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INTRODUCTION

Inequalities within and between areas
commonly labeled as “left behind” re-
main a persistent challenge across Eu-
rope, raising questions about their caus-
es and the strategies needed to address
them. To investigate these phenome-
na, the research Exploring Sustainable
Strategies to Counteract Territorial In-
equalities from an Intersectional Ap-
proach (EXIT) brings together seven
universities and four civil society orga-
nizations from eight European countries.
The project critically examines the con-
cept of “left behindness”, exploring its
multiple dimensions and contextual vari-
ations while identifying locally ground-
ed, sustainable strategies to address ter-
ritorial inequalities.

Working closely with communities on
the ground, the intention is to capture
the everyday experiences of people liv-
ing and working in these areas through
an intersectional and participatory ap-
proach, exploring how factors such as
gender, age, and migration status shape
their lived realities. Using a place-based
methodology focused on the local level,
the research has focused on seven poli-
cy areas: social services and health; ed-
ucation; employment; community and
social life; housing and environment; mo-
bility; and digital inclusiveness. Through
mixed-methods research with an emi-
nent ethnographic focus, EXIT works to
identify effective responses to territori-
al inequalities and share insights across
communities and countries to sup-
port more sustainable and inclusive lo-
cal futures.The results presented in this
Guide are informed by community voic-
es gathered through a three-year eth-
nographic and participatory research.

Sustainable strategies to counteract territorial inequalities:
Integrating local know-how in policymaking | Policymakers’ guide

The bottom-up approach allows a
broader debate on territorial inequal-
ities while also offering practical guid-
ance for action. The Guide aims to bridge
the gap between local experiences and
policy processes, offering concrete ele-
ments to better understand and address
territorial inequalities.

By connecting local perspectives with
policy frameworks, EXIT highlights that
local communities are primarily con-
cerned by the State’s withdrawal from
territorial inequality issues. Inequalities
are perceived both as a material depri-
vation and as concrete obstacles for
meaningful participation in economic,
social, and civic spaces. There is there-
fore an urgent need for policy approach-
es that incorporate measures enabling
local communities to play an active role
in reducing inequalities. Local communi-
ties must be recognized as political ac-
tors, possessing both the capacity and
tools to foster broader engagement
across multiple levels of the State. Net-
works facilitated by civil society organi-
zations play a crucial role in this regard,
strengthening exchanges and learning
across administrative tiers and territo-
ries. Yet it is important to acknowledge
that grassroots initiatives, while vital, can
also operate as a double-edged sword.
In contexts of low public investment, local
initiatives often fill gaps left by the State,
effectively assuming responsibilities that
would otherwise be publicly provided.
When such local efforts substitute in-
stitutional support, they risk symboliz-
ing State withdrawal rather than serving
solely as a resource for communities.
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Although motivated local actors can fos-
ter effective cross-sectoral cooperation,
the State remains essential as the ulti-
mate guarantor of sustainable local de-
velopment. At the same time, it is often
perceived as lacking sufficient on-the-
ground knowledge to catalyze local-
ly embedded, sustainable change, and
may inadvertently constrain the trans-
fer of successful strategies across con-
texts. This limitation is linked to rigid bu-
reaucratic systems, funding mechanisms
shaped by socio-demographic and geo-
graphic criteria, and the low institution-
al recognition of community efforts. This
highlights the need for multi-level gover-
nance cooperation, ensuring that high-
er levels of government are informed by
place-based knowledge and can effec-
tively support local initiatives.

EXIT findings are shared here to enhance
local understanding, inform bottom-up
policy development, and facilitate effec-
tive communication among governance
actors.

Grounded in our research evidence, the
Guide examines the multiple factors and
complex interactions underlying terri-
torial inequalities, using accessible lan-
guage to explore key challenges and po-
tential strategies for addressing them.
It recognizes common barriers across
contexts while encouraging policymak-
ers to adapt insights to their unique cir-
cumstances. By establishing shared ter-
minology for challenges, outcomes, and
pathways toward long-term change, the
Guide aims to facilitate smoother collab-
oration between local communities and
policymakers, supporting multi-actor co-
operation toward sustainable strategies
that counteract territorial inequalities.

To present these complexities clear-
ly, the material is organized around the
main drivers of territorial inequalities
and the practical responses developed
to address them, concluding by provid-
ing some suggestions on how to apply
this knowledge to support local activism
and improve co-programming mecha-
nisms.

Acknowledging and understanding the
diversity of “left-behind” experiences
across Europe, the Guide begins by de-
fining key concepts such as “left behind-
ness,” “local communities,” “stakehold-
ers,” and “policymakers,” establishing a
shared analytical lens. It then introduc-
es working concepts, that highlight the
primary domains of territorial inequality,
including policy areas, key drivers and
social impacts generated through local
communities initiatives. These concepts
function as building blocks allowing
complexity to be navigated in a struc-
tured and comprehensible manner.

The following sections analyze the driv-
ers and consequences of territorial in-
equalities, alongside community percep-
tions and reflections on co-programming
policy mechanisms. The third part of the
Guide presents five general impacts pro-
duced by grassroot strategies, identified
through a participatory process with
residents and local stakeholders. De-
spite variability across cases, these strat-
egies reveal common features. The “fac-
tors of transferability” of these initiatives
are examined next, illuminating obsta-
cles to effective collaboration between
policymakers and grassroots organiza-
tions and local actors in countering ter-
ritorial inequalities. Existing mechanisms
and legal frameworks are highlighted to
suggest practical measures and support
a robust multi-level cooperation.
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1. KEYWORDS AND BASIC
CONCEPTS DEFINITIONS

Individuals living or working in contexts labelled as “left behind” are generally well ac-
quainted with concepts such as ‘left behindness’ or ‘local community’. However, these
concepts are often interpreted differently and carry context-specific meanings. To ad-
dress this and ensure clarity, the Guide proposes clear and common definitions to
establish a shared understanding among communities and policymakers.

Left behindness is defined by the
EXIT project as a ‘form of territo-
rial inequality that emerges as a
dialectic relationship between a
peripheral experience in concre-
te locations on the one hand and
political discourses as well as the
place-specific employment of in-
dicators and policy instruments
on the other. Three distinct typo-
logies of struggling territories
with high levels of inequality have
been identified: rural, post-indu-
strial, and urban ‘left behindness’.

This definition highlights that both
local communities and policy-
makers play a key role in defin-
ing what ‘left behindness’ means.
Building strong, open dialogue
between these actors is therefore
crucial to ensure that policies re-
flect real needs and local knowl-
edge.

Local communities are composed
of individual citizens and collec-
tive actors which share a geo-
graphical area and institutional
features, and it may be considered
a unique body, or in other cases it
may be further analyzed to distin-
guish different subgroups. The in-
dividual residents’ experiences are
shaped by individual factors such
as gender, age, background, eth-
nicity, health conditions, etc, and
may greatly differ. Among col-
lective actors, we can differenti-
ate between local governments
and stakeholders. The first cate-
gory holds a specific type of pow-
er and experiences specific strug-
gles: they can enable or restrict the
actions of other actors, influenced
by legal and administrative con-
straints as well as the electoral na-
ture of their positions. ‘Stakehold-
ers’ is a collective term that refers
to different types of structured or-
ganizations animated by specif-
ic interests, such as civil society or-
ganizations, NGOs or volunteering
associations, private companies,
etc.
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Allthese actors, despite their different roles, experience territorial inequality, because they
either reside in or interact with these areas. Many of the participants of the EXIT project
were both residents and stakeholders.

We distinguish local administration and leadership from policymakers, who have the
power to define and implement policies at the regional, national or European level; they
have a broader territorial view, are acquainted with the interplay of systems of service,
and policies.

This Guide also refers to concepts such as policy areas, drivers of inequality, and social
impacts, which are direct outcomes of the EXIT research. The concept of ‘drivers of in-
equality’ refers to a set of factors that contribute, in various combinations, to creating and
deepening inequalities, as they hinder the implementation or impact of policies. They can
stem from administrative, financial, technical, and social issues. The concept of ‘social im-
pact’ refers to the general, broad and flexible transformative effects produced by local
communities’ actions. The concept is not a rigidly defined description of a specific result.
These two concepts will be further described and discussed in sections 2 and 3 of this
Guide.
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Policy areas as defined by the project refer to seven clusters of basic services that recurin
most debates around left behind areas, both in the policy and on the ground experiences.

Social services and health refer to the broad policy area connected with the pro-
vision of basic services aimed at restoring or keeping health, and services aimed at
supporting specific vulnerable groups, such as foster care for children, home care
for elderly, early childcare and other services for children with disabilities, perso-
nal assistance for persons with disabilities, centres for victims of violence, indivi-
dual and family counseling, or supported living. In ‘left behind areas’, these services
are often more difficult to access than in other areas (e.g., offices may have shorter
opening hours or may be far away from the areas).

Formal and informal education refers to education and training offered formal-
ly by educational institutions, leading to a qualification, and informally by informal
groups or associations, not leading to recognized formal qualifications. Formal and
informal education is important in determining levels of human capital, influencing
the economy and demography. In ‘left behind areas’ a vicious cycle is often highli-
ghted where young people are pushed outward to attend higher education, whi-
le limited employment opportunities obstruct their return to the area. The lack of hi-
ghly qualified human resources can limit opportunities for innovation and further
reduce employment opportunities.

Employment and professional life are broad policy areas which are often conside-
red on their own as an indicator of economic development or prosperity. Employ-
ment and professional life is a complex theme because it is deeply intertwined with
demography, education, and social concerns. It’s also interrelated with other eco-
nomic factors such as the vitality, variety, and complexity of the economic structu-
re of an area, which in turnis linked to innovation and development opportunities.

Community and social life refer to the level and quality of social interactions with-
in an area, which in turn is related to the sense of belonging to a community and
a place. These social features interact with the environmental, social, and institu-
tional capital in the place, deeply influencing the perception of territorial inequal-
ity and the reaction to it. The EXIT project refers to the Robert Sampsons concept
“Collective Efficacy” which is defined as the “.. link between mutual trust, shared
expectations among residents and willingness to intervene and interact and de-
pendent on patterns of social interaction, social organization, and social control”
(Sampson et al., 1997).

In some countries, community and social life are shaped by various phenomena
such as migration, social differentiation, declining activism, or weakened commu-
nity ties, which canincrease territorial inequalities. It looks relevant that among the
policy areas, this one seems to be the most invisible from the perspective of the po-
licy framework and emerged only implicitly in the analysis of the factors driving
inequalities. However, itis a highly sensitive areain the perceptions of local commu-
nities, and the analysis of the strategies underscored how strongly this factor emer-
ges in a policy-relevant manner.
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Housing, environment and regeneration is a broad policy theme that is treated
differently in metropolitan or rural areas. This is due to the assumption that unaf-
fordable housing is more of an urban issue than a rural one. However, rural are-
as suffer from a wide set of housing related issues, ranging from rising prices due
to second homes and touristification, to challenges connected to deterioration
and abandonment. Similar considerations are needed when looking at the envi-
ronment at large, as pollution is usually concentrated in peripheral areas, where
marginalized groups are often segregated. Discrimination and marginalization can
also influence choices and connected policies for regeneration efforts.

Mobility and immobility refer to two policy areas, which are geographical (im)mo-
bility and social (im)mobility. The first one relates to remoteness and lack of infra-
structures, which is much discussed within policies on ‘left behindness’; the second
one refers to the already mentioned theme of outward migration, employment op-
portunities and education.

Digital inclusiveness refers to the ability to ensure equal accessibility to the digi-
tal domain, as many aspects of life have moved online, especially after the CO-
VID pandemic. There are various factors that reduce accessibility, such as income,
gender, age, and education, alongside uneven territorial distribution of digital in-
frastructure. On the other hand, the digitalization also offers some new opportuni-
ties to left behind areas, especially in relation to service distribution and the pos-
sibilities open by remote work, where digital exclusion may lead to other forms of
exclusion and inequality.



2. FACTORS THAT
CAUSE TERRITORIAL
INEQUALITY

One of the first steps of the EXIT project
was to analyze how left behindness is
described and tackled by policies at the
European and national level. In addition,
through focus groups and questionnaires
the project mapped the perceptions of
residents, stakeholders and policymak-
ers on the factors that contribute to cre-
ating inequality and/or to reduce the
effectiveness of policies to counteract
territorial inequalities. Through this pro-
cess, it became evident that, although
territorial inequalities remain a priority
for policymakers at both European and
national levels, policy outcomes have of-
ten been inconsistent. We observed that
local actors sometimes express dissatis-
faction, or even mistrust, towards policies
implemented in the past.

It is a common civic interest to under-
stand why these policies often do not
produce the expected outcomes: first-
ly, citizens hold the right to question the
decisions of policymakers, especial-
ly regarding public spending; second-
ly, because sometimes local communities
have the right solutions needed to make
these policies more effective. In this part,
the Guide will provide some basic know|-
edge to understand how policies are de-
signed and implemented. From this, it is
possible to better understand the origin
and effects of the drivers of inequality.
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2.1 THE EFFECTS OF THE
DRIVERS OF INEQUALITIES

The EXIT project, through the analysis of
the existing gap between main policy
frameworks and the perception of local
communities and other stakeholders, has
identified ten key drivers of inequality.
These are processes, structures, habits, or
even policies that contribute to creating
inequality and reducing the effective-
ness of policy interventions. In each con-
text, these drivers interact in varying
ways; not all are always present, and
some may trigger or amplify others. Our
study shows that predicting their com-
binations, interdependencies, and po-
tential cascading or ‘snowball’ effects is
highly challenging.

However, using these drivers to analyze
the causes of territorial inequalities fa-
cilitates a more nuanced view of existing
issues and responsibilities. This approach
helps explain some of the reasons why
policies may fail to achieve their intend-
edimpact, while identifying structural re-
forms or adjustments that could enhance
effectiveness. It also informs practical
planning measures to mitigate the influ-
ence of key drivers during each imple-
mentation phase.
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The lack of policy framework to deal with the issue of territorial inequality (D1)
refers to the lack of a clear policy framework at the level of policymaking and pub-
lic administration. This leads to actions and measures that are not coherent, and
sometimes to a short-term perspective on policy implementation, which reduces
the effectiveness of investments. It is often coupled with the lack of dedicated in-
stitutions to coordinate, align policies, and support implementation.

Quote: “Allocating resources is not enough. It is crucial
to provide all the necessary conditions to overcome
marginalization”

(focus group participant, Italy)

Fragmented competences and vertical policy coordination gaps between differ-
ent levels of government (D2)

refers to the structural fragility of the political and administrative systems
responsible for implementing strategic actions, especially along intersecting
national-regional-local levels. This can contribute to competition among areas
and may exacerbate challenges and obstruct the development of a comprehen-
sive vision (D1, for example).

Quote: “There are examples of inter-municipal cooperation in our
country, but collaboration is not promoted as a development tool
from the national level, and there are no incentives provided to en-
courage the implementation of such cooperation.”

(focus group participant, Serbia)

Weak collaboration and inter-agency (horizontal) cooperation in addressing
territorial inequalities (D3)

refers to the difficulties that reduce collaboration on the same level among differ-
ent actors involved in a policy or strategy, such as public institutions, civil society
organization and NGOs, private sector etc. The effect is similar to that of D2, but
it happens especially at the local level (check also D10). For example, sometimes,
funding calls, unintentionally, create competition rather than fostering collabo-
ration. Participants from different areas emphasized the importance of collab-
orative, multi-agency approaches that actively involve citizens and civil society
in addressing these challenges, while others underscored that national policies
tend to prioritize economic growth, potentially overshadowing key factors con-
tributing to territorial inequalities. It will be explained later how relevant this driver
can be.
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Inadequate funding systems and schemes targeting the local level (D4)

refer to the combined effects of the criteria and governmental priorities for fund-
ing allocation, and the requirements for local municipalities to access these funds.
These requirements are often inadequate for the actual conditions and capaci-
ties at the municipal level. For example, certain national policies and interventions
observed rely on per capita funding, which, in practice, prioritizes efficiency and
leads to actions like school mergers and closures, without considering that small
municipalities are required to fulfill the same obligations as larger administrative
units but with significantly fewer resources available. In these cases, the funding
criteria do not consider the fact that administrative costs and fixed expenses in the
budget structure are substantially higher in small municipalities due to significant
fixed costs. Similarly, sometimes the funds allocation is accompanied by guidelines
and bureaucratic difficulties, including extensive paperwork and lengthy process-
es, that implicitly reduces application to municipalities with sufficient resources in
terms of staff, knowledge, and skills to pursue funding opportunities or projects,
with the result of worsening territorial inequalities (check D7).

Some participants have called for a different funding system for municipalities tai-
lored to their local needs and the challenges they face.

Quote: “May the national authorities grant us the free-
dom to utilize our resources and enjoy the revenues that
legally belong to us. We require nothing more.”

(focus group participant, Serbia)

Population decline and changes in population structure leading to new demands
and the role of the state (D5)

refers to the fact that common traits of ‘left behind areas’ such as population de-
cline and changes in population structure necessitate new roles for the state and
present new challenges, which increase the organizational burden on the admin-
istrative structure and requires a revision of existing policy frameworks. A wide-
spread example raised in many of the areas is a vicious cycle where the increasing
number of elderly individuals, coupled with declining birth rates, and the emigra-
tion of the working-age population, threatens the uniform provision of welfare ser-
vices. In fact, unfavorable demographic trends not only reduce the municipality’s
economic capacity to sustainably meet the growing need for dependent services,
but also diminish the demand for certain services due to a declining younger pop-
ulation. This, in turn, renders the provision of essential services, such as schools or
daycare centers, too costly within the current service delivery models.

Quote: “Areas suffering from depopulation are negatively affected by a vicious circle, so
that the allocation of resources is based on a critical point that should be counteracted” (fo-
cus group participant, Italy); “Migration is initially a consequence of underdevelopment, and
subsequently, it evolves into the cause of underdevelopment.”

(focus group participant, Serbia)
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Optimizing the balance between policy centralization and decentralization (D6)
refers to the fact that both centralization and decentralization have the potential
to foster territorial inequalities: centralization can result in uneven distribution of
resources, economic imbalances, and inadequate attention to the specific needs
of various territories, considering only one-size-fits-all indicators, such as the per
capita allocation of funds. However, decentralization can also contribute to ter-
ritorial inequalities when decision-making authority and resources are devolved
to lower levels of government or local authorities which display unequal adminis-
trative capacity and/or resources. In this case, some may struggle to address their
needs effectively, leading to disparities in service delivery, economic development,
and infrastructure investment, thereby reinforcing territorial inequalities. The effec-
tiveness of decentralization in reducing or exacerbating territorial inequalities de-
pends on the implementation, capacity, and local governance structures (check
D3 and D7).

Quote: “While decentralization emerges as a pivotal direction and solution,
its effectiveness is crucial” (focus group participant, Serbia); “[...] it's almost
easier to do proper projects with Slovenia, Hungary, than with Styria, Lower
Austria [two federal states].”

(focus group participant, Austria)

Insufficient institutional capacities to effectively address the issue of territorial
inequality (D7)

refers to the lack of skills within the institutions to effectively address issues or at-
tract funding. As consistently reported across most countries, small municipali-
ties highlight their insufficient resources to hire skilled professionals such as IT spe-
cialists, civil engineers, experienced lawyers, and public procurement experts. The
challenge arises from the inability to attract these professionals due to the com-
paratively low salaries offered by the municipalities. Additionally, the overall qual-
ity of life and limited opportunities prompt skilled professionals to migrate to larg-
er cities (check D8).

Quote: “We also require lawyers in our municipality,
just as larger municipalities have.”
(focus group participant, Denmark)
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Geographical disparities in quality of life (D8)

refers to the ability to guarantee life quality, which is influenced by topography and
geographical positioning. These factors significantly impact aspects such as inad-
equate transportation infrastructure, restricting residents’ ability to reach essential
services,employment opportunities,and educational facilities. Topography affects
infrastructure development, contributing to disparities between regions. Economic
opportunities, housing availability, and property values are also influenced by to-
pography, impacting arable land, tourist areas, and housing space. Even the de-
mographic composition of an area (such as a high proportion of Roma population)
can lead decision-makers to overlook a specific place and neglect public invest-
ments or service provision.

Quote: “local communities lag behind as the municipal government pri-
oritizes the interests of specific groups and economic entities rather
than addressing the unique needs of the territory”

(focus group participant, Italy).

EU funding disparities and territorial inequality (D9)

refers to the different ways and policy requirements for local municipalities to
access EU funding. These vary across different States, leading to uneven effects
across EU Member States, and sometimes also vary within regions of the same
State.

For example, Danish participants mention that Denmark may not be fully capital-
izing on EU opportunities, particularly in relation to the EU’s innovation support for
large companies. Economic resources, knowledge, and capacities need to reach
rural areas for development beyond relying solely on blue-collar workers and tour-
ism. The “Just Transition Fund” by the European Commission should address the
greatest challenges in achieving a climate-neutral transition by 2050. On the oth-
er hand, participants of the Italian focus groups emphasize the distinctive features
of European policies compared to Italian policies. It highlights the planning and
continuative nature of European policies. The key idea is that continuity is not only
ensured for the seven-year programming cycle but also for subsequent cycles, as
policies addressing critical factors require sustained and ongoing intervention. The
conclusion drawn is that securing funding for the seven-year programming cycle
of European funds is essential to ensure the continuity of interventions over time.
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Fragmented social fabric and loss of connection between local communities
and administration

As mentioned before, the level and quality of social interactions within an area
deeply influences the perception of territorial inequality and the reaction to it.

If the local social fabric is fragmented, if local communities perceive a disin-
vestment from the State, or if there is lack of institutional support for local ini-
tiatives, a sense of helplessness and a feeling of being “left behind” can lead
to disengagement by the local community, as they might perceive any effort as
pointless. This withdrawal and loss of connection can be considered a driver of
inequality in itself, as it reduces the efficiency of policies, while potentially un-
dermining citizens’ trust in democratic institutions and processes.
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To support readability, in the following text the drivers will be referred to by a shortened
name and, occasionally a code, indicated in the table below.

Code

D1

Name

The lack of policy framework to deal
with the issue of territorial inequality

Shortened name

lack of policy framework
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2.2 HOW TERRITORIAL
INEQUALITIES ARE PERCEIVED
BY LOCAL COMMUNITIES

D2

Fragmented competences and vertical
policy coordination gaps between
different levels of government

vertical policy coordination gaps

D3

Weak collaboration and inter-agency
(horizontal) cooperation in addressing
territorial inequalities

weak inter-agency horizontal
cooperation

D4

Inadequate funding systems and
schemes targeting the local level

inadequate funding system

D5

Population decline and changes in
population structure leading to new
demands and the role of the State

demographic changes

Dé

Optimizing the right balance between
policy centralization and
decentralization

centralization-decentralization
imbalance

D7

Insufficient institutional capacities to ef-
fectively address the issue of territorial
inequality

insufficient institutional capacities

D8

Geographical disparities in quality of life

geographical disparities

D9

EU funding disparities and territorial
inequality

EU funding disparities

D10

Fragmented social fabric and loss of
connection between local communities
and administration

social fragmentation
and detachment

The EXIT project has explored the ef-
fects and local perceptions of territori-
al inequalities through careful fieldwork
analysis, thoroughly discussed in the
EXIT “Comparative Report on Experienc-
es and Perceptions of Territorial Inequal-
ities”. As highlighted by the drivers, the
effects of territorial inequalities on res-
idents are shaped by interaction of the
issues arising from more rigid and slow-
to-adapt administrative structures, their
analytical frameworks, and the effects
caused by long-term transformations of
socio-economic structures.

In fact, the fieldwork analysis demon-
strates the impact of neoliberalism (Har-
vey, 2007; Brenner et al. 2010) on the
evolution and contraction of public pol-
icies pertaining to social services and
health, education, employment and mo-
bility have far-reaching consequenc-
es for everyday life. The process of pe-
ripheralization, whereby certain regions
are systematically deprived of invest-
ment, infrastructure and policy support,
has the dual effect of undermining lo-
cal economies and deepening social in-
equalities. This can lead to feelings of
abandonment and disenfranchisement.
It is thus necessary to consider not only
economic decline but also the socio-cul-
tural dislocation experienced by commu-
nities that feel excluded from the benefits
other citizens enjoy. This feeling becomes
even more nuanced when looking at the
everyday individual experience: the in-
tersection of age, gender, ethnicity, and
socio-economic status has a significant
impact on territorial inequalities.

Itis often the case that women, ethnic mi-
norities and low-income populations face
multiple layers of disadvantage, which in
turn limits their access to healthcare, ed-
ucation and employment opportunities.
The need for an intersectional approach
emerges as essential to address these
compounded disadvantages, with poli-
cies and services tailored to the specific
needs of marginalised groups.

Meanwhile, local resilience and the grass-
roots initiatives have shown to play a piv-
otal role in contrasting negative effects
such as social fragmentation, depopula-
tion and reduction in the sense of commu-
nity, especially when robust networks of
social services and community spaces are
in place. This confirms that bolstering social
infrastructure in under-resourced commu-
nities is pivotal for fostering resilience, as
contended by Tomaney and colleagues
(2024). The strategies mapped and evalu-
ated during the EXIT project with a partic-
ipatory approach show the ability of local
communities to bridge gaps left by eco-
nomic and governmental neglect. While
the research reveals a growing disillusion-
ment with representative democracy in
some left-behind areas, as political sys-
tems seems to perpetuate inequalities by
failing to address the needs of geograph-
ically marginalized populations (Crouch
2020), the analysis of impacts generated
by local community strategies revealed
that social impacts discussed in the fol-
lowing section often address multiple driv-
ers simultaneously. This suggests that locall
communities not only have a perception
of the drivers, but also of their interac-
tions in a specific context: in other words,
the knowledge of local communities is im-
portant to support policymakers to design
better policies. However, this ability is not
usually formally recognized and it’s rare to
find formal definitions and regulations for
this collaborative role in legislative texts
across Europe.



2.3 LACK OF GRASSROOTS
RECOGNITION UNDERMINES
POLICY SUCCESS

Policies, regulations and laws across Eu-
rope show a great variance in the lev-
el of recognition of the unique role of
grassroots organizations and communi-
ty-led activities in policymaking, and of-
ten seems to lack an adequate and ap-
propriate recognition of the unique role
and skills played by these actors.

The European Treaties explicitly ac-
knowledge both citizens’ democrat-
ic rights and the importance of involving
representative organizations, noting that
“institutions shall, by appropriate means,
give citizens and representative associa-
tions the opportunity to make known and
publicly exchange their views in all areas
of Union action” and “maintain an open,
transparent and regular dialogue with
representative associations and civil so-
ciety” (TEU, art.11, 1-2). In other legislative
texts, such as the British “Public Service
(Social Value) Act” (2012), the focus is on
the need for public authorities to con-
sider, protect and improve the econom-
ic, social and environmental well-being,
when proposing a procurement. This ap-
proach highlights the existence of a com-
mon, general interest shared by public
authorities and citizens, but in this case
the responsibility is given to public au-
thorities only.
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The lack of recognition of an equal-
ly valuable policy role for grassroots or-
ganizations, contributing to a clear pow-
erimbalance between policymakers and
civil society, poses the basis for arelevant
shortcoming: the citizens have the right
to be heard, but are not explicitly entitled
to actively contribute to policy through
their complementary role. In this way, the
valuable freedom of action enjoyed by
local communities and their specific abil-
ity to activate change towards social im-
pacts is somehow wasted. This can be
highlighted through some specific fea-
tures connected to the reduced efficien-
cy of co-programming mechanisms.

When co-programming mechanisms are
framed simply as tools available to poli-
cymakers, it implies that administrations
can choose whether or not to estab-
lish them. In this case, then it is likely that
these mechanisms are unevenly used
across the territory, creating a patch-
worked structure, both at the horizontal
and vertical level. This could exacerbate
vertical policy coordination gaps (D2)
and geographical disparities (D8).

It is also probable that each mechanism
will be organized around specific objec-
tives and processes, designed and en-
forced by the professionals working for
the administration, who may lean to-
wards replicating the administrative
structure, mindset, timetables, priorities.
The administration is also likely to unilat-
erally define the co-programming table
engagement rules.
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This could open the door to arbitrary de-
cisions, such as non-transparent selec-
tion and sidelining of relevant actors,
and to a potentially non-inclusive cul-
tural and organizational environment for
local communities invited to contribute;
it is necessary to underscore that some
groups are more likely to be exclud-
ed than others. Moreover, administra-
tion-led tables usually tend to prioritize
long-term, complex policy objectives, of-
tenleaving aside the need for local com-
munities to have short-term solutions to
their experience of inequality, and im-
mediate rewards to sustain engage-
ment and civic participation (Carrosio
and Zabatino, 2022, p. 115). This is an es-
pecially important element related to
volunteer-led participation: mechanisms
organized around administrative time-
tables often do not allow for accommo-
dation to facilitate volunteers who have
other jobs. These features risk not only
weakening trust within communities but
also reducing political support for the
bottom-up policy approach. The over-
all consequence is that the genuinely
impactful contribution of grassroots or-
ganizations is overlooked: in the cases
analyzed both by Carrosio and Zabati-
no (2022), and by the EXIT research, local
actors and their networks are reinforced,
strengthening their ability to cooperate
horizontally, while long-term policy ob-
jectives aimed at reducing the drivers of
inequality are not usually achieved.



3. THE IMPACTS
GENERATED BY LOCAL
CIVIC ACTORS

Local resilience and grassroots initiatives
have been shown to play a pivotal role
in counteracting negative effects such
as social fragmentation, depopulation
and a decline in community cohesion, es-
pecially when robust networks of social
services and community spaces are in
place. The strategies proposed and as-
sessed during the EXIT project through
a participatory approach demonstrate
the capacity of local communities to fill
gaps left by economic and governmen-
tal neglect.

While our research points to a deepening
sense of disillusionment with representa-
tive democracy in left behind areas, the
analysis of the impacts generated by lo-
cal community strategies highlights the
resilience of democratic practices when
they are embedded in the lived redalities
of everyday life.

The third phase of the EXIT research
was aimed at gathering already exist-
ing strategies or co-designing poten-
tially useful strategies proposed by local
communities and stakeholders to tack-
le territorial inequalities in their every-
day life. This phase was structured as a
multi-level participatory process, articu-
lated through three main types of work-
shops, corresponding to different scales
of action and dialogue: resident partic-
ipatory workshops at local level, coun-
try-level workshops involving residents
and stakeholders, and a final interna-
tional workshop bringing together rep-
resentatives from all study areas.

Sustainable strategies to counteract territorial inequalities:
Integrating local know-how in policymaking | Policymakers’ guide

At local level, resident and stakeholder
workshops provided spaces for partici-
pants to reflect on their lived experienc-
es of territorial inequality and to pro-
pose concrete strategies rooted in local
realities. These proposals were then dis-
cussed and further developed during the
Country Workshops, where participants
from the study areas within the same
country collectively reviewed the strate-
gies and selected those they considered
the most relevant and effective. This pro-
cess resulted in the identification of a to-
tal of 38 strategies to combat territorial
inequalities. These strategies were sub-
sequently brought to the International
Workshop, where representatives from
the case study areas analyzed them
comparatively, focusing in particular on
the enabling and constraining factors
affecting their transferability across dif-
ferent territorial and institutional con-
texts.

This multi-level discussion provided
deeper insight into how different driv-
ers of territorial inequality interact in
practice and helped to identify emerg-
ing policy priorities. In fact, many of the
community-led strategies often address
multiple drivers at the same time, reflect-
ing a grounded understanding of how
inequalities are produced and experi-
enced locally. This suggests that local
communities’ rooted knowledge might
be indispensable to map the negative
effects of drivers, as well as to support
policymakers to design better policies,
structural changes or reforms.
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3.1 THE SOCIAL IMPACTS:
CONTEXTS, EFFECTS AND COMMON PROCESSES

The collected strategies present a high degree of variability, yet show some common
features. Some are policy-driven and aim to adapt existing national policies to the spe-
cific context, while others are completely led by the communities, sometimes pointing
out the absence of institutions. The concrete actions proposed differ in scope, themat-
ic priority, complexity and participating networks, depending on the specific factors at
play. However, it is possible to find a common basic structure made of “hooks and out-
comes”.

Communities start from an insightful analysis of root causes and perceived needs, and a
(sometimes implicit) mapping of available and potentially available resources, and ob-
stacles. From there, each strategy proposes a concrete action, the hook, that responds di-
rectly to an urgent need. This indirectly generates a medium-term outcome by attracting
attention and generating engagement within the community and/or institutions.

Even more interesting, the analysis of these 38 strategies suggests a convergence on only
five impacts, which can respond to multiple drivers of inequality at once; some drivers are
more often impacted than others.
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1. To show pathways to reshape services delivery models to meet local needs within ex-
istent policy (I1)

This impact refers to the effect of closing the gaps between perceived needs and the
ways public services are structured, at least partially. In the EXIT mapping, the strategies
that reach this type of impact are common in contexts where the interactions of vertical
policy coordination gaps (D2), inadequate funding systems (D4), demographic changes
(D5), centralization and decentralization imbalance (Dé), have led to public disinvestment,
systemic neglect of existing structures, generating social fragmentation and detachment
(D10).

In these cases, existing national policies and the ability to adopt a multi-actor approach
at the local level are key resources. In the selected strategies, the local communities man-
age to use the available resources to implement national level policies re-structuring the
service delivery to their own practical needs. This concrete action works as a hook to-
wards the institutions, with the potential outcome of prompting various administrative lev-
els and policymakers to reconsider and adapt the policy framework (D1). Stimulating a
reflection on the issues related to the existence of vertical policy coordination gaps (D2)
and inadequate funding systems (D4), providing guidance for a different analysis of the
challenges posed by demographic changes (D5). Moreover, having efficient new deliv-
ery models could prompt a reconsideration of the existing balance between centraliza-
tion and decentralization (D4). As a direct effect of the action, the community may see ur-
gent needs handled appropriately.

For example, the Austrian strategy “Decentralized Health Network” and the Serbian “Ex-
panding Elderly Care Services” used the existence of a national policy framework (Prima-
ry Health Care Strategy in Austria and Strategy for Deinstitutionalization in Serbia) to re-
inforce and restructure the delivery of local care systems. The Austrian case introduced
a multiprofessional model of coordinated care operating across different locations, en-
hancing territorial accessibility. This helped to reduce the risks connected to demograph-
ic changes (D5) and imbalance between centralization and decentralization (D), while
contributing to updating the existent policy framework (D1) and strengthening local in-
ter-agency cooperation (D3). The Serbian case strongly relied on the strengthening of
the local inter-agency cooperation (D3) to reach similar results, which would have been
extremely difficult for policymakers to design and implement. It’s interesting to note that
these strategies, through strengthening the local inter-agency cooperation, also contrib-
ute to the activation of impact 4 (‘Rebuild trust among local actors and with institutions’).

A different lesson can be learned from the Belgian strategy “Set up a community med-
ical centre” where similar premises and potential impacts were reduced by the diffi-
culty to attract general practitioners in the area, despite the support offered by the lo-
cal administration. In this case, existing geographical disparities in quality of life (D8)
played against the expected impact, as the offered conditions were not enough to al-
leviate the human resources limitations. This case illustrates that reduced impacts
can raise doubts about feasibility when structural solutions to address other drivers
are absent. However, it is important to emphasize that this represents a positive poli-
cy outcome: the strategy successfully revealed the influence of additional drivers. This
insight can inform the design of complementary strategies or policy interventions to ac-
tivate impact 2 (‘To show pathways to remove obstacles to local experiences’).
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2. To show pathways to remove structural obstacles that prevent local experiences to
flourish (12)

As suggested by the Belgian case above, some drivers can obstruct the positive effects
of interventions. For this reason, some of the 38 strategies are specifically designed to ad-
dress drivers that hinder local initiatives. This impact usually intervenes where local actors
perceive the absence of a support system to act locally, whether institutional, technical or
financial (see the table below for reference to specific drivers).

In this case, the hook may take the form of a proposal, or call to action, to active enti-
tiesin order to design and implement collaborative solutions to remove obstacles and un-
lock key resources. The existence of national frameworks, targeted funding, or technical
knowledge within the network can help to establish a starting point for the strategy. Ob-
viously, to achieve a positive outcome, drivers such as weak horizontal inter-agency co-
operation, if present, should be reduced through targeted side actions.

Some examples of thisimpact are the Italian strategy “Helping Small Towns Get Access to
Funding”, and the Serbian “Boosting Employment” strategy.

The first strategy targets the institutional weakness of small municipal administrations,
whose offices struggle to navigate the complexity of national and EU funding procedures,
leaving their territories unable to access development resources (D7). The proposed re-
sponse is to create territorial development agencies to bring together project managers,
accountants, and technical experts capable of unlocking external funding and manag-
ing strategic projects.

The second strategy addresses deep structural barriers to boosting employment, such as
youth outmigration, low investment, and declining agriculture. It combines infrastructural
development, entrepreneurship support, and sector-specific measures in both urban and
rural zones, proposing a mix of investment incentives, SME support, agricultural modern-
ization, and employment activation measures, involving a wide network of local actors
within a national policy framework

This can be animportant contribution to policymakers who need to adapt general policies
to concrete contexts. This type of impact seems to be efficient both for creating bottom-up
innovative solutions that can be integrated in wider policy frameworks, and for supporting
theeffectiveimplementation of top-down policiesonthe ground. This could work especially
welliftheobstaclesatthelocallevelareappropriately mappedinthe phaseof policy design,
and the local strategies solicited and supported as a part of the policy itself.
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3. To re-state and reclaim residents’ agency over their environment and the care for the
social fabric in ways that are inclusive, visible and grounded in the local reality (13)

This impact is often found in strategies aimed at tackling the negative effects of social
fragmentation and detachment (D10), and weak horizontal cooperation (D3). It may also
respond to the lack of policy frameworks able to include local communities as a meaning-
ful actor of policy implementation, such as place-blind policies or strongly top-down pol-
icy implementation processes.

This impact is a strong game-changer, as it sets the basis for a generative and creative
context coming from the acceptance of responsibility of the local community. This could
valorize existing community assets through mutual sharing of resources, training and em-
powerment of residents, and transformation of space, especially in the case of regener-
ation strategies. Local administrations are called back to their role in a proactive way (in
connection with impact 14, ‘Rebuild trust among local actors and between residents and
institutions’).

To achieve thisimpact, concrete hooks can vary greatly, going from physical regeneration
of spaces to direct service delivery, from training activities to investments in arts, depend-
ing on available resources and perceived needs. Each action provides immediate materi-
al and psychological rewards for taking care of the environment and for the social fabric,
thanks to the immediate and visible results generated. Outcomes generally focus on valu-
ing local agency, emotional attachment to place, and shared stewardship, strengthening
the positive perception of residing in the area. Through a pragmatic and resource-effi-
cient model of regeneration, the final result is a transformation of the perception of disillu-
sionment while helping residents to develop new skills and to grow aware of the power to
challenge inequalities within the community.

Some good examples of this impact using physical regeneration as a hook are provided
by Austria’s “Community Hub with a Social Coordinator”, Belgium’s “Reopening Community
Spaces”, Italy’s “Bringing Public Spaces Back to Life”, Denmark’s “Giving New Life to Empty
Buildings” strategies. The same spirit of spatial and social reactivation can be found in the

“Let’s Beautify the Neighbourhood” strategy in San Isidro (Spain).

In the Austrian case, the combination of space and coordination stands out as an inte-
grated model, seeking to institutionalize mechanisms for participation, as the social co-
ordinator is tasked with weaving connections, supporting new initiatives, and maintain-
ing long-term continuity. In ltaly, the revitalization of abandoned public assets was tied
to a broader symbolic and economic revitalization of the community. In both Murano and
Gennargentu-Mandrolisai, participants underscored how physical decay had become a
visible sign of institutional neglect and collective demoralization.

When service delivery is used as the entry point, or hook, immediate support for urgent
needs can trigger empowerment towards autonomy and responsibility. This process also
helps build networks in which people in need can establish connections that extend be-
yond the immediate support received. Examples can be found especially around policy
areas such as education, employment, and community and social life.
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The Austrian “Inclusive Vocational Training” strategy places a strong emphasis on the so-
cial groups most likely to be excluded from employment: women with caregiving respon-
sibilities, migrants facing language or qualification barriers, and young people discon-
nected from training pathways. It proposes tailored vocational routes combined with
wrap-around support services and improved coordination between local actors, con-
trasting the negative effects of a weak horizontal cooperation (D3). Similarly, the UK strat-
egy “Skills for the Future” aims to align training and education systems with the demands of
emerging economic sectors, such as green technologies, digital services, and care work.
By reimagining skills development as a future-oriented investment, this strategy seeks to
rebuild a sense of purpose and aspiration among young people, bridging the disconnect
between economic opportunity and lived experience. Importantly, it does so by involving
localemployers and institutions in the co-design of programs, helping to ensure that train-
ing leads not only to qualifications, but to actual prospects of stable, meaningful employ-
ment. In this way, the strategy contrasts two drivers, weak horizontal cooperation (D3),
and social fragmentation and detachment (D10).

Focusing their work on hybrid spaces and community-led cultural initiatives, strategies
such as Spain’s “Revitalising El Punt Shopping Centre” and the UK’s “Stronger Social Ties”
reach the same impact. In Montcada i Reixac, the shopping centre becomes a vehicle for
social gathering and youth engagement beyond economic activity, demonstrating how
commercial infrastructure can be reimagined as a social commons; the UK proposal artic-
ulates along-term process towards intercultural cohesion where to build trust and shared

identity consistent investment in arts, dialogue, and youth leadership are required.

Depending on the context, this type of impact can contribute to exposing institutional ab-
sence, insufficient capacities, and other gaps, laying out the ground for further actions
and strategies to be designed. In fact, it is crucial to highlight that these approaches are
not meant to substitute public responsibilities, as all these examples, despite their effec-
tiveness, are fragile experiences when lacking institutional scaffolding, access to funding,
and technical support.

For policymakers, this impact can be valuable as the idea of co-responsibility emerges as
essential, and the recognition of the value of hybrid models that combine top-down sup-
port with bottom-up initiative could set the basis for renewed policy approaches. How-
ever, to achieve this long-term transformation, a solid relationship between residents and
institutions at various levels is a key resource. In fact, the analysis of strategies shows that
the stronger the dialogue with other levels of institutions, the bolder the actions proposed
by the communities.
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4. To rebuild trust among local actors and between residents and institutions at various
levels (14)

The loss of connection between residents and administration can become a strong driv-
er of inequality, as pointed out by Wacquant with the concept of “advanced marginality”
(2008), which entails a state of systemic neglect that perpetuates feelings of powerless-
ness and social isolation, draining the energy and motivation needed to handle the is-
sues. There are many ways in which local communities may manifest this feeling, but in all
cases the communication between institutions and the residents becomes difficult to initi-
ate and maintain. The same can happen within the social fabric, for example when policy
implementation exacerbates inequalities favoring some groups while damaging others
(e.g. landlords against tenants), or when demographic structure shifts exacerbate cultur-
al, economic, gender and age-based discriminations. In this context, the negative effects
generated by social fragmentation and detachment (D10), and by weak horizontal co-
operation (D3) might mutually reinforce the blocking of any possible strategy that aims to
tackle other drivers.

For thisreason, theimpactlays an effective ground for a meaningful and powerful change,
allowing for renewed civic participation, and for a strengthened administrative role in the
area. In fact, other drivers can be highlighted and eventually reduced (check the table for
details), preparing the area for activation of other impacts aimed at removing obstacles
and reshaping service delivery. This may be an explanation for the considerable number
of strategies where this impact emerges, across various policy areas, such as Education,
Environment, housing and regeneration, and Mobility and immobility.

Actions serving as hooks can be varied, depending on urgent needs considered prima-
ry cause of detachment, but all involve an advocacy effort to engage institutions, stake-
holders and citizens in a shared responsibility-taking. These strategies display a common
call for reciprocity, recognition and follow-through, clarifying which actor should take the
lead and who'’s responsible for what. Advocacy competences, team-building and coop-
eration skills emerge as key resources, together with existing policies, which can serve as
a starting point.

Outcomes can be more or less effective, as not all the institutions and stakeholders actu-
ally engage. However, even a negative outcome can be considered a policy success, as
it can help to uncover a political attitude or administrative frailty, setting the basis for ac-
tions towards targeting these obstacles. In most successful cases, strategies lead to the
establishment of effective cooperation laying the ground for future co-design of inter-
ventions.

Actions based on a collaborative approach can be found in the Greek strate

gy “Safe and Accessible Schools”, where residents and teachers identified the poor phys-
ical state of schools as a major concern and introduced a formalized, cyclical mechanism
for inspecting and upgrading school buildings, with clear criteria for prioritization and a
focus on bioclimatic and inclusive design. Similarly, the strategy “Clean City with Shared
Responsibility” from Pyrgos (Greece) focuses onimproving waste management, framed as
a shared responsibility involving institutions, schools and residents.
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A strong advocacy approach is adopted by the San Isidro strategy “Holding the AVS Ac-
countable”, seeking to formalize civic pressure towards the regional housing agency re-
sponsible for deteriorating public housing, through the establishment of collective mech-
anism that can negotiate, monitor and advocate for decent housing conditions. Even
more ambitious, in Montcada i Reixac, the strategy “Enforcing Environmental Responsibil-
ity” scaled up environmental responsibility to target large polluting companies, calling for
recognition of the municipality’s environmental burden calling for redistribution of respon-
sibility, visibility, and resources. An interesting case is represented by the Danish strategies
“Making Rural Transport Easier to Use” and “Investing in Fair Rural Transport”, where the
pathway through volunteering is rejected to advocate for stronger public investment. In
fact, looking at mobility, participants rejected informal or volunteer-based ride-sharing
schemes as unsafe, exclusionary, and ethically problematic, drawing a clear boundary
between citizens’ role and the duties of the State. Similarly, the Serbian strategy “Improv-
ing Mobility” calls for road reconstruction, enhanced intra-municipal connectivity and
subsidies for vulnerable groups, reinforcing the idea that mobility is a public responsibility.

Finally, two strategies involved institutions beyond the local level, pushing for the recon-
figuration of regional flows: the UK “Better Transport” addresses both internal deficiencies
and links to major urban centres, showing that mobility inequalities are relational, shaped
by the ability (or inability) to reach regional labour markets, services and opportunities. A
similar approach is found in the Greek strategy “Mobility for All”.

This impact has relevant policy effects. It should be underscored that the call to the ad-
ministration is articulated in a proactive, positive, and cooperative way. Even when strat-
egies involve contesting policies and politicians, they also reaffirm the role of each actor
within the democratic system and acknowledge the central position of institutions, there-
by strengthening both democratic procedures and institutional legitimacy. Moreover, this
impact contributes to highlighting other drivers such as vertical policy coordination gaps
(D2), weak horizontal cooperation (D3), inadequate funding systems (D4), while contribut-
ing to tackle directly the negative effects of demographic changes (D5) and of geograph-
ical disparities (D8).
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5. To bridge the gap between institutional spaces and wider social fabric (15)

This impact refers to the ability to involve the local echelons of institutions in a stronger in-
ter-agency cooperation with the local social fabric. Schools, public offices, health care
centers, and the people who run them, when defunded and neglected by the upper ech-
elons of the public institutions they represent, can be seen as victims of territorial inequal-
ities themselves (let’s think of small schools that resist in remote areas despite investment
cuts and low personnel numbers). Sometimes, however, there are cultural, linguistic, and
social gaps between them and the local community they are meant to serve and with
whom they share the experience of inequality, which hinder a potential alliance. This im-
pactis a very specific declination of the previous one, but one worth mentioning, because
when communities manage to involve institutions into the social fabric, they access new
resources, such as buildings, human resources, and institutionalized channels to dialogue
with other institutional levels. This is why this impact can be a pre-condition for change in
any direction.

These strategies build on hooks which can offer support to, and motivate, the personnel
working in these structures while responding to concrete needs of the population. This
leads to the activation of local institutions as powerful allies in a stronger horizontal co-
operation (D3) for the development of strategies aimed at designing new models of ser-
vice delivery (impact 1), as vocal advocates in the call for investments and re-claiming the
role of the State (impacts 2 and 3), and strengthening trust between communities and in-
stitutions (impact 4).

An example of this specific impact is the San Isidro strategy “Schools Connected to the
Neighbourhood”, which addresses the lack of connection between schools and sur-
rounding neighbourhoods, transforming schools into open, participatory hubs, capable
of anchoring educational processes in the life of the community (contributing to reshap-
ing service delivery models). This involves building a stable alliance between schools, fam-
ilies, associations and local actors, and jointly developing activities that foster territorial
belonging, intergenerational exchange and collaborative responsibility (contributing to
re-stating and reclaiming residents’ agency). Another interesting example is ltaly’s “Listen-
ing Spaces” strategy, which revolves around the repurposing of municipal rooms to cre-
ate informal civic contact points, accessible to those who may feel excluded from digital
or bureaucratic channels, also suggesting a pathway to reshaping service delivery mod-
els. This initiative underscores the participatory nature of the democratic process, where
citizens claim their right to voice their perspective and being heard, highlighting the need
for involvement in the decision-making process starting from a new alliance with the lo-
cal institutional space.
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Impact 5: To bridge the ap between institutional spaces and wider social fabric
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4. HOW TO SUPPORT LOCAL ACTORS AND
INTEGRATE THEIR KNOWLEDGE IN POLICY DESIGN

One of the questions addressed by EXIT is whether strategies developed by local commu-
nities can be transferred to other areas. It is true that each concrete strategy strictly de-
pends on the context: the main drivers causing inequality and their interactions, the ex-
isting resources and the specific needs perceived by the community. However, it may be
argued that strategies and impacts can be replicated elsewhere by applying a general
design framework across different actions, thus producing comparable results.

This is the key feature which makes grassroots initiatives an indispensable resource in pol-
icymaking: the ability to trigger recognizable pathways to change adapted to each con-
crete context.

To explore the transferability of grassroots strategies, during the International Workshop
the participants from the case study areas were asked to analyze which factors would
enable or obstruct the implementation of the 38 selected strategies in their own area. The
participants, divided into two groups, showed a strong alignment in their perception elab-
orating two very similar maps, containing six factors of transferability:

0 the political o the local e the local

and institutional socio-demographic geographic
context features features
the attitude the presence
the resources
of local governance and treatment of

availability and leadership volunteers

The first transferability factor points to elements which pertain to the administrative and
policymaking institutions: the lack/presence of a coherent policy framework (D1) and to
the existence of vertical policy coordination gaps (D2), together with policymakers’ polit-
ical sensibility towards solving territorial inequalities. The second and third factors corre-
spond to the reaction of administrations and policymakers towards territorial character-
istics, such as demographic changes (D5) and geographical disparities (D8). Thus, these
four drivers can be highlighted as especially sensitive. To orient policy work towards tack-
ling them could play an important role in enhancing the ability of local communities to
counteract territorial inequalities.
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The last three factors can be grouped in the broad category “sustainable resource system’
underlying the need to access material, financial, administrative, political and human re-
sources, including skills. As already mentioned, drivers such as weak horizontal coopera-
tion (D3) and social fragmentation and detachment (D10) are especially volatile factors in
the development of territorial inequalities, as they reduce cooperation, thus hampering
the ability to access existing resources. At the same time, the factor concerning the “at-
titude of local governance and leadership” highlights the limited recognition granted to
grassroots initiatives as meaningful policy actors. Pointing out this aspect, EXIT partici-
pants underscore the perception of subordination stemming from power imbalance as a
source of uncertainty.

In the “Cross-national report on strategies and practices” the EXIT research highlighted
that: “[..] territorial inequalities require integrated, multi-dimensional solutions that com-
bine policy reforms, community-driven initiatives, and technological advancements. Pub-
lic investment in healthcare, education, housing, and transport must be coupled with
grassroots activism and digital innovations to ensure long-term impact. The most suc-
cessful strategies involve local adaptation of national policies, ensuring that solutions are
tailored to the specific needs of each region. By fostering collaboration between govern-
ments, private sectors, and communities, European municipalities can build more inclu-
sive, resilient societies where access to services, opportunities, and social cohesion is not
determined by geography or economic status. Through continued investment and inno-
vation, territorial inequalities can be gradually diminished, ensuring that all European cit-
izens have equal opportunities to thrive” (p.10).

This ideal “golden recipe” seeks to strengthen the sustainability of community-led activi-
ties and identify improved practical mechanisms for combining policy action with grass-
roots initiatives, addressing the main shortcomings outlined in Section 2.3.



4.1 DESIGNING COHERENT
POLICY FRAMEWORKS
THAT EFFECTIVELY INVOLVE
LOCAL COMMUNITIES

The role of a coherent policy frame-
work in addressing territorial inequali-
ties through a sustainable, long-term ef-
fort,emerged in a new light following the
analysis of the local community strat-
egies. In fact, the ability of grassroots
to map existing or potential interac-
tions between drivers suggests that to
be effective both in the short and long
term, policy frameworks should also in-
clude some kind of coordination systems.
These could flexibly address the multi-
ple dimensions and manifestations of the
State’s withdrawal from left-behind ar-
eas by leaving space for tailored adap-
tations and integrations by bottom-up,
community-led activities.

This however tends to be obstructed by
various factors, including differences of
approaches, languages, and priorities
among different actors. These differenc-
es often emerge also within the formal
process proposed by the Social Impact
Assessment (SIA) scheme, where com-
munities sometimes find it difficult torec-
ognize social impacts on the policy lev-
el. In fact, they might find it challenging
to identify, assess, describe, and quantify
this type of long-term important results,
which are so deeply embedded in every-
day life and perception. At the same time,
it may also be difficult for policymakers
to recognize the concrete policy value of
abstract feelings like ‘care for the social
fabric’ or ‘trust among local actors and
institutions’.
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Appropriate indicators for measuring
social impact might represent another
challenge: some of the relevant aspects
of the discussed impacts can’t easily be
measured with quantitative indicators.
Mistrust can be generated around ad-
ministrators’ fears of potential funding
misuse by local actors.

Adopting an impact-oriented planning
of interventions that involves also psy-
chological and perception-based results
in project evaluation grids could effec-
tively ease the mistrust and disconnec-
tion between the State and the margin-
alized territories, encouraging people to
activate their energy, competences, at-
titudes, and time towards a common re-
sult.
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4.2 PRACTICAL TIPS ON HOW TO
VALORIZE LOCAL COMMUNITIES’
UNIQUE CONTRIBUTIONS

One of the most difficult aspects in tack-
ling territorial inequalities is the variabil-
ity of areas, territorial features, cultural
background, national administrative and
legal structures, individual experiences
of inequalities and interactions of driv-
ers. Local administrators, regional and
national level policymakers would relate
differently with each point. The practical
tips proposed below should be seen as
general considerations coming from the
overall EXIT research experience, that
could provide inspiration, suggest path-
ways, and highlight already-existing ex-
amples.

The overall structure is built starting from
basic, occasional or short-term interven-
tions, and leads to the design of a po-
tential multi-level multi-agent circular
co-programming mechanism to be run
long-term. Some aspects are inspired by
the lived experience of EU level mecha-
nisms for consultation (as the Have Your
Say platform) and co-programming ta-
bles, which exist under many different EU
Commission DGs. Others are informed by
the EXIT research and existing national
mechanisms. Each of the following sug-
gestions could be tested in practice in-
dependently from the others. Overall,
the proposed system could be adjusted
to concrete contexts and, perhaps more
importantly, used to inform a collective
discussion about tools and mechanisms
to ensure greater civic participation in
counteracting territorial inequalities.
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Using the knowledge
provided by the EXIT
project to look at
policies from a
different perspective

A first policy priority could be to conduct an analysis of the
context to identify the political, legal and organizational el-
ements which contribute to the manifestation of the driv-
ers. Mapping these elements could help to detect specific in-
teractions and suggest accurate goal-oriented interventions.
It could be useful to prioritize drivers such as vertical coordi-
nation gaps (D2), weak inter-agency cooperation (D3), de-
mographic changes related issues (D5) and geographi-
cal disparities (D8), which were underscored as slightly more
relevant for transferability of local communities’ strategies.
A second practical suggestion would be to set in place some
type of consultation tool to integrate the analysis with resi-
dents’ perceptions. The preferred tool depends on the type of
territory and relationship with the residents, accessible digital
infrastructure, and available resources. As a general consider-
ation, a short, clear questionnaire based on the descriptions of
drivers could prove effective at different levels, providing valu-
able information and being relatively easy to manage. Consul-
tation tools like the Have your Say platform can be implement-
ed digitally, but also as a more accessible “Suggestion Box”, or
even physically, as suggested by the strategy “Listening Spac-
es” (discussed in relation to impact 5). The value of these tools,
however, can depend on the presence or not of other tools for
dialogue allowing for two-way messaging: During the coun-
try workshop, EXIT participants stated that they found the tool
effective as a complementary measure for providing quick
updates to citizens. They emphasized that it should be used
alongside other channels that allow citizens to voice their con-
cerns and proposals directly.

In case of contexts where in-person multi-agency interaction
is considered safe and relevant, community meetings, or stake-
holders’ meetings at higher levels, could set a first step towards
enhancing mutual trust and engagement. In this case, inviting
professional figures to mediate between administrators, pol-
icymakers and the local community could smoothen the dia-
logue, navigate intra-community conflicts and provide a more
accurate mapping of principal obstructing factors. If possi-
ble, interesting profiles for this task would be personnel with
a background in civil society or with long-term experience in
co-programming mechanisms. Of course, it would be advis-
able to avoid this type of tool in case of conflictual communi-
ties, where the effects of drivers weak cooperation (D3) and
fragmented social fabric and detachment (D10) are strong. In
this case, it could be useful to find some local actors willing
to work towards the achievement of impact 4 ‘to rebuild trust
among local actors and between residents and institutions at
various levels’.

Empowering
grassroots networks,
forums of local
administrators and
associations to
scaffold the
inter-agency
collaboration
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The EU level co-programming tables highlight the ability of um-
brella associations, networks and forums in coordinating hori-
zontally and providing community-rooted insights in policy de-
sign and implementation at the highest level. These networks
are also usually able to coordinate vertically within their own
structure, providing capillary bottom-up information gathering
and offering practical support to implementation of top-down
recommendations, plans and guidelines.

This example suggests that policies able to empower this type
of entities towards a similar set of activities could prove very
effective in scaffolding inter-agency collaboration, connect-
ing territories with similar experiences, and providing policy
briefs and bottom-up recommendations to higher administra-
tive levels.

To do this, local communities and echelons of grassroots orga-
nizations could be empowered to continue performing their
self-chosen activities, aligned with needs, intuitions, and indi-
vidual and community time and resources available. As men-
tioned, the locally implemented strategies are fragile unless
resources, administrative support and recognition are grant-
ed. This empowerment could be achieved by establishing
small-sum, easy to manage funding schemes, with minimal or
no conditions attached. Providing special habilitation to use or
regenerate public spaces for community activities could also
facilitate many of the strategies that require social gathering.

As shown by many of the strategies mapped by EXIT, individu-
al empowerment lays the groundwork for community empow-
erment, consistent with Zimmermann’s (2000) argument. As
community-led formal and informal networks can provide ex-
change of resources, training and mutual learning, allowing for
a capillary support net which can empower residents to be ac-
tive citizens in ways that are coherent with individual life proj-
ects, skills, interests and immediate needs. From a policy per-
spective, it can be argued that this contribution has paramount
importance, as ‘civic participation’ has emerged in our map-
ping as an infrastructure, more than a simple social activity.
More than keeping the civic infrastructure healthy, these local
networks can provide bottom-up practical knowledge built
with a test-and-error approach: each strategy can be consid-
ered an ‘acupuncture prototype’ (Lerner 2014), which provides
grounded knowledge and innovative pathways to policies in
ways that are efficient, low-cost and low-risk.
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Giving local
communities and
grassroots
organizations proper
recognition as
autonomous policy
actors

The Italian law ‘Codice del Terzo Settore’ (Code of Third Sec-
tor, or CTS, law n.117/2017) provides inspiration for bringing the
previous point a step further. In a national context traditional-
ly animated by a flourishing non-profit sector which performs
a relevant role in almost any policy area, the Code enshrined
the legal right for non-profit civil society organizations to be
involved by the public administration and contribute to poli-
cy programming with a formalized role. The law recognizes the
non-profit sector as complementary to public authorities, as
both take care of and support the achievement of the ‘general
interest’, introducing a two-tiered policy recognition. The law
made it mandatory for public authorities to actively involve the
non-profit sector in policymaking and implementation, mak-
ing them an interlocutor standing on an equal dignity level and
ensuring the enjoyment of specific rights. On the other hand,
it assigns organizations a type of duties concerned with infor-
mation gathering, civic engagement, top-down communica-
tion and bottom-up activation. A concrete application of this
recognition is represented, for example, by the introduction
of regulations to provide administrative support to non-prof-
it organizations involved in the regeneration of public spaces,
broader in comparison to any other actor. These new regula-
tions have directly increased the ability of grassroots organi-
zations to perform strategies similar to those proposed by the
EXIT mapping, streamlining the collaboration process already
mentioned. On the other hand, the non-profit sector is re-
quired to embrace more detailed transparency requirements,
and take on a more formal role with the duty to provide some
indicators to prove strategy effectiveness. Interventions are
co-designed with clearer tasks assigned to each actor, and
boundaries are formally established to support and defend
different institutional mandates and competences. In this way
cooperation can be streamlined and intensified. Within this
context, grassroots networks are also automatically empow-
ered to perform a stronger and more demanding role in scaf-
folding the inter-agency cooperation at all levels, increasing
the activity of maintaining the civic participation infrastructure
atalllevels.

As a final consideration, the law and its effects seem to be co-
herent with the already mentioned EU co-programming struc-
ture, where ‘umbrella organizations’ play a very similar role
and receive similar recognition. This approach can inspire ap-
propriate adaptations in different national contexts, either
starting at the local level of territorial inequalities by support-
ing a horizontal scaffolding across different territories, or using
already existing networks at regional or national levels to test
potential implementation at lower levels.

Designing a

common general
framework consistent
at the national level
and flexible at the lo-
cal level
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This suggestion s also inspired by the Italian Code of Third Sec-
tor: the law makes it mandatory to involve non-profit entities
in policy co-programming, thus the establishment of co-pro-
gramming mechanisms becomes indispensable. Evenif the law
indicates general rules for the establishment of these mecha-
nisms and actors’ engagement at the national level, interest-
ingly, it takes territorial inequalities into account providing the
possibility for each administrative body to tailor the gener-
al structure, exact functioning and engagement rules to their
concrete context. For example, a local administration could
expand the engagement rules to invite relevant local actors
that lack basic formal requirements. Even if these entities en-
joy reduced benefits, their involvement contributes to ensur-
ing effective representation of informal networks, minorities or
communities even if these lack organized networks. The same
flexibility is found in the definition of the concrete roles and du-
ties of convened actors, ideally setting the basis for an equal
and collaborative cooperation built on context-bound needs,
resources, competences and objectives.

Looking at this framework while considering the shortcom-
ings of classical co-programming tables mentioned in section
2, we can highlight an even more interesting feature: the law
is leading to a joint effort between public and non-profit sec-
tors at all levels to co-design tailored co-programming mech-
anisms. While this is currently requiring an intensive work and
practical experimentations from both sides, this long-term re-
form process is positively impacting the ability of local com-
munities and networks of performing their everyday tasks, as
mentioned in the first point. It already provides more effective
tools for cooperation with local administrations and it’s some-
how supporting the efforts towards a stronger infrastructural
civic participation also in areas characterized by territorial in-
equalities.

In fact, at present, the system is still under construction, mean-
ing that implementation is patchworked across territories, and
the uptake is more consistent at the national and regional lev-
els than at local levels, but training for local communities is a
wide-spread activity, speeding up communities’ empower-
ment.
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Design a circular
multi-level multi-
agency collaboration
structure, made of core
institutionalized
mechanisms
surrounded by less
rigid pathways to
horizontal and vertical
cooperation

Theideal landing of this type of policy reforms could be the de-
sign of a circular multi-level multi-agency collaboration struc-
ture, made up of core institutionalized mechanisms surrounded
by less rigid pathways to horizontal and vertical cooperation,
adapted to the characteristics and capacities of different lev-
els.

The mandatory nature of the co-programming mechanisms
could allow for the creation of a densely woven network of
territorial, inter-territorial, provincial, regional and national
mechanisms, coordinated vertically by both the administrative
structure and the grassroots structures. These associations,
networks and forums could be enabled to fulfil a unique role
in training their own members, ensuring proper knowledge of
the territories and equipping their representative with appro-
priate technical competences to effectively contribute to the
achievement of policy objectives, while keeping their support
of local communities’ work.

The continuous interactions across levels could help to stream-
line and unburden mid-level co-programming mechanisms
around four main tasks. The first one is to monitor local strat-
egies, mapping the most interesting and promising, working
to design pilot-testing on broader territory, and maximizing
the knowledge produced at the local level. The second one is
to provide policy and technical guidance, and financial sup-
port, to ensure that successful strategies can develop in a sus-
tainable way, be transferred to other similar contexts, and in-
spire the design of similar approaches. The third one is to timely
transmit policy implementation plans in order to involve local
communities, by asking them to contribute with feedback and
by designing specific actions to tailor policy implementation
to their unique context. The fourth task is to use the practical
knowledge to find administrative and political obstacles to the
effectiveness policies, in order to explore more efficient policy
pathways to counteract territorial inequalities.
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FINAL REMARKS

The findings that underpin this Guide are
grounded in community voices and lo-
cal experiences offering a diversity of
perspectives on how territorial inequali-
ties are lived and perceived. By connect-
ing these insights with policymaking pro-
cesses, the Guide provides a practical
lens for interpreting complex inequali-
ties and identifying avenues for action.

Across the communities included in this
study, a recurring concern is the per-
ceived withdrawal of the State from ad-
dressing territorial inequalities. Where
public support is limited, local initiatives
often fill gaps, yet these efforts cannot
replace institutional responsibility. The
Guide emphasizes the urgent need for
public frameworks that actively enable
local communities to participate in re-
ducing inequalities, supported by mech-
anisms that are inclusive, flexible, and re-
sponsive to local realities.

The consultation structure proposed in
this Guide presents a practical, though
aspirational, model for fostering dialo-
gue and cooperation between citizens
and administrations. While its full imple-
mentation may face challenges, meanin-
gful steps can be taken by adapting and
reinforcing existing mechanisms, pro-
moting coordination across levels of go-
vernment, and embedding principles of
diversity and inclusion throughout pu-
blic cooperation processes.

The relevance of generative, partici-
patory approaches is critical in under-
standing how public policies can enga-
ge communities effectively. As Minervini
(2016, p.15-6) points out, generative poli-
tics should be understood as “A platform
that, using sense as a trigger, helps peo-
ple to activate, and thus, in relation, with
their capital of energy and skills, pas-
sions and time. [..] The precondition is
that politics has to re-think itself in servi-
ce to active, conscious people more than
to passive consumers. Public policies be-
come efficacious if they are thought of
as social change processes, with gover-
nable but not predictable, outcomes.”
Participatory approaches can enhance
the capacity of public policies to mobi-
lize local skills and foster social change,
moving beyond top-down interventions.

As this Guide highlights, territorial in-
equalities can be addressed not only as
structural challenges but also as oppor-
tunities to strengthen participatory gov-
ernance and locally grounded solutions.
Public policies that actively mobilize
community capacities and knowledge
can be both responsive and sustainable.
By centering local actors as partners ra-
ther than passive recipients, governan-
ce can transform entrenched inequalities
into avenues for inclusive development.
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