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Repeating partners and partnerships in European
Territorial Cooperation: a quantitative analysis

Ricard Esparza Masana a and Pol Montemayor Cejas b

ABSTRACT
European Territorial Cooperation programmes (also known as Interreg) are designed to promote
integration by encouraging organizations in multiple regions to work together on projects to address
shared challenges. While some key aspects of these programmes have been studied (territorial scope,
thematic areas, types of initiatives), research into participant organizations and their logic within
partnerships (groups of organizations working together on projects) and the reasons for their
participation in multiple projects, individually or in clusters, has been less thorough. This article presents
a quantitative analysis of programmes under Interreg B and C, investigating the variables that influence
organizations’ involvement in partnerships and the logic behind repeated collaborations. The aim is to
supplement existing research, complementing it and supporting providing a better understanding of
this framework to programme planners, enabling them to make more informed decisions when aiming
to maximize the impact of their programmes when considering partners and partnerships.
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1. INTRODUCTION

European Union (EU) cross-border cooperation has been fostered since the inception of the
European integration process. European Territorial Cooperation (ETC) programmes (also
known as Interreg1) have been a major contributor to promoting interregional collaboration,
alongside other instruments such as the European Grouping for Territorial Cooperation
(EGTC) (Caesar, 2017; Klatt & Herrmann, 2011).

Trans-state European cooperation increased significantly in the 1990s, as an essential
element of the EU’s regional policy. Nonetheless, the first Interreg programme was introduced
for the period 1989–93, and the specific objectives of each programming period have changed
over time (Medeiros, 2018; Reitel et al., 2018). However, the main goal, as defined by Heredero
and Olmedillas (2009), has always been increasing the exchange of information between insti-
tutions from different regions and member states, promoting the development of institutional
networks to support long-term collaborations. The 1994–99 operational programme was used
to undertake multi-regional initiatives, under specific territorial programmes and projects, to
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reduce administrative barriers between them (Baños & Iglesias, 1995). The period 2000–06 was
intended to reinforce the role of the EU regions in policy design and to promote cohesion
among them (Plaza, 2002). The period 2007–13 reinforced this role, while encouraging further
joint initiatives connected to policy design and implementation, which continued in the period
2014–20, which this work focuses on.

Organizations collaborating together is fundamental in this context. The composition and
creation of networks play a large role in the success and impact of projects. Authors have ana-
lysed the role of networks in leading discussion forums, which facilitates the creation of new
ideas, opportunities and projects, increasing the knowledge transmission and the positive
externalities it generates (Davis & Greve, 1997), particularly when there are common goals
and shared standards (Holcomb&Hitt, 2007; Hult et al., 2007). However, the literature mainly
focuses on private firms; for instance, Gulati (1998) discussed the key factors in firms’ alliances;
Dyer and Singh (1998) incorporated relational capacity as a relevant factor in firms’ competitive
advantage; and Koka and Prescott (2002) and Krause et al. (2007) outlined how networking
influences firms’ social capital. Additionally, Galaskiewicz and Wasserman (1989) highlighted
how important networks are for public or private non-profit organizations. These points can be
extrapolated to the ETC context. Several factors motivate organizations to join Interreg initiat-
ives, which, along with their institutional characteristics, can lead to major differences between
partnerships (groupings of organizations jointly designing and implementing projects) and,
consequently, the impact of their collaboration.

Interreg programmes/projects have been analysed from both geographical and thematic per-
spectives. For example, Esparza-Masana (2020) analysed the case of Spain, Nilsson et al. (2010)
studied them in the Baltic Sea Region, Prokkola (2011) examined the Finish–Swedish border,
Medeiros (2014, 2017) looked at Scandinavia, and Martín-Uceda and Castañer (2018) and
Feliu et al. (2018) analysed the cross-border areas of Spain/Portugal and Spain/France. Van
den Broek et al. (2020) studied the implications for small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs). However, the role of the partnerships composition in such initiatives has not been dee-
ply explored, especially in a quantitative way, even though it is one of the two core components
of Interreg (the other being the topics covered by programmes and projects). Given that a major
goal of the ETC is to maximize cross-border networks and collaborations, it is essential to
understand the logic behind partnerships and their sustainability over time.

When discussing partnerships, several dimensions need to be considered, such as the type of
participating organizations (e.g., public administrations, research and development (R&D) pro-
viders, or firms), the funding obtained, or the intensity of collaboration in specific territories. An
often less noticed but equally relevant variable is repetition. It can be analysed from two perspec-
tives: repeating partners (i.e., organizations that participate in two or more projects) and
repeated partnerships (RPs) (i.e., groups of partners who jointly participate in more than one
project). Whether or not these repetitions are desirable depends on the goals of each pro-
gramme. Joint Secretariats of Interreg programmes have thus emphasized the importance of
engaging in different partnership compositions when creating a new project (unless, of course,
the repetition is well-justified). Hence, a quantitative analysis of the logic behind these rep-
etitions is appropriate.

The present work seeks to contribute to the analysis of this framework, placing partners and
partnerships at the forefront, and introducing a quantitative analysis that can supplement more
qualitative or descriptive approaches already present in the literature. Thus, the main objective
of this article is to integrate a quantitative approach to the logic of partnership-building in Inter-
reg programmes, which provides an additional contribution to the analyses conducted by other
authors on specific territories or programmes. Such existing and future research, in combination
with the present contribution, may lead to broader research conclusions, with potential policy
implications.
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To undertake the present analysis, we used the keep.eu repository (complemented with other
sources) as our main raw data. We constructed a database including all interregional and trans-
national Interreg projects and their partners for the period 2014–20. In section 2, we examine
the logic of repetition within the ETC framework. Later, we discuss the scope of our study and
its structure. We then present and analyse the results of our analysis; first for repeating partners
(organizations participating in more than one Interreg project) and then for RPs (a number of
organizations jointly participating in several projects). We conclude our work with a discussion
on the main findings and their implications.

2. ETC B AND C FRAMEWORK AND THE LOGIC OF REPETITION

Current ETC/Interreg programmes aim at promoting European cohesion and integration by
enabling the collaboration of organizations in various EU regions that wish to work together
in order to address a shared challenge or project concept (Dühr et al., 2007). Policy transfer
is essential in contexts of economic integration and globalization (Stone, 1999), and Interreg
projects are crafted according to key concepts such as the exchange of experiences and good
practices benchmarking (Vettoretto, 2009), where participant organizations learn from each
other and apply the gained knowledge to their own contexts, adapting it from its origin to its
destination context, (sometimes) building joint innovative initiatives (Cooke et al., 2000).

ETC projects are co-financed by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), with
an average rate of 75–85% of the project budget. These programmes align to the same thematic
objectives (TOs) as those defined under ERDF, covering investment priorities from economic
competitiveness to more social ones, including climate change and environment. The most
addressed TOs in ETC are those related to innovation, SMEs’ competitiveness, environment
and sustainability, and energy efficiency. Projects are implemented by partnerships (coordinated
by a lead partner) in a specific territorial area. Interreg A programmes cover cross-border terri-
torial areas, while Interreg B programmes cover transnational macro-regions, such as the Med-
iterranean area (including regions that have the Mediterranean Sea as one of their borders – or
are close to it). Interreg C programmes cover the entire EU. In addition, certain programmes
can involve third countries from outside the EU, such as Norway and Switzerland, or from
the Instrument of Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo,
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia, and Turkey).

Interreg A projects tend to be more specific in addressing cross-border challenges within a
much smaller geographical area (with fewer potential organizations to participate in them) com-
pared with Interregs B and C, which are more related to broader macro-regional or EU-wide
challenges. Given the complexity of comparing across the different programmes, analysing all
the Interregs A–C would present a large complexity, especially given the particular features
of each Interreg A programme (since each cross-border territory may be affected by vastly differ-
ent challenges, which are considered in each specific programme). Therefore, this work only
studies Interregs B and one under C, which include much larger territories and address, in gen-
eral, more horizontal domains. Future research could be developed to analyse Interreg A
(especially at an individual basis, and then comparing across them).

Table 1 lists the included programmes (B and C). The geographical area for each can be
visualized at the European Commission’s official site.2 We have only included Interreg Europe
for type C, since the other three programmes (European Observation Network for Territorial
Development and Cohesion (ESPON), INTERACT and URBACT) are specialized pro-
grammes that differ significantly in their structure and objectives from other programmes,
which would bias our analysis. For B programmes, we have excluded three programmes (Indian
Ocean Area, Caribbean Area and Amazonia) which have specific rules for overseas territories
that drastically alter the scope of projects. The analysed programmes cover an aggregated budget
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of over €3.1 billion. Table 1 lists these programmes, as well as their budget for the period 2014–
20 and the aggregated population of the regions that can participate in each of them. Non-EU
territories have been excluded from the analysis since they may be subject to different dynamics
that cannot be controlled.

Projects are designed and implemented under the umbrella of the different Interreg pro-
grammes, each managed by a joint secretariat, composed of technical and financial staff respon-
sible for executing the programme, including the management of the various calls for proposals.
In each of these calls, a group of organizations (partnership) presents project ideas which they
aim at implementing, led by a lead partner who acts as the main responsible and coordinator of
the project. A monitoring committee composed of experts/representatives from each member
state in the programme’s geographical area decides which projects should receive funding
and, once granted, these projects are executed (typically for two to three years).

One common aspect in all programmes is the fact that partnerships can use past joint experi-
ence to enhance their current and future joint endeavours, since they have become accustomed
to each other and therefore can establish better coordination and collaboration mechanisms
(Holloway & Parmigiani, 2016). The ongoing success of this collaboration is dependent on
the roles taken on by partners (Heide & Wathne, 2006), and the level of coordination between
them (Frohlich &Westbrook, 2001). It is also argued that coordination is improved when sus-
tained cooperation leads to joint routines or procedures (Gil & Marion, 2013; Nelson & Win-
ter, 1982; Zollo et al., 2002), as well as increased and better communication among
organizations and long-term shared learning (Tunisi & Zanfei, 1998). Since a significant
goal of Interreg projects is to address shared challenges in a coordinated manner, it is clear
that having prior experience (individual and/or collective) in how to collaborate with other

Table 1. General indicators from Interreg programmes included in the analysis, 2014–20.

Programme
Budget (EU
funds) (€)

Covered
European Union

populationa

Covered
population third
countries, 2014

Weighted gross
domestic product
(GDP) per capita

(€), 2014a

Europe €359,326,320 507,235,091 13,247,601 €28,896
Adriatic–Ionian €99,460,682 50,614,989 14,499,939 €23,109
Alpine Space €139,751,456 58,633,625 8,176,760 €40,411
Atlantic Area €185,366,492 59,532,487 – €28,715
Balkan–
Mediterranean

€28,330,108 19,030,484 4,958,163 €21,132

Baltic Sea Region €322,978,690 89,149,957 19,128,063 €30,472
Central Europe €298,987,026 145,579,331 – €30,835
Danube €239,661,376 91,049,923 21,085,597 €30,431
Mediterranean €264,898,514 124,617,692 7,353,180 €28,840
North Sea Region €328,773,520 58,149,848 5,107,970 €36,977
Northern
Periphery and
Arctic

€78,636,424 5,786,402 2,976,259 €28,776

North-West
Europe

€648,572,895 176,245,378 8,139,631 €44,678

South-West
Europe

€141,879,979 67,319,985 – €28,802

Note: aWeighted to according to the size of the population from each NUTS-3.
Sources: Eurostat and selected Interreg programmes operational programmes. (https://ec.europa.eu/
regional_policy/en/atlas/programmes).
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organizations in tackling these common challenges is relevant, as limited understanding of the
potential partners in other territories may restrict cooperation possibilities (Leick, 2012). In this
framework, we build our analysis.

3. SCOPE OF THE ANALYSIS

Several authors agree that in Interreg projects, collaboration structures among partners are
essential and, unless relationships among them are fluent, project results are likely to be subop-
timal. Therefore, it is important for partners to get to know each other and create relationships
based on effective communication (Wink, 2010). Different authors have studied the importance
of partnerships in various geographical areas; for instance, Pedrazzini (2005) analysed Southern
Europe, Neubauer et al. (2007) studied Scandinavia, and Medeiros (2010) did so for Portugal/
Spain and Norway/Sweden.

As introduced in the previous section, when a call for proposals is open, organizations inter-
act to build a partnership, and this partnership presents a project proposal which, would it be
granted funding, is implemented. An organization can only participate in calls from pro-
grammes that cover its geographical areas. There are no formal constraints regarding the num-
ber of projects in which an organization can participate; however, there are some rules when
building partnerships, some that are mandatory and included as requirements in the pro-
grammes, and some that are tacit, that is, not announced but de facto implicit. Table 2 lists
the main implicit and explicit rules. As shown, official ones require some general objective con-
ditions, while tacit constraints relate to those that must be considered by project designers when
building the partnership. These tacit constraints list comes from interviews with officers of
different programmes in the scope of previous academic projects.

A special mention must be made regarding lead partners, which are the organizations that
serve as the project coordinator. A lead partner is expected to have sound experience to exert this
role and may be subject to additional requirements specified by each programme (e.g., being a
public entity or having previously participated as a standard partner). Even if an organization
meets these requirements, it may not be willing to take on the role of lead partner due to, for

Table 2. Main official and tacit constraints when building partnerships.a

Official constraints Tacit constraints
. Partners must belong to the geographical

area of the programme
. A minimum number of partners and

involved regions (often from a minimum
number of states) is usually required

. Specific type of partners: sector of the
organization, public/private and/or other
variables (with minimums or maximums
may be required)

. Specific requirements for lead partners

. Geographical distribution: it is often seen as a
good practice to have partners from across the
area, not just from similar or nearby regions

. Good balance of type of partners (depending
on the topic), often fostering the role of public
administrations

. In general, not too (relatively) big or too small
partnerships

. Inclusion of organizations in different regions
with uneven levels of economic development

. Internal constraints within the organization;
for instance, lack of human resources or
funding to face the co-financing rate

Note: aCommon to all/most programmes.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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instance, the additional workload that this role entails, which may not always be adequately
compensated with a larger share of the budget.

Organizations build partnerships and opt for funding under the projects they design, taking
into consideration the constraints outlined in Table 2. They also consider some other implicit
variables, such as familiarity with the organizations they are targeting to work with, the organ-
izations’ experience, relevance to the project, and other subjective implications. On the other
hand, individual organizations evaluate the proposal to determine whether it is aligned with
their scope of activities, whether they feel comfortable in the partnership, whether the potential
budget is attractive enough for the tasks they will have to undertake, and other both objective
and subjective factors.

Organizations’ decisions to form partnerships are regulated by the aforementioned rules and,
as noted, having multiple institutions work together on a number of projects comes with both
pros and cons. On the plus side, as Casper (2007) noted when analysing the private industry
scope, firm partnerships can be established from existing contacts, which makes collaboration
and knowledge transfer smoother, although borders can create gaps in the process (Glückler,
2007). In this scenario, policies could reduce cooperation barriers, leading to more integrated
cross-border initiatives (Tödtling & Trippl, 2005). Moreover, as discussed in the preceding sec-
tion, project outputs/results can be maximized if there is effective collaboration within the
partnership.

Entities that continuously collaborate often face certain weaknesses. For example, not all
partners may strive to achieve the best joint results, but may become opportunistic or free-riders
once they become familiar with their counterparts’ behaviour, working methodology and values
(Anderson & Jap, 2005; Wuyts & Geyskens, 2005). Additionally, these repeating partnerships
can exclude external partners that could significantly improve the results, due to the costs of
finding better performing organizations, the familiarity of working with current partners, or
the fear of generating hostile behaviour within the current project when excluding certain part-
ners in future collaborations (Ernst & Bamford, 2005; Uzzi, 1997).

Taking these factors into account and within the limitations of the programmes’ regulations,
organizations decide whether to potentially participate in more than one project and whether to
do so with other institutions that might be repeating. Thus, these variables lead some partners to
end up participating in multiple projects – and some participating only once – as well as some
partnerships (groups of organizations) that have participated in a single project to end up par-
ticipating in more than one (as an entire partnership or a number of partners within it), or not.
The aim of this article is to analyse and understand the logic behind these criteria from a quan-
titative perspective, supplementing the works that analyse and discuss more qualitative and/or
descriptive domains. To this end, all informed projects in the selected programmes are taken
into account in the analysis (i.e., the study includes all projects that have been informed in
the database that has been used).

As previously mentioned, the database was initially extracted from the aggregated dataset of
Interreg Programmes, keep.eu (funded by the INTERACT Programme), and cross-checked
with datasets from the Interreg B and C programmes. There were some minor differences
between the datasets, which were corrected using individual data from each programme as
the reference. For the Baltic Sea Programme, data from keep.eu was considerably limited
and data was obtained and processed directly from the Programme’s own datasets. The micro-
data were then treated to remove all duplicates and identify and fix any errors, such as wrong
specified NUTS or repeated organizations with different names. Approximately 4% of the
data required manual modifications. The organizations were then reviewed on an individual
basis to assign the repeating institutions to their own code, as they often declare their names
differently when participating in several projects (for instance, they can participate as University
of Ljubljana or Faculty of Business – U. Ljubljana). This process resulted in a homogenous
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database of 6421 organizations (5874 from EU), with individual information on all the projects
in which they have participated (from any programme). The maximum number of projects par-
ticipated in is 29, belonging to the University of Ljubljana.

Before discussing the analysis framework, it is important to clarify the terminology that will
be used. By partner, the article refers to each individual organization that participate in one or
more programmes (depending on its geographical location) and one or more projects within the
same or different programmes. A participation refers to each time one organization participates
in one project. That is, if an organization joins three different partnerships (three projects), that
will be counted as three participations for that organization. Each project has as many partici-
pations as the number of partners that make up its partnership.

When analysing the results, we will refer only to EU-based organizations (EU-28, includ-
ing Britain, a full member country during the analysed period). As some programmes allow
third country institutions to participate, they do so with different funds and, often, under
different rules, which could bias the study; therefore, when studying any variable, we will
refer exclusively to organizations within the EU, which make up the majority of partners.
Moreover, only full partner organizations have been included (i.e., excluding any type of par-
ticipation mechanism such as advisory or associated partners, which do not receive funding
from the programme).

The analysis will consider (1) all programmes at once or (2) programme by programme.
When addressing domains that are common in all programmes, the results will be presented
in an aggregated way; however, differences regarding some aspects between programmes require
that some of them are examined individually.

4. REPEATING PARTNERS

Of the 5874 partners included in our data set, 2009 (34.2%) are repeating partners, meaning
they participate in more than one project. This suggests that they find value in joining Interreg
projects. These partners represent over one-third of the participant institutions in the pro-
grammes. However, if we consider the total number of participations, of the 11,847 analysed,
7982 (67.4%) belong to repeating partners. This means that while only about one in three
organizations participate in more than one project, those doing so account for over two-thirds
of the total number of participations.

To assess the intensity of repeating partners in each region, a repetition index was built, as
expressed in (1), which weights the average number of participations per partner by its potential
participations.We aggregated NUTS-3 data into bigger regions, NUTS-2, since regional policy
in the EU normally considers NUTS-2 as the analysis dimension. In the equation measuring the
index of the intensity in repetition (IR), i represents NUTS-2 regions, and j refers to NUTS-3
(where Ji is the total number of NUTS-3 in a given NUTS-2). By average number of partici-
pations per partner we refer to this figure in a specific NUTS-3 within the NUTS-2 where it
belongs (since some programmes only accept the participation of organizations in specific
NUTS-3, instead of NUTS-2). Finally, potential projects refers to the maximum number of
projects a given partner could participate in (which depends on the NUTS-3 where it is geo-
graphically located); the ratio is multiplied by 100 to facilitate the reading of the results, within
the interval of 0–2. The index allows one to make the weight of each case relative to the actual
possibilities of participation they have, so we can compare them in relative terms, for the absol-
ute value limits the potential for comparison:

IRi = 1

Ji
·
∑Ji

j=1

Average of participations per partnerij

Potential projectsij
· 100 (1)
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Figure 1 presents an overview of the repetition intensity in NUTS-2 regions (where for each
NUTS-2, we calculate the average of the NUTS-3 within – if any), measured by the aforemen-
tioned index. As shown, there is no specific pattern, except for the case of Finland and – to a
lesser extent – Sweden, which show a larger intensity than the average; the Baltic States also
present an intensity above the average. Conversely, many NUTS-2 in Central Europe have
lower intensity rates. Figure 1 also serves to demonstrate that almost (99%) all EU regions
are represented, which links to the objective of ensuring that ETC projects include partners
from all possible territories, favouring geographical distribution, therefore meeting one of the
goals of the programmes.

Table 3 presents treated data on relevant variables for each considered programme. Directly
related to their budget (Table 1), there is the number of projects and the correlated number of
organizations that take part in each, as well as their aggregated number of participations. Con-
sidering the presented relative values, it is possible to observe that there are significant differ-
ences in some cases; for instance, partners tend to participate in more than two projects on
average in the Northern Periphery and Arctic programme, whereas this figure drops to 1.26
for the North-West programme. The composition of partnerships also varies greatly, from pro-
grammes such as the Alpine Space, which have an average of almost 12 partners per project, to
others such as South-West, where the average number of partners is below five. In terms of the
ratio of public to private organizations, this does not vary significantly across most programmes,

Figure 1. Value of the intensity of repetition (IR) index (as described in function 1) by EU-28 NUTS-2
regions.
Note: Descriptive statistics: mean(IR) = 0.414, median(IR) = 0.371, std(IR) = 0.190, min(IR) =
0.1418 and max(IR) = 1.667.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Table 3. Projects and partner organizations per programme.

Programme
Number

of projects

Number of
participant

organizations
Number of

participations

Number of
participations per

partner

Average
number of
partners/

project (SD)
% of public

organizations

Average
budget per
partner (SD)

(€)
Europe 258 1214 2075 1.71 8.04 (1.59) 86.08% €188,337
Adriatic–Ionian 57 365 512 1.40 8.98 (1.72) 87.12% €183,352
Alpine Space 64 449 751 1.67 11.73 (2.25) 77.95% €188,070
Atlantic Area 72 474 726 1.53 10.08 (2.72) 54.43% €247,113
Balkan–
Mediterranean

42 211 271 1.28 6.45 (1.10) 84.83% €148,316

Baltic Sea Region 211 1008 1939 1.92 9.19 (5.39) n.a. n.a.
Central Europe 138 941 1434 1.52 10.39 (1.88) 70.67% €205,641
Danube 117 716 1068 1.49 9.13 (5.36) 67.60% €164,016
Mediterranean 116 660 1136 1.72 9.79 (2.66) 73.79% €234,553
North Sea Region 74 587 834 1.42 11.27 (3.70) 71.72% €389,440
North-West
Europe

96 778 977 1.26 10.18 (3.15) 45.59% €643,496

Northern
Periphery and
Arctic

120 324 651 2.01 5.43 (2.38) 86.73% €137,826

South-West
Europe

77 269 341 1.27 4.43 (4.19) 64.31% €182,683

Mean 111 615 978 1.55 8.85 (2.93) 67.01% €237,813

Sources: Keep.eu, Interreg Baltic Sea data and authors’ own elaboration.
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with the exception of North-West, which has more than 50% of its partners made up of
private entities. Additionally, there are considerable differences in the average budget per part-
ner, ranging from less than €150,000 (in the Balkan–Mediterranean and Northern Periphery
and Arctic programmes) to over €600,000 in the North-West. While part of these differences
can be attributed to the disparities in wages and other costs, this does not always explain the
phenomenon (e.g., the Northern Periphery and Arctic region consists of regions with, on aver-
age, a high GDP per capita). To determine whether these differences stem from a rationale, it
would be necessary to analyse the workload per partner in each programme, but this information
is not available.

In this framework, specific variables are now considered. In a comparison of public versus
private partner organizations, of 5187 analysed entities (all programmes except Baltic Sea)
3516 (67.8%) are public and 1671 (32.2%) are private. However, when studying participations,
public entities have a larger share. The average amount of projects each public organization par-
ticipates in is 2.4, while private ones participate in an average of 1.3 projects. This means that
42.8% of the public partners are involved in more than one project, compared with 17.7% of
private ones. This translates to 8478 (79.6%) of participations belonging to public entities,
and 2169 (20.4%) belonging to private ones. It is important to acknowledge that programmes
tend to favour public organizations over private ones (e.g., by only allowing private–non-profit
ones to join and granting them a lower share of co-financing).

Table 4 shows the percentage of repeating partners per programme, as well as the percentage
of lead partners of that programme’s projects which repeat, that is, organizations participating in
more than one project. When all programmes are taken into account, 78.5% of projects are led
by repeating partners. Looking at it from another perspective, non-repeating partners only lead
7.6% of the single projects they are part of, whereas repeating partners lead 13.4% of the projects
in which they participate. This aligns with the logic behind the role of lead partners; they are
usually expected to have prior experience, and to have a larger network of organizations that
can become part of the partnership.

There is a slight positive correlation coefficient (= 0.04) between the number of partici-
pations and the percentage of leadership taken by repeating partners. Table 5 shows the number
of projects these repeating partners are leading for each of their participations from 1 to 13
(where 1 is the first chronological participation and 13 is the 13th). For example, the first
numerical column indicates that for the first project a repeating partner participates in, they
are the lead partner in 13.8% of the cases (284 out of 2065). Generally, as the number of par-
ticipations increases, the presence of the partner as a lead partner also increases. In fact, for those
partners who have reached their thirteenth project, they are leading half of the projects in which
they are involved. This could be seen as a result of learning and experience, where these organ-
izations become better equipped and more confident in their ability to lead when they partici-
pate in more projects.

Still on leadership, when comparing the roles of public and private organizations leading
projects, it can be seen that 82.2% of projects are led by public institutions (taking into account
the constraints described in section 2). Regarding their participation, public organizations lead
12.2% of the projects in which they take part, while private entities only lead 5.7%. This indi-
cates that public entities have a much larger role in leadership over private organizations. This is
in line with the logic of most Interreg programmes, which usually involve a public entity taking
the lead role.

4.1. Territorial approach
After this introductory analysis, the study of specific variables regarding the logic of partners’
(reiterated) participations is now presented. We observe that territories with lower populations
tend to be overrepresented in terms of their participation in the study. This suggests that
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Table 4. Percentage of repeating partners and leadership by repeating partners by programme, 2014–20.

Europe
Adriatic–
Ionian

Alpine
Space

Atlantic
Area

Balkan–
Mediterranean

Baltic
Sea

Region
Central
Europe Danube Mediterranean

North
Sea

Region

Northern
Periphery
and Arctic

North-
West

Europe

South-
West

Europe
% of repeating
partners

32.4 24.4 31.8 24.3 16.1 34.9 26.9 25.0 33.6 23.3 35.5 14.4 19.0

Note:18] % of
lead partners
who are
repeating
partners

83.3 66.7 82.8 80.6 66.7 86.3 78.3 81.2 86.2 71.6 85.0 62.5 51.9

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Table 5. Percentage of projects led by repeating partners in chronological order (from the first they participate in to the 13tha).

Project ordinal 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
Number of partners 2065 2003 1004 568 350 221 145 107 82 58 33 18 10
% of lead partners by repeating partners Note:18] 13.8 13.4 12.7 13.7 12.0 17.2 17.9 15.0 13.4 15.5 18.2 27.8 50.0

Note: aRepeated participations over the 13th have not been included due to the very low number of observations (fewer than five).
Source: Own elaboration.
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Table 6. Correlation coefficients of NUTS-3 territories population versus participations per capita and partners per capita.

Europe
Adriatic–
Ionian

Alpine
Space

Atlantic
Area

Balkan–
Mediterranean

Baltic
Sea

Region
Central
Europe Danube Mediterranean

North
Sea

Region

Northern
Periphery
and Arctic

North-
West

Europe

South-
West

Europe
Participationsa −0.23 −0.27 −0.25 −0.17 0.10 −0.03 −0.17 0.02 −0.25 −0.26 −0.32 −0.11 −0.25
Partnersa −0.32 −0.30 −0.36 −0.21 0.03 −0.14 −0.22 −0.13 −0.29 −0.29 −0.32 −0.12 −0.29

Note: aParticipations and partners per capita.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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population size may be a key factor in understanding the logic of partners’ repeated partici-
pations. Table 6 compares the correlation coefficients between the population of NUTS-3 ter-
ritories (since not all NUTS-3 in a NUTS-2 can participate in a given programme, the analysis
must be undertaken on NUTS-3) and the number of participations per capita, as well as the
correlation coefficient between the population and the number of partners per capita, for
each programme. As shown, except for one programme, the correlation is negative, that is,
NUTS-3 with fewer inhabitants have, on average, more partners and participations per capita.
There are two main plausible explanations for this: there is less competition among organiz-
ations in areas with fewer inhabitants (which can be used as a proxy for the number of insti-
tutions in that territory); and the fact that ETC programmes usually favour geographical
distribution, aiming at encouraging participation from as many regions as possible, leading to
partnerships that include organizations from smaller NUTS-3 almost as much as from larger
ones, confirming the geographical tacit constraints outlined in Table 2.

Geographical aspects have an impact on the rate of repetition. Figure 2 illustrates the relation-
ship between the population ofNUTS-3 territories (10NUTS-3 regions withmore than 2million
inhabitants were not included for improved visualization, but were taken into account in the
analysis) and the probability of any partner in that territory being a repeating one, which is
measured as the ratio of repeating partners to the total number of partners in each NUTS-3.
Although the relationship in Figure 2 is not very clear, there is a gentle downward trend (corre-
lation coefficient = −0.154). This suggests that there is a lower chance of having repeating organ-
izations in territories with larger populations (and, consequently, more organizations). This again
underlines the importance of geographical distribution, as organizations in more densely popu-
lated areas are surrounded by a greater number of other entities (potential candidates for partici-
pation), leading to an increased indirect competition to join projects.

4.2. Economic and budgetary aspects
The next examination is to assess the relationship between participations and partners per capita
in relation to the GDP per capita of the NUTS-3 territories where they are based. Table 7

Figure 2. Relationship between the NUTS-3 population and probability of repeating partners.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Table 7. Correlation coefficients of NUTS-3 territories’ gross domestic product (GDP) per capita versus participations per capita and partners per capita.

Europe
Adriatic–
Ionian

Alpine
Space

Atlantic
Area

Balkan–
Mediterranean

Baltic
Sea

Region
Central
Europe Danube Mediterranean

North
Sea

Region

Northern
Periphery
and Arctic

North-
West

Europe

South-
West

Europe
Participationsa −0.09 −0.21 −0.08 −0.05 0.18 −0.01 −0.01 0.13 −0.15 −0.02 0.02 0.00 −0.17
Partnersa −0.08 −0.25 −0.15 −0.04 0.17 −0.01 0.00 0.13 −0.17 0.01 0.13 0.00 −0.22

Note: aParticipations and partners per capita.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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shows that the correlation coefficients for both the participations and the partners present
much weaker relationships than those in the population analysis. This suggests that partners
tend to be represented evenly in richer and poorer regions. This confirms the existence of a
tacit constraint (Table 2), showing that Interreg follows the logic of the Cohesion Policy
by ensuring participation is proportionately spread across territories with different levels of
economic development. The Adriatic–Ionian, South-West and Mediterranean programmes
have larger negative correlations (organizations in richer NUTS-3 regions participate less)
while the Balkan–Mediterranean programme has a larger positive correlation (an opposite
relationship). A probability analysis was also undertaken, similar to that done for the popu-
lation (Figure 2); however, the results were not significant and are not depicted. In general,
and aligned to the described participation tacit constraints, the analysis of the GDP per capita
across regions with different economic development levels confirms a homogeneous
distribution.

The analysis considers now budgetary implications, aiming at assessing whether it (i.e., the
money that organizations receive to implement the projects in which they participate) has impli-
cations when considering participating in more than one project. When an organization takes
part in a project, it receives a budget to be spent on project activities; of course, the more budget,
the more likely it is that the organization will be interested in participating, which could lead to
more involvement, as well as more possibilities to learn or to develop project-related activities
within the organization. We can expect that many partners would welcome a larger budget
(assuming a similar workload); we can also assume that those partners that participate in mul-
tiple projects (or at least more than one) gain experience from the previous ones and, as a result,
may obtain a larger share of the partnership budget, particularly if they expand their role thanks
to the acquired expertise.

The first part of this study explores whether repeating partners tend to obtain, on average,
larger shares of the budget in the projects in which they participate. For this analysis, the Bal-
tic Sea Programme was excluded, as we could not access microdata on the budget. Lead part-
ners were also excluded because that they usually receive a larger budget to cover the extra
costs associated with leading the project, which would distort the analysis. To analyse this,
the budget received by partners compared with the average for each project was compared.
When contrasting both types of organizations (those repeating and those not repeating),
the conclusion is that, on average, repeating partners have a budget that is 3.6% above the pro-
ject average, while non-repeating partners have, on average, −1.7% compared with the project
average. These differences are statistically significant, leading us to ponder whether repeating
partners gain knowledge from participating in multiple projects, thus resulting in a larger rela-
tive budget.

The following analysis looks at the evolution of the consecutive budgets of repeating part-
ners. Specifically, we want to see if participating in more projects leads to a relative larger share
of the budget of the consecutive projects over time. The correlation between the average growth
of this share and the number of participations presents a weak positive value of 0.042, indicating
that organizations joining more projects do not benefit in this regard.

An interesting aspect linked to the budget is the difference between this amount and the
GDP per capita, which is used as a proxy for the incurred costs. For instance, if two partners,
one from Finland and one from Bulgaria, receive the same budget, the Bulgarian organization
would be able to implement more tasks or ‘save more money’ due to the large differences in
costs, such as salaries for their employees. Therefore, different methods have been used to deter-
mine whether partners that receive more budget relative to their costs tend to participate more.
However, all contrasts led to weak results, implying that there is no correlation between ‘gaining
from the budget’ and the number of participations.
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5. REPEATED PARTNERSHIPS

In the previous section, the analysis focused on factors that could explain why individual organ-
izations would decide to participate in multiple projects, that is, become repeating partners.
However, organizations do not participate in projects autonomously – they require a partner-
ship. This leads to pools of organizations that, for various reasons, decide to work together
in multiple projects and become RPs. Table 8 presents figures on the total number of RPs in
the analysed programmes for the period 2014–20; columns show the number of partners within
the partnership, and rows indicate the number of times that those partnerships have repeated
their collaboration under different projects; in parentheses, the number of RPs that have partici-
pated in projects from at least two different programmes is provided, while the rest have just
repeated within the same programme.

As shown, more than 54% of them are type 2 × 2, that is, two partners together in two pro-
jects. This relates to the fact that, on average, RPs are formed by 2.5 partners jointly participat-
ing in 2.3 projects. A total of 365 (25.9%) RPs participate in more than one programme, that is,
a vast majority of them takes place within the same programme (RPs participate, on average, in
1.3 programmes). Additionally, 79.8% of the partners in the RPs are public, which is similar to
the figure for all partnerships.

If we look at any given RP, considering the partners within it, on average, 78% of them are
already involved in another RP, which suggests that most partners participating in RPs join
more than one RP. From an individual partner perspective, of 5874 analysed partners, 1231 par-
ticipate in RPs. Each joins, on average, 2.6 RPs; however, only 558 of them participate in more
than one of these, which shows that these set strongly enlarge the average figure, evidencing a
large degree of concentration in a number of organizations.

Table 9 presents a different analysis unit. In previous sections, the comparison was between
those partners that participate in more than one project and those that do not. Now, we will
cross these two groups with another classification. Considering the partners that do repeat
(non-repeating ones cannot be part of an RP), a differentiation is included between those
doing so in RPs (referred to as RP partners) and those that do not (non-RP partners). The
analysis includes the 2009 repeating partners, except when discussing public versus private,
where the Baltic Sea programme (no data available) is excluded and only the rest (1801 obser-
vations) is included.

5.1. Thematic objectives (TOs)
When discussing individual partners, the logic of the TO cannot be applied, as they relate to
projects and partnerships. Nevertheless, TOs are still relevant when it comes to ETC because
project topics are at the core of the cooperation. On average, the RPs participate in 1.5 TOs, and
49.5% of the RPs participate in projects belonging to more than one TO. Table 10 shows the
number and share of projects devoted to each objective, the intensity of RPs in those, and how
loyal they are, that is, whether or not they only jointly participate in one TO (i.e., the RP par-
ticipates in more than one TO).

Following Table 10, it is evident that TO1 (research and innovation) and TO6 (environ-
ment and resources) are the two domains that contain the majority of the projects. However,
the number of projects is not indicative of the relative intensity of RPs; TO7 (sustainable trans-
port) is the most intensive in terms of both RPs per project and percentage of projects including
RPs. On the other hand, TO3 (SME competitiveness) and TO11 (institutional capacity) are
the least intensive in terms of RPs. TO5 (climate change) has a peculiar characteristic: the per-
centage of projects with RPs is relatively low, while the figure of RPs per project is quite high,
indicating that there is a concentration of RPs in a few specific projects.
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Table 8. Number of all repeated partnerships (and those repeating in more than one programme).

Number of partners within the repeating partnership

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 Total
Number of repetitions 2 765(216) 186(31) 85(10) 37(2) 15(2) 11 6 3 1 2 1111 (261)

3 197(75) 32(6) 1 2 232 (81)
4 45(18) 3 1 49 (18)
5 11(1) 1 12 (1)
6 5(3) 5 (3)
9 1(1) 1 (1)

Total 1024(314) 222(37) 87(10) 39(2) 15(2) 11 6 3 1 2 1410 (365)

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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There are some deviations, however, when analysing how loyal RPs are to TOs: TO1 is the
one for which RPs are the most loyal, meaning that when participating in more than one pro-
ject, they tend to stick with this TO instead of switching to other ones. Once more, TO11 and
TO3 are, respectively, those for which RPs tend to be less consistent; therefore, those in these
TOs tend to be few and with a weak interest in working within that domain in more than one
project. Nevertheless, in general terms, no TO has a fidelity rate over 40%. This suggests that a
larger share of organizations is versatile when participating in Interreg programmes; however,
we must take into consideration that, in numerous cases, the boundaries between TOs are
not completely rigid, particularly when comparing between programmes.

5.2. Intensity of the partnership repetitions
To conclude the analysis on RPs, this study now focuses on the intensity of each programme in
terms of these. Three variables are considered: the number of partners involved in each RP, the
number of projects in which each RP participates, and the total number of projects in the pro-
gramme (as a relative measure). To focus on the within-programme perspective, the repetitions
that took place in other programmes are excluded from this analysis. For each RP, only the rep-
etitions within a given programme are included.

Table 9. Profile of repeating partners within and outside repeated partnerships.

Variable
Type of
partner

Number
of

partners % Conclusion
Public/
private

% of public partners RP partner 1059 85.17% The percentage of public
partners is similar whether
we consider RP or non-RP
partners, and being public
does not make it relatively
more likely to belong to an
RP; however, being public
does mean it is more
likelihood to repeat
participating (as previously
discussed)

Non-RP
partner

742 82.44%

% of RP partners Public
partner

1505 58.01%

Private
partner

296 62.84%

Leadership Average % of
leaderships

RP partner 1231 14.01% In percentage terms,
partners in RP tend to be
slightly more active when
leading projects compared
with non-RP ones

Non-RP
partner

778 12.31%

Budget Average % difference
to the budget/partner

RP partner 1231 4.90% Partners in RP tend to obtain
a significant larger relative
budget than those not
belonging to an RP. Being
part of an RP seems to be a
key factor when increasing
the budget obtained by
different projects over time,
even if it is not a major
growth

Correlation between
participation and
growth in difference
to budget

Non-RP
partner

778 1.32%

RP partner 1231 0.07**
Non-RP
partner

778 0.031

Note: RP, repeated partnership. **Significant at α=0.05.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Tomeasure the intensity, we follow the index presented below, named repeated partnerships
intensity index (RPII), and which follows this logic: to an RP of two partners and participating
in two projects, the formula assigns the weight of 1; if the same RP participates in three projects,
then it assigns a weight equal to of 2, and so on (to the highest weight of 15 for 11 partners in
seven projects). Following the same logic, if the RP participates in just two projects but it clus-
ters three partners, then the formula assigns the weight of 2; would the RP have five partners in
two projects, the weight would be four. Then the index aggregates the individual weights to
state the programme’s RP intensity. In the index (per programme) expressed in (2),N represents
the number of RPs, i refers to the programme, j is the number of partners in the partnership, k is
the number projects in which each RP participates, and Pi is the number of projects in pro-
gramme i:

RPIIi =
∑11

j=2

∑7
k=2 (Nijk · ( j + k− 3))

Pi
(2)

To validate the index values, robustness checks were conducted using other formulas and
weights. In each case, the programmes kept the same ordinal position in the ranking, with simi-
lar distances between them. The results, presented in Table 11 and Figure 3 (which uses pro-
gramme numbers in Table 11), show that Alpine Space is the most intense programme in terms
of RPs, and South-West Europe has the lowest intensity. Figure 3 illustrates the relationship
between the number of projects per programme and the number of RPs, with the diameter
of each circle representing the magnitude of the index. We can see a positive and close-to-1
relationship between the values in both axes, which follows the direct logic of more RPs
when there are more projects. However, the magnitude of the index does not appear to be
directly linked to the figures in the axes.

6. DISCUSSION

It can be expected that the success and impact of ETC projects depend – to a large extent –
on the composition of the partnerships. The characteristics of the partners that make up
these partnerships and their interaction is a key factor. In the preceding sections, the article
has quantitatively analysed and defined in detail the dimensions of the organizations parti-
cipating in various projects, whether they do so individually or in collaboration with other
institutions. To undertake this analysis, raw data bases were mainly treated, cross-checked

Table 10. Thematic objectives in repeated partnerships (RPs).

Thematic
objectivea

Number of
projects

Number of
RPs

% of projects
with RPs

RPs per
project

% RPs only in that
thematic objective

1 425 310 72.94% 1.50 39.50%
3 121 124 61.16% 1.02 15.32%
4 209 306 75.12% 1.46 30.72%
5 26 55 69.23% 2.12 21.82%
6 410 619 70.24% 1.51 36.19%
7 97 240 86.60% 2.47 37.92%
10 8 2 25.00% 0.25 0%
11 146 168 62.33% 1.15 11.90%

Note: a1, Research and innovation; 3, small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) competitiveness; 4, low-
carbon economy; 5, climate change; 6, environment and resources; 7, sustainable transport; 10, education
and training; and 11, institutional capacity.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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with other sources and analysed from multiple perspectives, including territorial, financial
and thematic.

Regarding these dimensions, relevant findings have been made and hypotheses have been
tested. In summary, it can be confirmed that, in absolute terms, there is an even geographical
distribution of participation across regions, regardless of the level of economic development
or demography. Thus, the less populated territories tend to have a higher degree of participation
in relative terms, and organizations in these regions are more likely to join more than one pro-
ject. It can also be concluded that public organizations tend to participate, repeat and lead more.
Repeating entities tend to lead more projects, both in absolute and relative terms (especially for
partners in RPs), and this trend is even more pronounced the more projects they join. They also
receive more relative budget compared with the average of each project, which is also more
intense for entities in RPs, with this extra relative budget increasing the more projects they

Table 11. Intensity of repeated partnerships per programme.

Number Programme Projects Repeated partnerships Index
1 Alpine Space 64 100 3.156
2 Baltic Sea Region 211 289 2.962
3 Atlantic Area 72 81 1.889
4 Mediterranean 116 131 1.759
5 Northern Periphery and Arctic 120 81 1.500
6 Danube 117 80 1.325
7 North Sea Region 74 48 1.297
8 Central Europe 138 93 0.986
9 Adriatic–Ionian 57 27 0.772
10 North-West Europe 96 38 0.635
11 Interreg Europe 258 116 0.539
12 Balkan–Mediterranean 42 7 0.167
13 South-West Europe 77 4 0.052

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Figure 3. Intensity in repeated partnerships per thematic objective.
Note: Numbers refer to the numeration in Table 11.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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participate in. We have found that there is a concentration when it comes to participation in
research projects, with less than a quarter of organizations accounting for most of the partici-
pations in RPs. All RPs also tend to concentrate in some TOs, particularly in sustainable
transport.

While the analysed variables have led to the presented conclusions, the available data has
some limitations which restrict the number of features that can be studied. For instance, infor-
mation on more subjective participation constraints could be relevant, analysing, for example,
how bureaucratic procedures can disincentive the participation of some organizations, even
though the European Commission has worked to simplify the bureaucratic procedures of
ETC programmes and intends to continue doing so (Delecosse, 2020). Microdata on the num-
ber of employees and/or financial statements of participant organizations could also help to bet-
ter understand the participation possibilities.

Even though these variables cannot be considered due to the lack of available data, the pre-
sented results cover a variety of relevant topics and provide objective information that pro-
gramme planners can use to prioritize certain aspects or objectives related to partnerships.
The results of the study can provide useful information for programme planners when making
decisions about the composition of partnerships, as well as the logic behind repeat participations
of organizations. Such decisions may involve making changes to existing rules or creating new
rules, depending on the programme.

However, it is important to note that these findings should be seen as a complement to other
studies and findings from other authors, particularly those that use a more qualitative approach,
since Interreg is not a neutral domain, and all different approaches must be taken into account to
reach sound conclusions. The results of this quantitative study add to the findings of other
authors concerning various aspects of the logic of the ETC and its outcomes, providing more
relevant implications for policymaking. On its own, this analysis offers some deductions
about partnerships; when considered in combination with the existing literature, it can help pro-
gramme planners make more informed decisions based on their goals and desired impact. This
information can also be taken into account by the European Commission when designing the
ETC policy as a whole.

Moreover, the conclusions reached by this and the aforementioned complementary
works should be put in perspective with further work on the analysis of Interreg’s impact.
This represents a significant challenge, as stated by Medeiros et al. (2022), due to the lack
of data to study some different aspects. For instance, Hachmann (2011) discussed the
impact of Interreg B in fostering policymaking coherence under the concept of ‘Europea-
nization’ and highlighted the challenge of achieving tangible results; or Gómez (2016) dis-
cussed the impact of Interreg on fostering the use of solar energy in the Mediterranean
macro-region. The authors of the ESPON (2020) report also discussed the logic of impact
analysis for Interreg programmes, stating the requirements for it to provide sound con-
clusions – following a number of statistical methods. However, they acknowledged the
large existing barriers in that regard, especially due to the lack of data that allows for com-
prehensive studies.

In conclusion, the present work is a step forward in the analysis of Interreg programmes,
considering the role of organizations and partnerships from a quantitative perspective to add
value to the existing qualitative literature. While conclusions can be drawn from it, there is
still a need to measure the logic of these programmes and their actual impact in a comprehensive
manner. The European Commission, together with the programmes’ managing bodies and
expert researchers, could invest additional efforts to devise ways to achieve these impact
measurement objectives. This would enable the drawing of decisive final conclusions that
demonstrate the relevance of Interreg in promoting European cohesion.
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NOTES

1 Since its introduction in 1989, the name of the programmes was Interreg. While for the
period 2007–13 it took the name of European Territorial Cooperation, the Commission, and
the public in general, continued referring to those programmes as Interreg, which for the period
2021–27 was reintroduced as the official name. In the present article, including different
periods, ETC and Interreg are used as synonyms.
2 See https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/cooperation/european-territorial/.
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