DG REGIO aggregates based on EEA and
Eurostat (GEOSTAT) data

DG REGIO aggregates based on EEA data
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Dimensions Components

Trust and
governance

Freedom and

choice
Opportunity

Inclusive
society

Advanced
education

Indicator name

Trust in the national government
Trust in the judicial system
Trust in the police

Voiced your opinion to a public official

Quality of the Government Index: Quality

pillar
Freedom over life choices
Job opportunities

Young people Not in Education,
Employment or Training (NEET)

Quality of the Government Index:
Corruption pillar

Quality of the Government Index:
Impartiality pillar

Tolerance towards immigrants
Tolerance towards minorities
Tolerance towards gay and lesbians
Women treated with respect
Tertiary education attainment

Lifelong learning

(*) Based on European Environment Agency data.

(**) Based on Eurostat data.

Reference
year

2022
2022
2022
2022

2023

2022
2022

Average
2020-
2022

2023

2023

2022
2022
2022
2022
2022
2022

Source

Gallup World Poll (WP139)
Gallup World Poll (WP138)
Gallup World Poll (WP112)
Gallup World Poll (WP111)

European Quality of Government Index,
2024 edition (Gothenburg University)

Gallup World Poll (WP134)
Gallup World Poll (WP89)

Eurostat (edat_lfse_22)

European Quality of Government Index,
2024 edition (Gothenburg University)

European Quality of Government Index,
2024 edition (Gothenburg University)

Gallup World Poll (WP106)
Gallup World Poll (WP103)
Gallup World Poll (WP105)
Gallup World Poll (WPS050)
Eurostat (edat_lfse_04)
Eurostat (trng_Lfse_04)

Note: All indicators are at the degree of urbanisation level, except for those that are indicated in brackets as (NUTS 0) that are included at the national level. EU-

SILC = European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions; EQI = European Quality of Government Index.
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Getting in touch with the EU

In person

All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct centres. You can find the
address of the centre nearest you online (european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/meet-us_
en).

On the phone or in writing

Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union. You can
contact this service:

— by freephone: 00 8006 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls),

— at the following standard number: +32 22999696,

— via the following form: european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/write-us_en.

Finding information about the EU

Online
Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on
the Europa website (european-union.europa.eu).

EU publications

You can view or order EU publications at op.europa.eu/en/publications. Multiple copies of
free publications can be obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local documentation
centre (european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/meet-us_en).

EU law and related documents
For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1951 in all the official
language versions, go to EUR-Lex (eur-lex.europa.eu).

Open data from the EU

The portal data.europa.eu provides access to open datasets from the EU institutions, bodies
and agencies. These can be downloaded and reused for free, for both commercial and
non-commercial purposes. The portal also provides access to a wealth of datasets from
European countries.
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Any questions, comments or contributions should be sent to the
following address: REGIO-PAPERS@ec.europa.eu
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