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After the 2008 crisis, awareness of the role of social rights as a foundational component of the
European Union has significantly increased. The debate on upward social convergence [i.e.,
convergence towards higher standards of social rights) within the EU has become central, not only as
a prerequisite for the prosperity of European societies but also for the very existence of the European
Union as a political entity. Conversely, the erosion of social rights and territorial inequalities (both
between member states and within them) can be considered an existential threat to the EU as we know
it today, and even more so to the process of integration.

The European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR), launched in 2017, and the European Green Deal (EGD) are
key initiatives aimed at ensuring social and environmental sustainability. The report shows how the
European Social Rights Indicator (ESRI) and Environmental Performance Index (EPI) have shown
notable improvements across the EU from 2010 to 2023. Northern European countries, such as
Denmark, Finland, and Sweden, consistently outperform Southern and Eastern European countries in
both social and environmental metrics.

As concerning social rights, post-2008, Southern European countries faced significant socio-
economic challenges, exacerbated by austerity measures. The period from 2010 to 2019 marked a
significant decline in social rights and economic stability across Southern Europe. Countries in this
region saw deteriorating employment conditions, higher rates of NEET (Not in Education, Employment,
or Training), and an overall reduction in social protection and inclusion scores.

In stark contrast, the response to the COVID-19 pandemic involved expansive fiscal policies at both
national and EU levels, which helped mitigate the adverse effects on social rights and economic
conditions. Indeed, from 2020 onwards, despite the initial downturn caused by the pandemic, there was
a rapid and robust recovery in social and economic indicators in Southern Europe. The comprehensive
response led to improvements in employment rates and a quicker recovery of social protection systems
compared to the post-2008 period.

The divergent outcomes between the 2008 financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic highlight the
critical role of policy responses. Austerity measures led to prolonged socio-economic difficulties in
Southern Europe, whereas expansive fiscal interventions during the pandemic facilitated a faster
recovery and better social outcomes. Moving forward, targeted policy interventions focusing on
education, healthcare access, and labour market reforms are essential to sustain upward
convergence and mitigate regional disparities within the EU.

Policy Recommendations

e Enhance infrastructure and economic opportunities in lagging regions, focusing on rural poverty
and youth employment.

e Implement inclusive labour market policies, promote gender equality in education and
employment, and close the gender pay gap.

e Invest in green technologies and renewable energy to ensure economic development aligns with
environmental sustainability.

e Strengthen governance and policy effectiveness to achieve better social and environmental
outcomes across all regions.



After the 2008 crisis, awareness of the role of social rights as a foundational component of the
European Union has significantly increased. The debate on upward social convergence [i.e.,
convergence towards higher standards of social rights) within the EU has become central, not
only as a prerequisite for the prosperity of European societies but also for the very existence
of the European Union as a political entity. Conversely, the erosion of social rights and
territorial inequalities (both between member states and within them) can be considered an
existential threat to the EU as we know it today, and even more so to the process of integration.

The launch of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR] in 2017 was accompanied by the
creation of a dashboard with 35 indicators to monitor its effective implementation. The Social
Scoreboard (SSB) focuses on three main areas - (i) equal opportunities, (ii] fair working
conditions, and [iii) social protection and inclusion - and has been officially adopted by
European institutions, fuelling public debate on the topic through a set of official, shared, and
freely accessible information (Mascherini et al., 2018).

The parallel emergence of awareness at the EU level about the need for a green transition
leading to climate neutrality through emissions balancing, along with the crisis linked to the
COVID-19 pandemic, has highlighted the close link between the Green Deal and social justice.
This process, which began even before the European Green Deal (2019), poses multiple
environmental, economic, technological, legal, political, and social challenges. In 2021, the
EU launched the "Just Transition Fund” (JTF), a financial instrument within the cohesion policy
framework, aiming to support territories facing severe socio-economic challenges resulting
from the transition to climate neutrality, promoting the sustainable structural change of
society as a whole. These synergies must be supported at the European, national, and, most
importantly, local levels.

The following report analyzes the evolution of the situation in different European regions
(NUTS2 level] and countries (NUTSO level), with a twofold purpose. On one hand, it aims to
provide a methodologically robust knowledge base on the evolution of social rights in the EU
at the union, national, and regional levels, to assess the extent of geographical convergence
in terms of social rights and to understand trends and diverse patterns across the various
components of the SSB. On the other hand, we analyzed the parallel evolution of social rights
and environmental performances, to promote a reflection on how the European Green Deal,
particularly through the Just Transition Fund mechanism, ensures that the transition to a
climate-neutral economy occurs equitably at the territorial level.

To achieve this goal, we applied the Multidimensional Synthetic Indicator (MSI) procedure to
the SSB dashboard of indicators to develop the European Social Rights Indicator (ESRI) (Mauro
et al., 2018), developed in the EUROSHIP Horizon project by Biggeri and coauthors in their
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Working Paper n.27 (2023). The main added value of developing a composite indicator lies in
its capacity to measure multi-dimensional phenomena on a unidimensional scale, thus
facilitating comparisons across time and units (Noll, 2018). To also consider environmental
performance aspects and developments brought by major investments over the last five years,
we focused on the data dashboard provided by the Environmental Performance Indicator and
conducted a qualitative analysis of the extensive policy monitoring documentation carried out
in various member states, to better understand the directions taken and the available data.

By using a sub-national disaggregation technique to monitor the implementation of the
European Pillar of Social Rights, we addressed territorial and gender-related inequalities
while dealing with the SSB. Nationally aggregated indicators conceal the existence of
significant territorial inequalities, with, for example, very high levels of rural poverty in
Southern and Eastern Europe (Copus et al. 2015). The actual individual level of social rights
enjoyment depends on individual characteristics (level of education, gender, etc.) as well as
on how these characteristics interact with the structural characteristics of the place of
residence. Indeed, the asymmetric impacts of intra-country social and economic inequalities
question the ability of the current development model to promote social cohesion (Rodriguez-
Pose 2018).

The actual and/or perceived marginalization of certain areas not only undermines social
cohesion at the EU level but can also lead to the rise of populism (Rebechi and Rohde, 2022)
and the growth of anti-EU sentiments (Dijkstra, 2020). Thus, the use of sub-national
disaggregation techniques to monitor the implementation of the European Pillar of Social
Rights uncovers the impact of many EU-level policies (including key actions for social
cohesion such as programs funded through the European Social Fund) that are directed at
regions, interacting with fund allocation (Hermans et al., 2021).

The report is structured as follows. Section 1 discusses how the notions of ‘green transition’
and ‘just transition’ have been addressed in the past decade, retracing the key milestones
through major EU policy documents and strategies, notably the European Pillar of Social
Rights, the European Green Deal (EGD), and the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF).
Section 2 presents the analytical and methodological framework for the research and the
construction of the ESRI index. Section 3 examines European environmental convergence,
also exploring the synergies between social and environmental convergence. Section 4
presents the analysis results, assessing the degree of realization of upward social
convergence through a NUTS 0 and 2 analysis of the ESRI. Section 5 focuses on Italy and
reflects on the implications of the correlation between convergence and policy types.



There is growing awareness that the current era, characterized by successive, interlinked, and
multidimensional shocks (from the 2008 recession and the 2010 European debt crisis to the
Covid-19 pandemic and the ongoing wars in Ukraine and Gaza, along with the 2015 refugee
crisis)] and structural challenges (demographic trends, labor market transformations,
digitalization, and climate change. EC 2023a), marks the onset of a transformative phase for
European societies.

The framework to steer this transformative phase is the European Green Deal (EGD), launched
in 2019. The EGD is a comprehensive strategy to achieve climate neutrality by 2050,
transforming the EU into a modern, resource-efficient, and competitive economy with no net
emissions of greenhouse gases. The European Green Deal is indeed the current growth
strategy of the EU, aiming to align the green transition with economic growth, thereby setting
the EU on a green economic growth path. It encompasses various policy areas, including
energy, agriculture, industry, and biodiversity, and emphasizes the need for a Just Transition
to ensure the integration of environmental sustainability with economic and social inclusivity
(European Commission, Eurofound).

The concept that social and ecological issues are interdependent is not new, originating from
the concept of sustainable development, first defined in the 1987 Brundtland report as
development that meets present needs without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own. Sustainable development consists of three pillars: environmental, social,
and economic, although there is debate about the relationship between these pillars.

Since the late 1990s, scholars have called for integrating social and ecological policy
objectives (Cahill and Fitzpatrick, 2002; Fitzpatrick, 2011), and with the rising awareness of
climate change, they increasingly focused on the interlinkages between climate change,
social policy, and justice. Climate change disproportionately impacts disadvantaged groups
and countries, which have contributed the least to the problem and have the lowest capacity
to mitigate or adapt to its effects (Chancel, 2022). This inequality is reflected in the distribution
of emissions, with the wealthiest responsible for a significant portion of emissions growth
since 1990 (Chancel, 2022).

What is new to the Green Deal is the awareness that trade-offs are present in the transition
towards a greener sustainable economy, as the green transition will not be automatically
socially fair nor reduce social inequalities per se. Studies have shown that several policy tools
used to address climate change disproportionately disadvantage poorer or vulnerable
populations. Indeed, climate change mitigation policies impact labor markets, with
employment risks for workers in high-carbon sectors, while market-based instruments like
carbon or energy taxes and subsidies for low-carbon technologies often favor the wealthier
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who can afford the upfront costs of low-energy technologies (Grésche and Schroder, 2014) and
disproportionately affect poorer households through taxes on necessities (Blichs et al., 2021).
The fairness of the green transition requires a series of adjustments in terms of offering
opportunities and mitigating risks, to ensure that no one is left behind during the green
transformation, leaving no one behind - territories, social groups, individuals.

The reference framework for ensuring a socially fair transition for all is provided by the
European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR). Proclaimed in 2017 at the Gothenburg Summit, the
EPSR sets out 20 key principles aimed at ensuring fair and well-functioning labor markets
and welfare systems across the EU. These principles are divided into three categories: equal
opportunities and access to the labor market, fair working conditions, and social protection
and inclusion. The EPSR is primarily a coordinating instrument of European governance,
aimed at improving social outcomes across Member States. It is categorized as a "soft”
governance tool, meaning that its implementation relies heavily on the cooperation and
commitment of Member States to adapt, expand, and reform social legislation within their
own jurisdictions.

The Just Transition Mechanism (JTM] and its Just Transition Fund (JTF) - introduced with the
EGD - aimed at supporting regions most affected by the transition (€17.5 billion fund for 2021-
2027), focusing narrowly on specific territories and sectors (high carbon economies), as well
as on a few welfare policies aiming at facilitating the transition of workers through vocational
training and reskilling. Furthermore, it was unclear what role the EU would play in steering
national welfare states in adapting to the challenges of the green transition. Indeed, the EPSR
is not legally binding for member states, and there were no details in the EGD on how the
implementation of the Pillar and welfare states should adapt to the Green transition (European
Commission, EUR-Lex].



Despite initial shortcomings, new
initiatives have gradually developed
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robust social protection systems
and the need for a coordinated EU response to recover sustainably and inclusively (Eurofound,
European Commission).

Key elements of the EU framework for a Just Transition have been outlined since 2021. First,
in response to the economic fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic, the EU established the
Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF, 2021, €806.9 billion) as part of the NextGenerationEU
recovery plan. The RRF aims to support Member States in their recovery and transformation
efforts, providing significant financial support to implement reforms and investments that
foster economic recovery while advancing the green and digital transitions (European
Commission, European Commission).

The establishment of the RRF can be considered a quantum leap in the process of European
integration (Vanhercke and Verdun 2022). To finance this instrument, the European Union (EU)
issued debt of unprecedented size and scope. The RRF relies on strong mechanisms of
conditionality and monitoring of fund usage, potentially enhancing the EU’s influence on
national policies and priorities (Bokhorst, this volume). Resources provided to the Member
States are to be used to finance investments and reforms - proposed by the Member States in
national Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs) - enabling recovery from the Covid-19 crisis
in line with EU priorities set out in the RRF Regulation. A top priority is to promote the
transition towards environmentally sustainable economies and societies, ensuring that the
risks and opportunities arising from the transition are fairly distributed across social groups
and territories.

The European Climate Law (ECL) approved in the same year translated into law the goal
agreed on as part of the EGD, imposing a binding objective to become climate neutral by 2050,



i.e., the economy should have reached net-zero emissions. The law establishes the
intermediate target of cutting net emissions from 1990 levels by at least 55% by 2030.

To implement this goal, the European Union (EU) enacted a number of related climate-related
rules and regulations that constitute the 'Fit for 55 package. The Fit for 55 is an
interconnected and comprehensive set of proposals designed to deliver the European Green
Deal and the EU’s climate target for 2030 as defined in the European Climate Law, cutting
across most sectors of the economy to provide the regulatory basis for reaching the EU’s
climate targets “in a fair, cost-efficient, and competitive way”. It consolidated eight existing
pieces of legislation and introduced five new policies, covering areas such as climate, energy,
fuels, transport, buildings, land use, and forestry. These represent a mix of different kinds of
policy instruments: pricing, targets, standards, and support measures.

In March 2021, the European Commission adopted an Action Plan to implement the EPSR,
setting ambitious targets for 2030. These include achieving at least 76% employment for
people aged 20-64, ensuring that at least 60% of adults participate in training each year, and
reducing the number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion by at least 15 million
(European Commission). The EPSR Action Plan calls on Member States to set their own
targets as national contributions to achieving the EU headline targets and encourages active
involvement of social partners and civil society.

The European Social Fund+, as part of the Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2027, is the
main financial instrument for the implementation of the EPSR, although the RRF, the
European Regional Development Fund, the Just Transition Fund, and the proposed Social
Climate Fund (SCF) also support this framework, addressing the social impacts of climate
policies and funding structural investments to enhance energy efficiency and decarbonize
buildings.

The Social Climate Fund represents the social branch of the Fit-for-55 package and
establishes a financial instrument to support vulnerable households, micro-enterprises, and
transport users. It aims to contribute to a socially fair transition towards climate neutrality by
addressing the social impacts of the introduction of the emissions trading system for
greenhouse gas emissions from buildings and road transport (ETS2).

The Social Climate Fund will operate from 2026 to 2032 and provide up to €65 billion in
financial support to member states to implement measures and investments included in their
Social Climate Plans. The SCF will be financed mainly by revenues from the newly created
ETS2, a separate EU emissions trading system that will cover buildings, road transport, and
additional sectors.

The Council Recommendation on ensuring a fair transition towards climate neutrality (2022],
although not legally binding, is a further important element outlining the EU path towards a
Just Transition. The Recommendation is underpinned by the principles of the EGD and the
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EPSR and aims to ensure that the Union’s transition towards a climate-neutral and
environmentally sustainable economy by 2050 is fair and leaves nobody behind. The
Recommendation invites member states to take a coordinated and cross-sectoral approach
to adopting and implementing coherent policy measures that address employment, skills, and
social aspects of climate, energy, transport, and other green transition policies. A key purpose
of the Recommendation is to encourage actions in support of individuals and households in
vulnerable situations, i.e., those most affected by the green transition, by making inclusive
provisions in areas such as education and training, taxation and social protection, and
essential services to mitigate the negative social impacts of the green transition.

Tackling Energy Poverty

The European Union has increasingly focused on addressing energy poverty, especially
considering recent global energy market disruptions and security concerns stemming from
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The RePowerEU plan, launched in 2022, seeks to mitigate these
issues by reducing Europe’s reliance on Russian fossil fuels and transforming its energy
system for better sustainability and reliability. Key actions under RePowerEU include saving
energy, diversifying energy supplies, accelerating the clean energy transition, and combining
smart investments and reforms.

The EU’'s commitment to tackling energy poverty is further highlighted by the Commission’s
2020 recommendation on the subject. This recommendation emphasizes that access to
adequate warmth, cooling, lighting, and energy for appliances is essential for a decent
standard of living and social inclusion. To support Member States, the recommendation
outlines a systematic approach to energy market liberalization and energy poverty
assessment, encourages the evaluation of the distributional effects of the energy transition,
and promotes the development of integrated energy and social policies to reduce energy
poverty and social inequality.

The EPSR and its Social Scoreboard have strengthened social policies’ roles within the
Semester. Integrating the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) into the Semester has
added an environmental dimension, but a better balance between economic, social, and
environmental objectives is necessary (European Commission, 2019b).

The final report of the Conference on the Future of Europe, launched by the EU in 2022,
contains several recommendations from European citizens on priority objectives and
necessary strategies to achieve a sustainable, resilient, and prosperous EU. Among these is
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ensuring the fullimplementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights at the union, national,
regional, and local levels. To this end, the recommendations highlight the need for greater
harmonization of EU social rights legislation, particularly concerning some strategic areas:
minimum income, minimum wage, and access to healthcare.

The Conference’'s recommendations also emphasize the need for indicators that are not purely
economic and are capable of capturing what is happening within member countries. Indeed,
nationally aggregated indicators conceal significant territorial inequalities, with, for example,
very high levels of rural poverty in Southern and Eastern Europe (Copus et al. 2015). A concrete
proposal to revise the Social Scoreboard was included in the EPSR Action Plan, leading to
further developments (Publications Office of the EU, European Commission, European
Sources).

The 2021 revision of the Social Scoreboard, along with the headline targets, has integrated
and updated the existing set of indicators to more comprehensively track progress towards
the principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights. This revision was linked to the UN
Sustainable Development Goals and incorporated new indicators. In enlargement countries,
the updated Social Scoreboard is now used in the Economic Reform Programme (ERP)
process to monitor Pillar implementation, contingent on data availability.

This comprehensive update signifies a robust step towards capturing a wider array of social
dimensions. Specifically, the integration of indicators related to digital skills, childcare
inclusion, and the employment gap for individuals with disabilities demonstrates a
commitment to addressing various facets of societal well-being.

Despite these advancements, certain limitations persist. The Social Scoreboard primarily
offers a dashboard of indicators which, while detailed, do not necessarily reveal the
interconnections between different social dimensions or the trade-offs policymakers must
consider. Furthermore, the disaggregated nature of the scoreboard can make it challenging
to derive clear, actionable insights or effectively communicate overarching trends.

In light of these considerations, we applied the Multidimensional Synthetic Indicator (MSI)
procedure to the SSB dashboard of indicators to develop the European Social Rights Indicator
(ESRI) (Mauro et al., 2018) in the EUROSHIP Horizon project by Biggeri, Ciani, et al. The ESRI
is designed to address these gaps by offering a more integrated, composite framework to
enhance the ability to communicate complex social phenomena and facilitate more informed
policy decisions. In the following section, the methodology underpinning the construction of
the ESRI is thoroughly explained.
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Noll (2018: 954) highlights that social monitoring “(...) may be defined as a systematic and
continuous observation of individual and societal well-being and related changes across time
by making use of quantitative measurement instruments, e.g. indicators systems, indicator
dashboards or composite indices.” Since the very beginning, the use of social indicators
dashboards can be motivated by the assumption that a qualitative lens is needed in order to
observe and systematically assess what really matters for our societies. In his seminal work,
Bauer (1966) defines social indicators as a form of quantitative evidence that enables us 7o
assess where we stand and are going with respect to our values and goals, and to evaluate
specific programs and determine their impact”. Bauer's definition of social indicators
underscores their role in addressing complex and multifaceted questions about societal
progress, such as "where do we stand” and "where are we going,” rather than simply "how
rich we are.” This complexity arises because social indicators must capture multidimensional
aspects of well-being. Furthermore, their relevance is determined by what society collectively
values, aligning them with public debate and deliberation, as noted by Sen (1999). Social
indicators also emphasize a collective dimension, focusing on "where WE stand” and "OUR
values and goals.” Additionally, they serve as tools to evaluate the effectiveness of policies,
programs, and projects, ensuring they meet intended outcomes.

As reported by Land and Michalos (2018), since the early steps of the debate about social
indicators, social indicators development has been conceived to shift the focus of
measurement from means (e.g. income] to ends (i.e. wellbeing, quality of life, social inclusion
etc.). Thus, the implicit and explicit rationale to go beyond GDP was already clear in the late
60s (e.g. USDHEW, 1969), well before “beyond GDP” became a well-known and shared tagline
in social research.

Moving effectively “beyond GDP” entailed the elaboration of concepts and frameworks more
complex and multifaceted than income and other related indicators. Concepts such us
standard of living (Sen, 1988), level of living (Johanson, 1973), social exclusion (Atkinson,
2000], quality of life (Diener, 1995) and then human development (Sen, 2000) and sustainable
development (UN General assembly), are inherently multidimensional: as a consequence,
their operationalisation needs, in first instance, a dashboard of indicators selected in
coherence with the underlying key concept(s).

Not surprisingly, during the last decades several turning points of policy setting were marked
by the identification and public disclosure of dashboards of indicators with the explicit aim of
increasing the accountability of policy making and improving the quality of public debate. A
first example to illustrate this trend are the MDGs and SDGs, which have significantly shaped
the global policy agenda since 2000. The United Nations Millennium Declaration (September
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2000) progress was tracked through a dashboard of 60 UN-adopted indicators. ' Then, when
in 2015 the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development evolved from this declaration, it started
to be monitored by 231 indicators officially adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2017.2 A
similar process took place with regard to the EPSR, articulated in 20 principles and then
monitored through the Social Scoreboard (SSB), with a set of 35 indicators.?

In parallel with the growing interest in social indexes, the use of composite indicators has
become more and more popular. In the 90s, the UNDP decisively contributed to this process
by developing the Human Development Index (HDI) whose success among policy makers,
researchers and activists deeply influenced (and still influences) the debate about
development (Stanton, 2007). The measurement of political and democratic freedoms at the
national level led to the development of composite indexes such as the Freedom in the World
index or the Polity Index (Hogstrom, 2013). In several countries, efforts were put in place to
elaborate composite indicators able to reduce the weight of GDP in guiding public debate and
policy decisions: as an example, starting from 2013, the Italian Statistical Institute has
developed the equitable and sustainable wellbeing index or BES (Giovannini and Rondinella,
2018). At the micro level, the growing attention on multi-dimensional deprivation raised the
interest toward multi-dimensional poverty indexes such as the MPI developed by the Oxford
Poverty and Human Development Initiative (Alkire and Santos, 2014).

From a methodological perspective, the strengths and weaknesses of the dashboard
approach are usually discussed in opposition to those of multidimensional indices, and vice
versa. The approach we take here is to focus on the complementarity of dashboard and
synthetic indicators. Based on the literature on the characteristics of the two, it is possible to
identify at least six reasons that can justify this complementarity.

The complementarity of dashboards and multidimensional synthetic indicators

Reason Details

Different approaches | Dashboards allow users to decide what to focus on and weight information
to weighting according to their own beliefs. Aggregated measures include differently weighted
dimensions, which may be arbitrary and debatable, with often implicit normative
considerations.

Interpretation vs. | Dashboards offer straightforward interpretation due to unaggregated dimensions,
communication while aggregated measures are easier to communicate but may be

misinterpreted, leading to inappropriate policy decisions.

1 See https://unstats.un.org/unsd/mdg/Host.aspx?Content=Indicators/OfficialList.htm

2 See https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
3 ee https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/european-pillar-of-social-rights/en/
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Loss of information Dashboards avoid loss of information, whereas synthetic indicators may lose
information, especially if components are not strongly correlated. However,
dashboards may delay the decisions required to construct an index.

Analysis of subgroups | Dashboards facilitate the inclusion of new indicators without affecting existing
of the population ones, making them flexible for policymakers and civil society. Composite indexes
may obscure subgroup specificities.

Trade-offs Dashboards recognize the plurality of well-being elements but are unsuitable for
policy decisions involving trade-offs. Composite indexes involve value judgments
on substitutability, influencing policy focus.

Comparability Dashboards allow comparison on individual indicators, highlighting strengths and
weaknesses. Aggregated measures provide different comparative information,

which may obscure problematic areas if overall performance is good.

Understanding the balance and interplay between these two approaches helps contextualize
the development and application of new indices. While dashboards offer granularity and
flexibility, composite indicators provide a more synthesized view that can simplify
communication and decision-making.

This duality is exemplified in the attempt to create the European Social Rights Indicator (ESRI),
which applies the Multidimensional Synthetic Indicator (MSI) procedure to obtain a composite
indicator (starting from some selected indicators included in the Social Scoreboard, SSB) that
measures on a unidimensional scale a complex multidimensional phenomenon such as the
European countries’ performance in the implementation of the European Pillar of Social
Rights (EPSR). The formal development of the ESRI using the MSI follows the methods
modelled by the EUROSHIP Working Paper No. 13 (Biggeri et al. 2022) and afterwards
extended by the EUROSHIP Working Paper No. 27 (Biggeri et al. 2023].

Before introducing the ESRI and its formalization, let us recall here some basic insights about
the composition of the indicator. ESRI composition is summarized in the table below, which
displays each indicator that form the ESRI as well as its gender-based disaggregation. The
indicators are ordered by pillar and by domain. Pillars that compose the ESRI indicator are
based on the three main areas of the SSB, namely: Equal opportunities, Fair working
conditions, Social protection and inclusion. Pillars are further composed by several domains,
as reported in table below. Lastly, each domain is composed by one or more indicators. Out of
the 36 initial indicators included in the SSB, 18 were selected to shape the ESRI's pillars,
mainly for both practical and methodological reasons. While some indicators were excluded
because of the lack of the sufficient data or to avoid biases in the aggregation (as in the case
of input indicators such as expenditure), others were already included in some composite
indicators already considered in the ESRI (the components of the At Risk of Poverty and Social
Exclusion rates were excluded to avoid duplication of information).
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Pillar Domain Indicator Gender

Early leavers from education and training (18-

T M F
Education training and 24)
lifelong education Adult participation in learning (25-64) TMF
Equal Tertiary education attainment (30-34) T, M, F
tuniti , ——
Opportunities  Gender inequality in the labor Gender employment gap (20-64] T
market
Inequality, upward mobility ~ Quintile share ratio (S80/520) T
and youth NEET (15-29) T, M F
Employment rate (20-64) TMF
Labor force structure Unemployment rate (labour force aged 15-74] T, M, F
Youth unemployment rate (labour force 15-
T M F
Fair Workin 24
Conditionsg Activity rate (15-64) T, M, F
Labor market dynamics Long-term unemployment rate (labour force
T M F
aged 15-74)
Real gross disposable income of households
Income T
(overall)
At-risk-of-poverty rate or social exclusion T
Living conditions and poverty (overall) - AROPE
, Housing cost overburden (overall) T
Social . — ,
. Impact of public policieson  Impact of social transfers on poverty
Protection and . . T
Inclusion poverty reduction reduction (overall)
Self-reported unmet need for medical care T
Healthcare Healthy life years at age 65: women F
Healthy life years at age 65: men M

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

To compute the indicator and ease the analysis, a regional dataset was constructed at the
NUTS?2 level for the 27-member states of the European Union, updating the information to the
last year available (2023), thus obtaining a complete dataset of the indicators part of the ESRI
from 2019 to 2023. For the purpose of this analysis, the NUTS2 territorial entities were
clustered in three macro-regions, northern, eastern and southern Europe* To address
missing data, a three-step procedure was used. First, a linear interpolation was made for
variables with data in prior and subsequent years by assuming a linear trend over this period.
Following this, values from the NUTS1 level were distributed to the NUTS2 level based on
population share. Lastly, a multiple imputation by chained equations procedure was applied
separately for each macro-region of Europe to allow for some degree of structural
heterogeneity (Royston and White, 2011). To prevent any imputed outliers, an upper and lower

4 Northern region include NUTS2 regions from Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Netherland, Sweden,
Luxembourg and France. Eastern region include Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia, Poland,
Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia, while Southern Europe include Cyprus, Greece, Spain, Italy, Malta and Portugal.
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bound was set for each imputed variable as the max and min from the observable values in
each macro-region using a truncated regression specification.

Coming back to the arithmetical structure of the ESRI, the MSI is a procedure to synthetize
multidimensional phenomena by ranking units on a mono-dimensional metric (Mauro et al.,
2018). The main innovative feature of the MSI approach it deals with heterogeneity and
substitutability. It is a tricky point as aggregation methods always have implicit or explicit
consequences on the way the aggregation method deals with heterogeneity. Following Biggeri
et al. (2022, p.17), “[...] arithmetic mean assumes perfect substitutability among dimensions:
this means that, once the values of the different dimensions are expressed as standardized
scores, proportionally higher values in one dimension can always offset low values in other
dimensions regardless how low they are. The geometric mean assumes that the closer you
are to zero in one dimension, the higher is the value needed in other dimensions to offset the
low performance. In case the value is zero in at least one dimension, no compensation will be
possible, and the value of the aggregate index will collapse to zero”. In the case of MSI, the
degree of substitutability is a function of the score achieved by each specific unit. Focusing on
the ESRI:

1

1 g(Xy)
ESRI; =1— Ez(l — X)) 9D
j

Where X is the NxK data matrix, K is the number of dimensions, N is the number of
observations [i.e., number of countries or NUTS2 areas [C] * number of years[T]).

The g(.) function is what allows us to model substitutability in a more flexible way compared
to the arithmetic and the geometric mean. Following Bourguignon and Chakravarty (2003) and
coherently to what already done in Biggeri et al. (2022), the degree of substitutability between
dimensions is defined by a function g(.) whose argument is the simple mean of the relevant
Social Scoreboard dimensions:

b . <
alfu a

3= b
9(Xi) Lifasu<b

lifu=b

where p is the arithmetic mean of x itand 0 < a < b < 1 are two thresholds selected so that all
units above b (or below a) have their achievements aggregated under the assumption of a
perfect (or almost complementary) substitutability rate. In the specific case of ESRI, a=0 and
b=1.

To construct the ESRI index from the indicators listed above, all indicators were first
standardized using the min-max method based on theoretical maximum and minimum values
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outlined in Appendix B. The standardized indicators (Zit) were aggregated into domains using
the geometric mean:

1
K
Domain;; = (l_[ Zl-t)
j

The domains were aggregated into pillars and then in the final ESRI index using the MSI
procedure in each step.

To measure the differences in the level of enjoyment of social rights among genders, the
domains and final ESRI index were each re-constructed using the values for male and female
population separately resulting in an ESRI index for the total regional population in addition
to a female and male ESRI scores. The decision to conduct an analysis at a regional level
obviously multiplies the number of units (namely 239 NUTS2 units): this led to the use of GIS-
based data visualization techniques.
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4. ESRI TRENDS AND CROSS-COUNTRY COMPARISONS

The following graphs provide an overview of general EU trend of the ESRI, its components and
their disaggregation by pillar, domain, region and gender over the study period, i.e., 2010 to
2023. Overall, ESRI levels have improved across Europe, but regional and gender disparities
persist. From Figure 1, which shows the overall ESRI score trend and its three pillars (Equal
Opportunities, Fair Working Conditions, Social Protection], we can grasp a steady increase of
ESRI. Notably, this positive trend seems to be driven by the Fair Working Conditions domain,
while the Social Protection and the Equal opportunity domains show upward trends, but with
a smaller growth.

FIGURE 1: ESRI TREND BY PILLAR FOR THE EU-27, 2010-2024
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Source: Authors’ elaboration

The Equal Opportunities pillar exhibits a constant improvement, particularly from 2016
onwards. Programs like the Youth Guarantee, introduced in 2013, certainly contributed to the
reduction of NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training) rates, directly influencing the
upward trend in this domain. Nevertheless, the COVID-19 pandemic (2019-2020) posed
significant challenges, disrupting educational systems and training programs. Despite
substantial investments to mitigate long-term negative impacts, this pillar is indeed the one
that shows a slower recovery rate.

On the other hand, the Fair Working Conditions pillar — which tracks labor force structure,
labor market dynamics, and household income - show a sluggish and sometimes declining
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trend in the period 2010-15, attributable to high unemployment rates and the slow economic
recovery from the 2008 crisis. However, from 2016 onwards, a substantial improvement is
evident. The significant spike post-2020, despite the initial Covid-related downturn,
underscores the efficacy of EU interventions. The SURE instrument (Support to mitigate
Unemployment Risks in an Emergency), introduced during the pandemic, provided financial
support to protect jobs and incomes, leading to a quick recovery in employment rates. The
broader European Recovery Plan also facilitated job preservation and creation, contributing
to the sustained upward trend in fair working conditions.

Finally, the Social Protection pillar - which includes living conditions, poverty, and healthcare
- shows a generally upward trend from 2010 to 2024, with a noticeable dip during the pandemic
years. The steady improvements from 2019 reflect also the effect of public policies to reduce
poverty, such as minimum income scheme and income support measures, that had tangible
impacts during this period (as we will see in the detailed tables of the next sections). The
recovery phase post-2020 shows a rapid and robust improvement, again due also to the
comprehensive response through the Next Generation EU recovery plan, which provided
significant funding to bolster social protection and healthcare systems.

If we disaggregate the ESRI performance by European regions (North, South, East), we can
see a common trend but still diverse regional dynamics (Figure 2], with countries in the
Northern group systematically show better performance than countries in the East and even
more in the South.
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FIGURE 2: ESRI BY COUNTRY REGIONS
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Northern Europe maintains a high ESRI score throughout the period, reflecting its well-
established social welfare systems and strong labor markets. The slight upward trend
indicates ongoing improvements despite starting from an already high base. Eastern Europe’s
Eastern Europe's ESRI trend shows a notable upward trajectory, particularly from 2016
onwards, but despite these gains, challenges such as lower starting levels of social
infrastructure and economic dependencies on Western Europe remain issues that could affect
the long-term sustainability of these improvements. Instead, Southern Europe shows a more
varied trajectory, with a notable dip around the early 2010s, followed by a gradual recovery and
improvement post-2015 and also in the post-pandemic.

We can further deepen this territorial heterogeneity if we move to a more detailed level of
disaggregation. Indeed, regions mainly belonging to the group of northern countries, as well
as regions in Austria, Germany and France, tend to have very high ESRI levels in the last
available year (2023), as opposed to regions further south or east (Figure 3) which belong more
frequently to the lowest quartile.

5 Northern region group includes the following countries: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Netherland,
Sweden, Luxembourg and France. Eastern region includes Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania,
Latvia, Poland, Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia, while Southern region group includes Cyprus, Greece, Spain, Italy, Malta
and Portugal.
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FIGURE 3: ESRI LEVELS [NUTS2)] IN 2023
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Gender disaggregation of the total ESRI do not deviate much from the Total ESRI tendency:
both gender indices grow following the same trajectory, with the index for women remaining
systematically on a worse performance than the index for men (Figure 4).

¢ Northern region group includes the following countries: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Netherland,
Sweden, Luxembourg and France. Eastern region includes Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania,
Latvia, Poland, Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia, while Southern region group includes Cyprus, Greece, Spain, Italy, Malta

and Portugal.
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FIGURE 4: ESRI TREND BY GENDER 2070-2023
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Nevertheless, if we delve into the national and regional level, gender disparities remain a critical
issue within the ESRI framework. Countries like Sweden, Denmark, and Finland continue to lead,
showing smaller gender gaps in employment, education, and social protection. Nevertheless,
NUTS2 data show that there are still notable regional differences, with a concentration of
economic opportunities and social services in urban centers. For example, Austria’s capital region
performs exceptionally well, while more rural areas show moderate gaps.

Germany shows notable regional differences, with some regions like Hamburg and Bremen
benefitting from robust social support systems and progressive policies, therefore displaying
reversed gender gaps. However, other regions in eastern Germany still struggle, highlighting the
legacy of historical economic disparities. The same can be said for France, that exhibits a high
gender gap in in rural and economically disadvantaged areas.

In Southern Europe, countries such as ltaly, Greece, and Spain exhibit larger and widespread
gender gaps, particularly in labor market participation and wage equality. Again, a mixed picture
characterizes Eastern Europe, with some countries like Slovenia performing relatively well in
gender equality indicators, while others like Romania and Bulgaria show more significant
disparities. Furthermore, Poland presents a stark contrast between regions such as the more
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industrialized Greater Poland, which show moderate gaps, and regions like Lubelskie and
Podkarpackie with high gender gaps.

FIGURE 5: ESRI 2023, GENDER GAP
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Furthermore, while the overall ESRI scores for males and females may show similar trends, a
deeper examination reveals significant gender disparities within specific domains.
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FIGURE &: SELECTED INDICATORS AND DOMAINS FROM ESRI 2023, By GENDER [EU-27)
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As expected, women have higher educational attainment rates than men, particularly in tertiary
education. Even, participation in lifelong learning and vocational training is higher among women,
a data that is consistent with the literature, as much as the reverse results in the Labour market
structure domain. Women have historically faced lower employment rates compared to men, due
to barriers such as childcare responsibilities, gender discrimination, and sectoral segregation.
The pandemic exacerbated these issues, as women were more likely to be employed in sectors
hardest hit by COVID-19 (e.g., hospitality, retail, care services). Post-pandemic recovery efforts
have focused on reintegrating women into the labor market, and policies targeting female
employment have been somewhat effective, leading to a gradual decrease in unemployment rates
among women in recent years. However, disparities remain.

By looking at how the various EU countries perform in the various sub-indicators that make
up ESRIin 2023, we can see that on average countries exhibit a good level of performance for
the indicators that make up the Fair Working Condition domain, as can be seen for example
from the generally good performance of Employment rate and Long-term unemployment.
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The dashboard reveals a mixed picture. While there are areas of improvement and
convergence, especially in education and employment, substantial disparities persist in health
and income inequality. We can detect a rather worse performance in the Equal Opportunities
and Social Protection and inclusion indicators, with the worst performances being shown by
the Adult participation in learning and the Impact of social transfer on poverty reduction (Table
1). From a regional point of view, the stark contrast in adult participation in learning between
the Nordic countries and Southern/Eastern Europe highlights a significant disparity in lifelong
learning opportunities.

In Eastern and Southern Europe, also early school leaving remains a critical issue, together
with high NEET rates - that confirm the challenges faced by young people in transitioning from
education to the labor market. Countries like the Netherlands and Sweden have robust
systems in place to support youth employment and education, whereas Romania and Greece
need targeted interventions to reduce youth unemployment and enhance vocational training.
Instead, higher levels of unmet needs in Southern and Eastern Europe point to gaps in
healthcare accessibility, which can have profound implications for public health and quality of
life.

Greece, lItaly, and Bulgaria show lower employment rates, highlighting significant labor
market challenges. High unemployment and underemployment, structural economic issues,
and insufficient labor market reforms contribute to these lower rates, that are indeed
confirmed by the higher levels of long-term unemployment.
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TABLE 1: LEVELS OF ESRI VARIABLES IN 2023
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Looking instead at how ESRI at the national level has evolved over time, Figure 7 below shows
ESRI levels by country in 2010, 2019 and 2023. Several aspects emerge: the first is that for all
countries ESRI has tended to grow over time, although the rates of growth differ from country to
country: no country has a lower level of ESRI in 2023 than in 2010. Furthermore, Greece is the
only country to have a lower ESRI in 2019 than in 2010, probably due to the major debt crisis that

FIGURE 7: ESRI BY COUNTRY IN 2010, 2019 AND 2023 hit the country and the subsequent
austerity measures introduced. Finally,
consistent with what we have seen
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FIGURE 8: ESRI CHANGE 2070-2023
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7 ESRI changes have been divide into quartiles. Regions in light orange belong to the lowest quartile but have been colored
differently as they reported a worsening in ESRI levels.
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The data indicate an overall improvement in social rights across the EU, with most regions
showing positive changes between 2010 and 2023. However, the degree of improvement varies
significantly across different regions and domains, highlighting persistent disparities. The map
shows widespread improvements in ESRI scores, particularly in Western Europe, Spain,
Portugal, and parts of Central Europe. On the other side, some regions in Eastern Europe |i.e.
Romania, Greece), have shown limited improvements or even worsening conditions.

Malta (27.3), Portugal (26.6), and Spain (16.7) have made substantial strides in education
indicators. Luxembourg (22.1) and Malta (36.6) have made notable progress also in closing the
gender gap, while Estonia (-4.0), Lithuania (-6.4), and Latvia (-7.9) have shown growing
worsening. A domain of significant improvement across several countries is that of NEET, which
saw significant reductions in Ireland (26.4), Latvia (21.4), and Estonia (17.0). This matched in
Estonia also a strong improvement in labor force structure and long-term unemployment
indicators. Overall, the change rates reveal a complex landscape of social rights progress across
the EU, with overall improvement and persistent significant regional disparities.

While looking at the evolution of ESRI over time (Figure 7 and 8], it becomes evident that 2020
represented an important turning point - both in positive and negative terms. We therefore
divided the period from 2010 to 2023 into two sub-periods to better capture the effects of
structural changes that occurred during this time window. For this reason, the two maps below
show the changes at the ESRI level between 2010 and 2019 and then between 2020 and 2023.
We also included a more detailed table with the ESRI indicators’ change between 2019 and 2023.

Again, it is evident that from 2010 to 2019, Italy and Greece experienced a decline, with their
ESRI scores in 2019 being worse in some regions than in 2010. In contrast, from 2019 to 2023, it
is the Eastern European regions that struggled more.
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FIGURE 9: ESRI CHANGE 2010-2019
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The first map shows that both Italy and Greece experienced significant declines in their ESRI
scores during this period, to be linked to structural problems but also to the aftermath of the
financial crisis and austerity measures. The second map highlights a shift in the regions facing
difficulties. From 2019 to 2023, many regions in Eastern Europe that experienced steady
improvements in the 2010s, now show a decline in their ESRI scores. Interestingly, during the
same period, Western and Southern European regions, including parts of Spain, Portugal, and
some regions in ltaly, show significant improvements, probably due also to the RRF investments.

When looking at the different indicators’ change rate 2019-23, we can see what are the domains
where the Covid-19 pandemic and the following measures taken at the national and EU level
impacted the most our data. During Covid, many countries experienced a spike in unemployment
rates, as well as an immense pressure on healthcare systems, but there was also a varied
response in terms of social protection measures.

As concerning labor market inclusion, while prior to the pandemic many countries were
experiencing a gradual improvement, after 2020 we can see a sharp increase in unemployment
rates and although there was a partial recovery in several countries in 2022-2023, this had
varying degrees of success. Indeed, the most positive changes were primarily in the dimensions
that constitute Fair Working Conditions, while there is a noticeable overall deterioration in the
dimension that measures the impact of social transfers in reducing the poverty rate.

Notably, Italy is one of the few countries that shows an improvement in this index by 13%.
Examining the raw data for this indicator, we see that Italy has experienced a substantial
improvement in this index since 2021, a trend that could be linked to the introduction of
measures such as the Reddito di Cittadinanza. The same cannot be said, however, of Italy's
performance in the labour market, although in the Italian PNRR many funds have been devoted
to the reform of the active labour market policies and to the strengthening of Public services®.

The overall aim of the Social Pillar is to fuel the upward social convergence across Europe: in
other words, a fair development model for the EU should favor a general improvement in the
realization of Social Rights for all. Ideally, countries (regions) presenting lower social rights
standards should catch up to better off countries (regions]. Conditional Beta convergence can
be used to empirically verify whether upward social convergence in the EU is achieved or, at
least, is in progress.

8 Obviously, the labour market impact of the PNRR measures is difficult to evaluate, given the short time horizon. However,
preliminary data for instance on the Italian GOL programme shows limited success, with only one third of participants in
an active employment relationship six months after entering the programme (European Commission, 2024).

This study was produced with the contribution of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Co-operation
in accordance with Art. 23 bis of Presidential Decree 18/1967. The positions contained in this study are solely
the expression of the authors (Irene Fattacciu, PhD, Arianna Vivoli, PhD, Federico Ciani, PhD) and do not
necessarily represent the positions of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation




We then looked at the Beta convergence in total ESRI scores for the EU27 NUTS2 regions as well
as each macro-region. Across the entire EU27, there is evidence of a barely detectable
convergence as witnessed by the slightly downward sloping trendline in black. Higher levels of
convergence are seen within both Northern and Eastern regions, while Southern regions have
experienced increased divergence in ESRI scores between 2010-19.

The next graph (Figure 12) shows instead the so-called 'sigma convergence’ for the entire EU27:
the trend of the standard deviation of the ESRI over time. If the standard deviation decreases

between countries, then we can conclude there is convergence.
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After 2008 there has been a constant increase of the divergence that continued in the aftermath of
the financial crisis European countries, driven mainly by increasing deviations within Southern
regions. The trend reverses from 2014-2019 with reduced deviations across Europe suggesting
convergence in ESRI scores. From 2020 onwards, divergence increased significantly again,
indicating that social disparities between regions have grown.

The areas of greatest convergence are typically found in education and employment in Western
and Northern Europe. In contrast, health outcomes and income inequality show less
convergence, with persistent challenges in Southern and Eastern regions. To address these
disparities, targeted policy interventions are necessary, focusing on improving education and
employment opportunities, reducing income inequality, and enhancing healthcare access in
lagging regions.

? In Figure 5 we have reported the sigma convergence calculated at the regional level for each year from 2010 to 2023.



We have decided to use NUTSZ2 analysis to focus on the situation in Italy, examining the trends in
various regions over the period from 2010 to 2023. By analyzing the evolution of all ESRI
dimensions, we can indeed gain insights into the progress and ongoing challenges, examining
regional variations and identifying specific trends within the country.

The ESRI data for 2023 highlights a mixed performance in social rights across lItaly, with
significant variations between regions. While some northern and central regions demonstrate
substantial improvements, southern regions continue to face significant challenges. In Northern
Italy, Lombardia exhibits strong performance in labor force structure, income, and living
conditions. However, Lombardia faces challenges in education and gender equality, but have also
seen growing income disparities (like in Lazio), suggesting that economic growth has not been
equally distributed across different social groups.

Veneto and Emilia-Romagna show high scores in education, labor force structure, and health.
Similarly, Trentino and Alto Adige/Sidtirol perform exceptionally well, particularly in education
and health. These also made significant strides in gender equality over the last decade,
indicating effective gender policies and social changes. Among the top performers, it is to be
noted that Veneto and Tuscany have shown considerable improvements in education over the
past decade.

Next to Tuscany, Umbria also shows strong performance in education and living conditions and
demonstrate effective public policies on poverty reduction. Lazio, on the other hand, shows
moderate performance, facing challenges in gender equality and the impact of public policies
on poverty reduction.

Overall, the ESRI data from 2010 to 2023 paints a complex picture of social rights progress across
Italy. While northern and some central regions demonstrate strong performance and substantial
improvements, southern regions continue to face significant challenges. Furthermore, the most
positively changed indicators are those related to education and gender equality, while income
inequality and youth conditions show the most marked worsening. Labor force structure,
income, and living conditions remain indeed the most critical indicators impacting the overall
ESRI score.
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6. SOCIAL RIGHTS AND ENVIRONMENTAL PERFORMANCES

Nowadays we have quite a strong consensus about the need to embrace an approach to development
that goes beyond the increase in national income, wealth and\or added value. Instead, we aim for a



multidimensional approach mainly focused on measuring the ends of the development process
rather than the means (Land and Michalos 2018; Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi 2010). The development
of the sustainable human development framework can be framed within this stream of research and
debate (Pelenc et al., 2013). Basically, the sustainable human development framework is based on
four main pillars: (i) productivity\value addiction, (ii) equality, (iii) environmental sustainability and
(iv) participation (Biggeri and Mauro, 2018).

In this sub-section, the relation between ESRI| and EPI (Environmental Performance Index] is
considered, in order to assess how the evolution of Social Rights in Europe is moving forward
together with Environmental performances, in a sort of convergence between environmental and
social sustainability. The Environmental Performance Index (EPI) data for the EU-27 countries from

2012 to 2022 provides, indeed, a valuable lens through

which to examine the broader trends in sustainability
transition and inclusive wellbeing within the European
Union. EPI was developed by the Yale Center for
Environmental Law and Policy, and it provides a data-
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A first striking fact is that Denmark maintained the top position globally from 2012 to 2022. In
particular, its success is to be attributed, according to the EPI Dashboard, to its early adoption of
renewable energy, particularly wind power, and its comprehensive approach to environmental
regulation and green technology investment. But besides, Denmark, if we look at 2022, all of the EU-
27 countries are among the global top performers in the EPI index, taking almost all positions
between 1 and 20.

Not only, as this was not the situation in 2012. Several countries greatly improved their scores and
their position in the global ranking. Among these, Croatia had a remarkable increase of 17.2 points,
probably due also to the adoption of EU environmental standards and increased investment in
environmental infrastructure, supported by EU cohesion funds aimed at newer member states
(European Commission, 2020]. Also, Malta's significant improvement in its EPI score showcases the
impact of targeted environmental policies and the integration of sustainability into national
development strategies. This aligns with the literature that emphasizes the importance of small
island states adopting tailored sustainability strategies to overcome unique environmental
challenges (Pelling & Uitto, 2001).

FIGURE 14: EPI CHANGE 2012-2022
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TABLE 3: EPI DIMENSIONS IN THE EU-27 COUNTRIES IN 2023
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If we look at the EPI Dashboard (Table 6], we can see how the increased adoption of renewable energy
sources has contributed significantly to the improvement in climate change indicators. More in
general, environmental health, air quality, sanitation & drinking water, climate change policy
objective, and waste management are the top positive influencers on the EPI score. On the other
hand, poor scores in environmental health, air quality, heavy metals, and unsustainable agricultural
practices are the most significant negative influences on the EPI score.

The reduction in PM2.5 exposure across several EU countries reflects major strides in improving air
quality. This progress is significant given the well-documented health impacts of air pollution (WHO,
2016), and EU regulations on emissions from vehicles and industrial sources have played a crucial
role in these improvements, demonstrating the effectiveness of stringent environmental standards
and monitoring. The notable improvements in climate change indicators, especially in Nordic
countries, underscore the EU’'s leadership in global climate action. Nordic countries, in particular,
have been at the forefront of adopting ambitious climate policies, including carbon pricing,
renewable energy targets, and energy efficiency measures (OECD, 2019).

From the geographical perspective dividing Europe into Northern, Southern, and Eastern regions,
the Environmental Performance Index (EPI) data from 2012 to 2022 reveals distinct trends and
patterns among these regions. Northern European countries, particularly Denmark, Finland, and
Sweden, consistently rank among the top in the EPI. These countries have made significant progress
in climate change indicators, largely due to ambitious climate policies, widespread adoption of
renewable energy, and comprehensive strategies to reduce carbon emissions (Hedegaard, 2014).



In Southern Europe, with the exception of Malta, countries often face challenges related to air quality
and waste management, although there have been overall enhancements in environmental health
indicators, with better access to clean water and improved sanitation infrastructure (European
Environment Agency, 2019).

Then, Eastern European countries, such as Bulgaria and Romania, generally show slower progress
in improving their EPI scores. Some improvements were made in air quality and the reduction of
household solid fuel use. However, the region still struggles with higher pollution levels compared
to the rest of the EU.

As concerning the Italian case, while Italy's EPI score in 2012 was relatively moderate compared to
other EU-27 countries, by 2022 it had shown several improvements. In particular, Italy notably
reduced PM2.5 and NOx emissions, and made significant progress in increasing the share of
renewable energy in its energy mix. The country has invested heavily in solar and wind energy but
has also shown improvements in access to clean water and sanitation, enhanced its waste
management practices, and expanded its network of protected areas, contributing to better
conservation of biodiversity.

Overall, Italy’s improvements in EPI scores are closely linked to a strong alignment with EU policies,
investments in renewable energy, and improvements in air quality and waste management. However,
challenges remain, particularly in urban air quality and regional disparities.

To complete the picture outlined in this report, we have compiled data from the ESRI and EPI indices
in two scatter plots (Figure 14 and 15) that detail the situation in 2022 and the change rate 2012-
2022. We have added to these figures the data on GDP to provide an immediate visualization of how
different countries are managing the balance between environmental sustainability, social
wellbeing, and economic growth.

The scatter plots reveal critical insights into the relationship between environmental performance,
social rights, and economic conditions across EU countries. While some countries demonstrate
balanced growth and synergies, others face trade-offs that require nuanced policy interventions.
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The scatter plots indicate that economic growth does not uniformly correlate with improvements in
EPI or ESRI. Higher GDP countries like Luxembourg, Denmark, and Sweden generally show better
EPI and ESRI scores, reflecting the advantage of greater financial resources in implementing
effective policies. However, GDP alone is not a definitive predictor, as countries like Ireland, despite
having high GDP, show only moderate EPI and ESRI scores. Furthermore, sustainable development
theory posits that economic growth should be decoupled from environmental degradation and social
inequality (UN, 2015). The case of Germany and the Netherlands supports this view, demonstrating
that policy effectiveness, innovation, and governance quality are critical determinants of
sustainability outcomes (Sachs, 2015).

With the Nordic countries consistently leading in both EPl and ESRI scores, the stagnant or declining
areas are for example Portugal and Greece, that have shown minimal improvement in their EPI
scores, with Greece even exhibiting a negative trend in ESRI change rate. Eastern and Southern
European countries also face significant challenges in improving their EPl and ESRI scores,
grappling with economic hardships, weaker institutional capacities, and political instability, which
hinder sustainable development efforts.

If Luxembourg, Denmark, and Sweden high EPI and ESRI scores indicate that it is possible to achieve
synergies between sustainability and social wellbeing, the analysis reveals potential trade-offs
between economic growth and environmental sustainability. Countries with significant economic
growth sometimes show less improvement in environmental indicators, suggesting that economic
activities may negatively impact environmental conditions.



The analysis of social rights and environmental performance through the ESRI and EPI scores across
Europe have highlighted several critical insights and trends over the past decade. The ESRI reveals
an overall positive trend in social rights across the EU from 2010 to 2023. This trend is primarily
driven by improvements in fair working conditions, despite significant disruptions caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, there is not an upward convergence trend among territories.
Regional disparities remain significant, with Northern European countries consistently performing
better than those in Southern and Eastern Europe. High levels of poverty in Southern and Eastern
Europe persist, challenging the overall upward social convergence.

The pandemic had a profound impact on social rights, as much as the EU’s response impacted the
course of certain countries (i.e. Italy), facilitating a rapid recovery in many areas, particularly in
employment rates. Gender disparities in social rights remains evident, with women generally lagging
behind men in employment and wage equality, despite higher educational attainment rates. Regional
differences within countries further complicate the picture, highlighting the need for targeted
interventions to address these disparities. The analysis of EPI and ESRI convergence reveals that
economic growth alone does not guarantee improvements in social rights or environmental
performance. While higher GDP countries tend to perform better on both indices, policy
effectiveness, innovation, and governance quality are crucial determinants of sustainability
outcomes. In light of these results, some policy recommendations are proposed here to address the
identified disparities and promote an effective upward social and environmental convergence.

For Policy-makers

e Address the persistent regional disparities in social rights by implementing targeted policies
that focus on education, employment opportunities, healthcare access, and infrastructure
improvements in underperforming regions, particularly in Southern and Eastern Europe.

e Strengthen gender equality policies, particularly in regions where disparities are most
pronounced, such as Southern and Eastern Europe. This could include promoting female
participation in STEM fields, closing the gender pay gap, and improving work-life balance
support.

e Build on the success of post-Covid-19 recovery measures. These initiatives have shown the
effectiveness of coordinated fiscal policies in mitigating social and economic disparities.
Furthermore, develop and institutionalize mechanisms for rapid and coordinated EU-wide
responses to future crises, ensuring that social rights and regional equity are maintained
during recovery efforts.

e Align social and environmental policies to foster a virtuous cycle where improvements in
social rights are coupled with advancements in environmental performance. Northern
Europe serves as a model in this regard, demonstrating how investments in green
technologies can coexist with robust social welfare systems.



Utilize the ESRI as a tool to monitor progress and ensure that all EU regions are on a path
towards upward social convergence. Regularly update and refine the ESRI to include more
granular, regionally disaggregated data, particularly in gender-sensitive indicators.

For academics

Conduct more granular studies at the regional (NUTS2] level to better understand the local
dynamics that contribute to regional disparities in social rights. Explore factors that lead to
successful upward convergence in some regions and stagnation or divergence in others.
Moreover, broaden the scope of research to encompass a comprehensive gender-sensitive
analysis. This should involve the development and use of gender-disaggregated indicators
that account for the full spectrum of gender identities. Such an approach is essential for
generating more meaningful and inclusive insights, particularly within established
frameworks like the ESRI.

Innovate in the methodologies used to measure social and environmental convergence,
potentially incorporating qualitative data, big data analytics, and machine learning to offer
deeper insights.

Expand research to include comparisons with non-EU countries to understand how different
political, social, and economic contexts affect social rights and sustainability outcomes. This
could provide valuable insights for both EU policymakers and those in other regions.

For Civil society

Raise awareness about the importance of upward social convergence and the risks of
regional disparities within the EU. Mobilize communities around key issues such as gender
equality, social protection, and environmental justice.

Act as a watchdog to ensure that policies aimed at reducing regional and social inequalities
are effectively implemented. Use tools like the ESRI to track progress, regularly publishing
reports and findings that highlight ongoing disparities in social rights, environmental
performance, and regional development.
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