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Context and grand 
challenges
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Why measuring and 
monitoring are vital?

 Demand for public 
services is on the rise
 So is the need for 

expenditure
 But capacity to deliver 

is uneven across the 
board
 And the government’s 

fiscal situation is under 
an increasing strain

As of today, the 
government debt in the 
European Union 
represents 92.9% of total 
GDP, with the same rate 
rising to 100.5% inside 
the eurozone. 

Greece (209.3%), Italy 
(160.0%) and Portugal 
(137.2%) register the 
highest levels across the 
bloc – and even in the 
world – while Estonia 
(18.5%), Bulgaria (25.1%) 
and Luxembourg (28.1%) 
enjoy the lowest.
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To sum up:
Endless/increasing 
demand 
but 
infinite/less 
resources to deliver

Local context 
matters but needs 
adressing in a wider 
(EU) perspective

 Cost of ageing:
 Healthcare: 10 % GDP

 Pensions: 13 % GDP

 Cost of climate change: 4% 
of GDP/annually

 Cost of recovery from the 
pandemic: 6% GDP

In addition, global instability 
hikes up costs for living, 
defense, subsidies for energy 
and other supply chain 
disruptons.
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How does 
digital fit in?
The real prize and 
productivity gains are not 
in:

 automatisation of 
existing processes.

 isolated success stories 
in advanced 
communities.

The real prize is in 
adoption at scale!

Only transforming at scale can result in large scale can lead to increased productivity, 

not only in the public sector, but consequently also across the broader tax base..

Creating, adopting and following digital 

commons: standards, building blocks, 

platforms and services, APIs together, in an 

open innovation ecosystem.
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What is 
being done 
about it?

AI Package
and Coordinated Plan on AI

Data space for smart 
communities

Green Deal 
Dataspace

European Digital Innovation Hubs 
(EDIH)

DestinationEarth



Digitalisation - a key priority in the EU 
policy frameworks

However, lack of data and evidence on the 
developments at regional and local levels
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How can 
ESPON 
help? 

2023
2021-2022

2019-2020
2017-2018

Policy Brief on 
Digital 
Innovation in 
public sector

Thematic Paper on 
eHEalth

Methodology and 
self-assessment
tool LORDIMAS

Policy Brief on digital 
transformation of 
Public Services

Targeted Analysis on 
eHEalth (EE, FI, SI, 
BG)

Targeted Analysis
and Working Paper
on Digitalising
Spatial Planning

European Research 
on Digital 
Governance
DIGISER

Methodology and 
indicator list 
Local&Regional
Digital 
Transformation
LORDI

2024
Work with
LORDIMAS continues

Launch of a new 
European 
research on digital 
divides DIGIREG

Launch of a new 
Targeted Analysis 
on digital helpers
DHAK



State of play of 
digitalization of public 
sector and its services: 
insights from ESPON DIGISER
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Conservative followers Deadlocked innovator

Digital maturity and proneness to technological change differ among European cities 

Transformative pioneers

Level of digital maturity

Level of 
proneness to 
technological 

change

Champion prospects

7%
of 

DIGISER 
cities

16%
of 

DIGISER 
cities

67%
of 

DIGISER 
cities

10%
of 

DIGISER 
cities

DIGISER, 2022. www.espon.eu/digiser

Improve digital maturity and
proneness to change by

Collaborating with others

Working across silos

Developing bottom-up strategies

Case study 
examples: Rotterdam 

(NL), Porto (PT), 
Milan (IT)

Helsinki (FI), Aarhus 
(DK)

Ljubljana (SI)

Case study 
example: 

Poznan (PL)

Case study 
examples: 

Luxembourg 
(LU), 

Thessaloniki 
(EL)
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Grand challenges:
 Scaling
 Structure
 Processes
 Capacity



Quality of Life 12

Grand Challenges 
addressed in 
DIGISER
 Scaling
 Structure
 Processes
 Capacity

There are 32 national, 304 regional, 1034 
intermediary and `95000 local governments in the 
ESPON countries (EU, EFTA, UK)

Each surrounded by administrative, health, social 
care, education, transport, emergency and third 
sectors.

Each with its own, largely duplicated digital 
infrastructure, roles and institutional processes.

Each piloting solutions that already exist elsewhere.



Based on participatory approaches
Use (big) data, re-use data

Across policy sectors
With other cities

Scaling governments and markets to take full advantage of the digital revolution
Large cities benefit from sufficient capacities

35%
of DIGISER 

cities report the 
use or 

production of 
big data

35%
of DIGISER cities 

operate or work with 
urban data platforms. 

This rate rises to 
58% for capital 

cities but drops to 
31% for non-capital 

cities

Less than 

20% 
of DIGISER 
cities adopt 

interoperable 
digital systems

nearly 

30% 
of DIGISER cities 

apply solutions 
developed by 
other public 
authorities

DIGISER, 2022. www.espon.eu/digiser

OASC

EUROCITIES

URBACT

LIEU

UIA

Smaller cities focus on data 
collection

In medium sized cities
much data is collected and processed 
separately per sector

Collaborate

Possibilities to scale government activities and markets for every city

Develop data management strategies

Develop interoperable systems

Large cities have capacities to 
develop and implement:

Holistic data strategies

Interoperable systems

Bottom-up approaches
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Grand challenges:
 Scaling
 Structure
 Processes
 Capacity

The same challenges 
lie within 
governments:

Administrative, health, 
social care, education, 
transport, emergency 
and third sectors 
operating in siloes.

Each with its own, largely 
duplicated digital 
infrastructure, roles and 
institutional processes.

Each with its own 
hierarchy and casts.
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Grand challenges:
 Scaling
 Structure
 Processes
 Capacity

Public servants like 
processes. 

So let’s change the 
processes.

And lets change the 
language.

And lets establish 
multidistciplinary
teams.



DIGISER, 2022. www.espon.eu/digiser

Improving societal engagement for digital public services

Large and capital cities are among the leading cities using societal 
engagement to make digital public service provision sustainable

The 
Ljubljana 
case study 

shows 
structures to 
co-develop 
with citizens

The Helsinki 
case study 
promotes a 

model of open 
participation

Digital platforms

Bottom-up approaches

Empowering citizens

Key enablers for societal 
engagement and user 

experience

High societal engagement

Fair societal engagement

Moderate societal engagement

Low societal engagement
Most DIGISER 

cities are 
present on 

social media

DIGISER 
cities score 

moderately on 
co-creation for 

digital 
services

DIGISER 
cities score 
lowest on e-
participation 

for digital 
services

Co-creation 
and 

e-participation 
provide best 

user 
experience 

Social 
media

Social 
media

Co-creation

Co-creation

e-participation 
platform

e-participation
platform

Citizen 
participation

Social 
media

Co-creation

Social 
media

The 
Luxembourg 

case study 
highlights citizen 
participation to 

develop the 
cityapp
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Grand challenges:
 Scaling
 Structure
 Processes
 Capacity

Especially problematic 
for lagging 
regions/localities.

We do not have the 
necessary 
data/evidence to direct 
investments (DESI, 
Digital Decade).

Some governments 
resilient to change, 
most do not know how.

Dissatisfying 
and costly 

public 
services

Declining 
quality of life

Loss of 
population & 
“braindrain”

Economic 
decline

Lack of 
capacity

Vicious spiral of the digital 
divide for lagging 
regions/cities and rural areas



Institutional 
capacity

Improving institutional capacities for digital public services
41%

of DIGISER survey 
respondents indicated 

limited institutional 
capacities. As such, it 
is the most frequently 
indicated obstacle to 
digital public services
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0.2

0

Barcelona (ES): 
highest score on 

institutional 
capacity 0.83

Larnaca (CY):
Lowest score 
on institutional 
capacity 0.02

50% 
of DIGISER 

cities achieve 
a score 

between 0.31 
and 0.56

Most cities fail 
to score well on 

elements 
describing 
sufficient 

institutional 
capacities 

(more than 0.5) 

+65%
of cities with >500k 

residents approved & 
published their digital 

innovation strategies. 
This is the case for 50% 
of smaller cities (50k -

100k residents)

30%
of public authorities 

experimented
with AI and IoT 

systems

40%
of public authorities 

do not provide 
employees with 
advanced ICT 

training

Score of institutional capacity among DIGISER cities

DIGISER, 2022. www.espon.eu/digiser

Workshops
To proactively
demonstrate digital
innovation benefits

Reward and encourage employees
Use incentives to
reward experimenting with
digital solutions and promote
relevant organisational cultu

Improving
institutional capacities



Need for better data and 
monitoring
ESPON LORDIMAS
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What to monitor?

Processes or outcomes?
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Is your region, 
city, community 
already part of 
LORDIMAS?



https://lordimas.espon.eu
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