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1. Executive Summary 
 

Scope and objectives 
 
This deliverable D1.2 is a key analytical output of the INSPIRE project, designed to investigate the 
structural, institutional, and local-level drivers of social exclusion across rural regions in Europe. The 
primary objective is to provide a multi-scale evidence base that informs policy interventions targeted 
at fostering social inclusion. It directly contributes to Task 1.5 by supporting the development of a 
territorial typology of social wellbeing, resilience, and exclusion. D1.2 aims to bridge gaps in rural 
policy design by integrating findings from macro (global trends), meso (national regimes), and micro 
(local realities) levels across seven pilot regions in Europe 
 

Methodological overview 
 
The methodology integrates qualitative and quantitative techniques to ensure a holistic understanding 
of rural social exclusion. Three levels of analysis were conducted: 
 

- At the macro level, a Delphi foresight survey with EU-level experts was conducted to identify 
mega-trends affecting rural inclusion. 

- At the meso level, semi-structured interviews and national-level online surveys captured the 
perspectives of stakeholders and institutional actors. 

- At the micro level, observational fieldworks and paper-based and CATI surveys were carried 
out in seven pilot regions (Slovakia, Ireland, Poland, France, Greece, and Romania). This 
included direct engagement with vulnerable groups and community stakeholders. 

 
This triangulated method enables a grounded, context-sensitive analysis of exclusionary dynamics 
and inclusion drivers at multiple scales. 
 

Key findings 
 
The analysis reveals that rural exclusion is shaped by interconnected structural, institutional, and local 
conditions. Key findings include: 
 

- Global megatrends such as climate change, technological automation, and population ageing 
intensify rural vulnerabilities. 

- National-level barriers include short-term policy planning, bureaucratic fragmentation, and 
underfunded social services. 

- Local challenges are marked by limited access to healthcare, education, digital infrastructure, 
and social capital. 
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Among the inclusion drivers, one of the most consistent ones observed across pilot regions is the 
presence of strong community networks and social capital, often anchored by civil society 
organisations such as NGOs, faith-based institutions, and volunteer groups. These actors serve as 
critical intermediaries between vulnerable individuals and formal service systems, offering not only 
direct support but also advocacy and cultural mediation. Participatory governance emerged as 
another fundamental inclusion driver, where local authorities engaged residents in co-designing 
services and development plans, outcomes were more contextually relevant and better aligned with 
local needs. Additionally, flexible and decentralised service delivery models, such as mobile health 
units, community centers with multipurpose functions, and social enterprises, were shown to be 
effective in overcoming infrastructural deficits and geographic isolation. Digital inclusion efforts, 
though still uneven, also played a transformative role when combined with digital literacy training and 
community-based access points. Importantly, intersectional approaches (those that took into account 
gender, age, ethnicity, and disability) were more successful in ensuring that inclusion strategies 
reached the most marginalised. These findings underscore that rural inclusion is not only a matter of 
expanding service provision but also of empowering local actors, adapting delivery to diverse 
contexts, and embedding equity into governance frameworks. 
 
 
 
Keywords: Social exclusion; social inclusion; rural areas; European Union; Horizon Europe; INSPIRE 
project; multidimensional framework.  
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3. Macro-Level Analysis 
This section of the D1.2 report presents the findings from a two-round Delphi foresight survey 
conducted as part of the macro-level analysis (i.e., transnational mega-trends that impact social 
exclusion trends and associated outcomes in rural Europe) within the INSPIRE project. The objective 
was to explore perspectives on the possible trajectories and social inclusion needs of European rural 
areas over the next ten years, with a focus on identifying emerging challenges, potential responses, 
and strategic implications for policy and practice.  

The Delphi process engaged 65 European experts from academia, civil society, public administration, 
and the private sector, selected for their expertise in rural development, groups in vulnerable 
situations, social services, social entrepreneurship, and rural governance. The survey focused on five 
thematic areas: (i) social inclusion needs in rural regions of different geographical types, (ii) needs of 
groups in vulnerable situations, (iii) access to social service delivery, (iv) the role of social 
entrepreneurship, and (v) governance and mitigation measures. Experts evaluated 49 future-oriented 
statements based on evidence from prior literature and policy analysis. The iterative nature of the 
Delphi method enabled participants to reflect on peer feedback between rounds. By the end of the 
process, strong or majority agreement was reached on most projections, while a small number 
showed divided opinion, reflecting the complexity and regional variation of rural dynamics. 

Key insights include the recognition that demographic ageing, digitalisation, and regional inequalities 
will intensify pressures on rural social cohesion. Groups in vulnerable situations will require targeted 
support, particularly in accessing education, healthcare, and employment. New service delivery 
models, such as mobile, online, and integrated approaches, were seen as essential to overcoming 
spatial barriers. Social entrepreneurship was widely viewed as a promising but underutilised vehicle 
for inclusion, especially if supported through funding, training, and network-building. The importance 
of inclusive governance, participatory planning, and locally grounded strategies emerged as a 
recurrent theme across all thematic areas. 

The Delphi outcomes contributed directly to the construction of future scenarios for rural areas by 
2035, illustrating both the risks of inaction and the potential for inclusive revitalisation. These findings 
will feed into the development of the INSPIRE territorial typology of rural regions on social wellbeing, 
inform the structure of the Rural Social Inclusion Policy Dashboard, and shape targeted capacity-
building activities for rural stakeholders. This foresight exercise offers a forward-looking evidence 
base to anticipate challenges, guide strategic planning, and support policy innovation for rural social 
inclusion across Europe. 
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The Appendices of this section include (i) the set of statements employed in the frame of the Delphi 
survey, (ii) screenshots of the 2nd round of the Delphi survey, (iii) the informed consent and (iv) figures 
with the final results. 

The methodology of INSPIRE for the Delphi exercise builds on know-how and tools and templates 
that were developed internally by Q-PLAN as well as on good practices from literature. As in 
previous EU-funded projects, tailored modifications to the methodology were implemented for 
INSPIRE as well, in order to comply with the conditions of the Grant Agreement (GA) and the 
particularities of the project. Along these lines, this deliverable presents the adjusted methodology 
as it was further developed and applied in INSPIRE, as well as presents the results from its 
application during the project. 

3.2 Delphi Methodology 

3.2.1 Overview 
The purpose of this Section is to forecast the constituting elements of future developments in the 
domains of (i) social inclusion needs of rural areas; (ii) needs of groups in vulnerable situations; (iii) 
access in social service delivery; (iv) social entrepreneurship; and (v) governance mitigation 
measures, as well as the impacts they may produce thereafter. Among the various available 
forecasting techniques, the Delphi method was selected as a suitable approach for the topic 
under investigation (see subsection 3.2.2). The overall process followed consists of five main steps 
(see Figure 3.2.1.1): 
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/ Research bodies, 20% of come from Business and Industry and 9% from Governmental Bodies and 
Public Authorities (see Figure 3.2.4.2b).  

 
Figure 3.2.4.1 Response rate in rounds 1 & 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2.4.2 Demographic characteristics of the INSPIRE Delphi Survey participants 
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results are presented to provide the reader with meaningful insights and a better understanding of the 
topics under investigation. The analytical results are available in the Appendices, section 8.4. 

 

Figure 3.3.3.1 The consensus achieved among participants 

3.4.1 Social Inclusion Needs of Rural Areas 
The following paragraphs offer forecasts for the next decade and examine the future trajectories of 
social inclusion needs in rural areas of different geographical characteristics (traditional rural, 
island/coastal, peri-urban, and mountainous). 

Experts agreed in the majority that traditional rural areas (statement 1) are expected to face declines 
in agricultural employment. This trend will increase the need for reskilling and support for alternative 
livelihood pathways. Experts note this will mainly affect native and EU workers, while low-skilled roles 
may shift to non-EU nationals. Ensuring rural resilience will depend on balancing support for 
sustainable agricultural practices with the development of inclusive employment opportunities in 
sectors like agrotourism, the circular economy, digital services, and local crafts. The success of these 
transitions will depend on locally adapted training, strong partnerships (with agricultural associations, 
cooperatives and learning institutions), and targeted funding. The majority of experts agree that 
shrinking and ageing populations in traditional rural areas (statement 5) are expected to deepen 
social isolation and limit economic revitalisation. Experts note that this trend is more pronounced in 
certain regions, such as Mediterranean inland areas, while some rural areas with modern 
infrastructure may be less affected. Outmigration of young people in search of better opportunities 
contributes to these demographic shifts. However, targeted public and private investments, along with 
the development of care services, community hubs, and intergenerational programmes, can help 
counteract isolation and stimulate local economies. Success will depend on effective regional 
planning, community-driven initiatives, and aligning new services with local cultural heritage and 
green transition goals. Experts agreed that traditional rural areas (statement 9) will increasingly 
need cultural and information services to retain youth and preserve heritage. Experts agree these 
services can strengthen identity, foster community engagement, and support social cohesion, 
especially when developed through participatory approaches involving young people. However, such 
initiatives alone are not sufficient. Their effectiveness will depend on being part of broader strategies 
that also ensure access to quality housing, transport connectivity, economic opportunities, and robust 
digital infrastructure. 
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for community-driven, resilient, and sustainable solutions was frequently highlighted, especially for 
renewable energy systems, microgrids, and water resilience. However, there was no consensus on 
the scale and type of investment required. Some experts challenged the necessity of large-scale 
investments, while others advocated for a shift toward smaller-scale, decentralised investments, 
which may be more cost-effective, flexible, and better aligned with local needs. 

 

Broadband and telecom access (statement 24) will be as vital as roads for inclusion in remote rural 
areas. As services move online, the lack of connectivity will deepen exclusion from healthcare, 
education, and employment. Participants emphasised that digital exclusion is now a critical barrier to 
economic and social inclusion. Ensuring equal access will require viewing broadband as essential 
infrastructure, supported by targeted investments and community outreach. 

Public transport deficits (statement 25) are likely to deepen isolation among elderly and disabled 
rural residents, particularly as car use becomes less viable with age or mobility issues. However, this 
outcome is not inevitable. It will depend on whether inclusive, accessible, and affordable mobility 
options, such as community transport, on-demand services, and smart village models, are scaled up. 
Participatory planning is essential to ensure services reflect the actual needs of diverse age and ability 
groups. 

The majority of experts agree that AI and automation in public service delivery (statement 26) may 
widen exclusion for the elderly and low-literacy populations. The statement will hold true unless 
human-centred design, hybrid service access (digital and in-person), and community-based digital 
mediation are prioritised. Without these, many may become dependent on younger family members 
for basic administrative tasks, reinforcing inequality. 

Experts agreed that remote education (statement 27) may deepen rural educational inequalities 
unless rural digital infrastructure and local support structures are improved. The statement will remain 
valid unless rural digital infrastructure is significantly upgraded and paired with local support, such as 
training hubs, mentoring, and community spaces for in-person learning and investment in digital 
literacy and access to devices is made. 

 

Experts in majority agree that access to economic services such as accounting, insurance, and R&D 
(statement 28) for small rural enterprises will not be accessible without digital service models. While 
digital service models (e.g., online accounting or insurance platforms) will expand, their effectiveness 
will rely on foundational infrastructure like electricity and internet access, as well as tailored digital 
training and human support systems. In many cases, hybrid models combining digital tools with 

Investments will be needed, but perhaps not state-led large-scale ones. You 
might have cases in which smart specialisation techniques can be applied to 
overcome such challenges. 

- Participant C7L9I 

Digital infrastructure must be paired with in-person mentoring, training hubs, 
and access to devices. 

- Participant LWY4P 
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The majority of experts think that, over the next 10 years, women entrepreneurs of rural 
enterprises will require targeted financial access and mentorship to successfully grow businesses 
that advance social inclusion (statement 32). While all entrepreneurs face challenges, women in rural 
areas often encounter compounded barriers linked to gender norms, limited networks, and access 
gaps. For this forecast to hold, support must go beyond generic assistance, offering gender-sensitive 
financing, tailored mentorship, and inclusive ecosystem-building that considers the specific social and 
geographic constraints faced by women entrepreneurs. Experts also stressed the importance of 
following an intersectional approach where more factors are taken into account when it comes to 
support, along with gender. 

Experts agree that climate-smart rural enterprises will generate employment in the next decade, 
provided they receive targeted innovation policy support (statement 33). Realising this potential will 
depend on tailored strategies that address current barriers, such as limited financing, skills gaps, and 
inadequate infrastructure. For this forecast to be valid, national and EU-level frameworks must 
incentivise low-carbon innovation in rural settings, foster community-based energy models, and invest 
in capacity-building to ensure inclusive, place-based participation in the green transition. 

Experts in the majority think that youth-led rural entrepreneurship is likely to grow over the next 
decade, provided it is supported with digital and green skills, seed funding, and reliable market access 
(statement 34). For this potential to be fully realised, support must go beyond training. Young 
entrepreneurs will need integrated systems that offer financial and regulatory tools, local and digital 
networks, and clear opportunities to build sustainable livelihoods within their own communities.  

Migrants and refugees in rural areas could become important drivers of entrepreneurial 
innovation over the next decade, if legal and financial barriers are addressed (statement 35), in 
tandem with deeper structural, social, and cultural factors. While easing residence and employment 
restrictions is necessary, it is not sufficient. Entrepreneurship will only thrive if basic needs, such as 
security, housing, and social integration, are met first. It is also essential to recognise that migrants 
and refugees are not a homogeneous group. Intersectional, context-sensitive policies are needed to 
reflect their diverse realities (e.g. Ukrainian refugees may face fewer legal obstacles and are less 
likely to settle in rural areas, while rural migrant and refugee populations often consist of men with low 
levels of education and non-European cultural backgrounds, etc.). 

 

The majority of experts think that cooperatives and social foundations may (re)emerge as key 
platforms for inclusive rural economic development (statement 36) over the next decade, but only if 
they receive sustained material, technical, and policy support. While these models offer community 
ownership, resilience, and shared benefits, particularly where traditional markets fail, they currently 
face challenges such as limited resources, reputational issues, and the need to adapt to digital and 
organisational innovation. Their success will depend on targeted incentives, renewed visibility, and 
alignment with contemporary needs. 

Addressing legal and financial hurdles is not enough for helping migrants and 
refugees pursue entrepreneurship. Their basic needs (security, food, shelter, 
community) need to be addressed first. 

- Participant IKMAA 
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Public-private-civic partnerships will be key to overcoming fragmentation in rural service delivery 
and innovation, according to the majority of experts (statement 42). These partnerships can pool 
resources, expertise, and local knowledge to address complex rural challenges more holistically. 
When well-designed, they enable shared responsibility, foster innovation, and improve coordination 
across sectors, ensuring that rural services are better tailored, more efficient, and locally embedded. 
However, to be truly effective, such partnerships must prioritise public interest, transparency, and 
inclusive governance, rather than defaulting to market-driven logics. 

Cross-border rural areas will require transnationally harmonised governance tools to prevent 
exclusion due to jurisdictional gaps (statement 43), according to experts. In such areas, harmonised 
governance approaches, while complex to implement, are essential for ensuring continuity in 
services, access to rights, and the effective coordination of rural inclusion strategies. These tools must 
remain sensitive to sovereignty and local contexts but should promote shared standards, 
interoperability, and joint decision-making to support vulnerable populations across administrative 
boundaries. 

 

The majority of experts believe that digital governance must be adapted for equitable rural service 
access (statement 44). To be inclusive, digital governance tools must reflect the specific challenges 
of rural areas, such as limited connectivity, lower digital literacy, and infrastructural constraints. This 
adaptation requires blending online and offline engagement methods, ensuring co-designed platforms 
that reflect local needs, and offering in-person support to bridge gaps. 

Local participatory mechanisms will determine the success of rural development policies aimed at 
vulnerable populations (statement 45), as per the majority of the experts participating in the Delphi 
exercise. When communities, particularly those most at risk of exclusion, are actively involved in 
shaping policy, outcomes are more likely to reflect lived realities and local priorities. This not only 
enhances the inclusiveness and effectiveness of rural interventions but also builds long-term 
ownership and trust. However, meaningful participation requires capacity-building and support to 
ensure that groups in vulnerable situations are genuinely able to engage in decision-making 
processes. 

Before any consultation, information is essential. The knowledge gap is so big 
that people will not be able to participate in a consultation effectively otherwise. 

- Participant IKMAA 

Coordinated policies and participatory frameworks can help bridge gaps and 
support vulnerable populations in these complex regions. 

- Participant LFC42 
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In the pessimistic scenario, current challenges deepen due to policy neglect and uneven 
development. Rural depopulation accelerates, particularly in remote and mountainous areas. 
Essential services continue to be centralised, making them less accessible to rural dwellers. The 
digital divide persists, and governance remains fragmented and reactive. Groups in vulnerable 
situations face growing isolation, while social initiatives and enterprises lack the capacity or resources 
to respond. Social exclusion becomes more entrenched, and rural areas risk becoming disconnected 
from broader social and economic progress. 

The divergent scenario describes a future where rural development in Europe unfolds unevenly, 
both between regions and within them. Some rural areas, often those near urban centres or with 
access to niche economic opportunities, manage to innovate and thrive through proactive 
governance, targeted investment, and strong community engagement. At the same time, more remote 
or structurally disadvantaged regions struggle due to limited infrastructure, administrative capacity, or 
political attention. Even within the same territory, progress may vary across sectors or population 
groups (for example, digital inclusion and entrepreneurship may advance, while access to healthcare 
or youth retention remains a challenge). This scenario reflects a fragmented but dynamic rural 
landscape, where success depends on the ability to capitalise on local strengths, through smart 
specialisation and adaptive governance, while mitigating persistent vulnerabilities. The 
outcome depends on local initiative and access to enabling conditions rather than a unified territorial 
policy response. 

These scenarios do not predict the future but rather illustrate the possible consequences of different 
policy and investment choices. The Delphi results emphasise that the future of rural inclusion will be 
shaped by the decisions made today particularly in areas such as digital connectivity, governance 
innovation, and social service models. 

The insights from the Delphi survey will inform several core components of the INSPIRE project, 
including the development of a territorial typology on social wellbeing, the design of the Rural Social 
Inclusion Policy Dashboard, and targeted capacity-building activities focused on digital, business, and 
governance skills in the 7 pilot areas of the project. By anticipating future needs and mapping credible 
scenarios, this foresight work contributes to a more strategic, inclusive approach to rural development 
in Europe. 

3.5.2 European rural areas stand at a critical crossroads 
This section of the report highlighted the complex, multi-layered dynamics of social exclusion, while 
also identifying concrete pathways for inclusive transformation. The future of rural Europe by 2035 is 
not  fixed but it depends on the decisions and choices made today. With the right mix of investments, 
policies, and empowered local actors, it is possible to build rural regions that are resilient, connected, 
and inclusive. The insights presented here will guide INSPIRE in its ongoing work to support that 
vision. 
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interview guide that was created by researchers at the University of Groningen based on best 
practices from current professional literature94 and revised by partners in the respective work package 
of the INSPIRE project. Then, the interview guide was translated into the local languages for all 
piloting countries. The data collection protocol explicated the purpose of the interviews and the 
research as a whole to the pilot countries, as well as the complete procedure of conducting the 
interviews. Data collection took place between March 19, 2025 and April 19, 2025.  

Across all country contexts, all Quadruple Helix interviews were conducted (online) by a single 
researcher in the local language, with only the interviewer and interviewee present in each session. 
There was only one instance in France in which two individuals, stakeholders from the same 
organization, were interviewed at the same time. Following the pre-defined protocol, the interview 
approach began with a short explanation of the project goal and the use of this research in it. This 
was followed by open, participant-led discussions, gradually introducing more directed questions 
related to project themes after establishing rapport. In the beginning, the interviewee was asked to 
state their background and their relationship to the topic of social exclusion. In the next step, the 
interviewer asked them to provide definitions of social exclusion and social inclusion from their 
perspective. After establishing a shared understanding of the concepts, the interview focused on 
questions around the state of social inclusion in rural areas and any potential barriers to it. The 
interviewees were also asked to identify groups that they believed to be particularly vulnerable to 
social exclusion. Having established the challenges and obstacles to social inclusion, the next part of 
the interview addressed drivers of social inclusion, policy and practical interventions, as well as best 
practices that the interviewee was aware of. The evolution of topics in the interview was deliberate, 
starting from the rather negative side, onto discussing positive forces, possible solutions and 
collaborations between various stakeholders. This particular interview structure facilitated the 
interviewer to end the interview on a more positive note, potentially leaving the interviewee with 
motivation and a sense of direction in addition to being heard and seen by the researcher conducting 
the interview.  

The interviews were designed not to last more than one hour. The average duration for interviews 
ranged from 30 to 45 minutes for all countries. Following the interviews, transcripts were created and, 
if necessary, translated by the researcher. Most researchers provided the raw translated transcripts 
to the University of Groningen team for further analysis, the Irish partners provided convenient 
summaries of the answers given by the interviewees. Even though the transcripts of the Polish 
interviews were not accessible to the researchers of the University of Groningen at the point of writing 
this report, they will be included in future analyses for scientific publications. Moreover, the results 
from the Polish interviews will be directly used in T3.1 for the in-depth profiling of the Polish pilot area. 

Positionality of researchers    

All interviewers were trained in the methodology that were the structured interviews and had prior 
experience in conducting interviews. Differences between individual interviewers, their culture or 
communication style cannot be fully ruled out considering that the research took place in six different 

 
94 Flowerdew, R., & Martin, D. (2005). Methods in Human Geography: a guide for students doing a research project Second Edition. 
Boyce, C., & Neale, P. (2006). Conducting in-depth interviews: A guide for designing and conducting in-depth interviews for evaluation input 
(Vol. 2). Watertown, MA: Pathfinder international. (IGAS, Pos. 84) 
Preparing a research interview | Step-by-step guide. (2025, February 11). ATLAS.ti. https://atlasti.com/guides/interview-analysis-
guide/preparing-a-research-interview#how-to-create-an-interview-guide (IGAS, Pos. 85) 
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Consequently, coding categories emerged during the analysis, rather than being predefined. Coding 
trees per theme can be seen in Figure 4.2.4.1 to Figure 4.2.4.6. 

 

 

Figure 4.2.4.1 Coding tree for the theme of social exclusion. 

 

 

Figure 4.2.4.2 Coding tree for the theme of social inclusion. 
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Figure 4.2.4.3 Coding tree for the theme of vulnerable groups. 

 

Figure 4.2.4.4 Coding tree for the theme of consequences and impact of social exclusion. 
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Figure 4.2.4.5 Coding tree for the theme of barriers to social inclusion. 
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Figure 4.2.4.6 Coding tree for the theme of drivers of social inclusion. 

 

4.2.5 Interview results 

Main themes, challenges and narratives for social inclusion 

Based on the analysis of the collected interview transcripts, the research findings are presented 
through key themes and categories that emerged directly from the data. These themes represent the 
meaning and understandings derived by the researcher from the inductive coding process. The 
central themes identified include: the definitions of social exclusion and social inclusion, which 
provided foundational understandings from the perspectives of the diverse stakeholders interviewed; 
the identification and characterization of vulnerable groups, reflecting an inclusive approach to 
vulnerability that extended beyond standard definitions; the exploration of the consequences and 
impact of social exclusion, detailing the lived experiences and systemic effects; and, consistent with 
the work package's central questions, the comprehensive mapping of barriers to social inclusion and 
drivers of social inclusion. These emergent coding categories and themes formed the basic analytic 
scheme, providing a coherent framework for understanding the complex dynamics of social inclusion 
within the studied contexts. The results are further discussed by theme. 
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understanding of social exclusion's pervasive effects. For instance, the literature highlights that long-
term unemployment, a key indicator of labour market exclusion, leads to skill loss and demotivation, 
and contributes to increased numbers of people at risk of poverty and social exclusion98. The concept 
of social cohesion as a desired outcome of social inclusion policies is also explicitly made in the 
academic discourse95,96. 

Barriers to social inclusion  

Universally rural challenges were found to be limited mobility due to lack of infrastructure/public 
transportation, limited accessibility to amenities and services, and the outflow of young talent coupled 
with aging populations. These findings are strongly corroborated by rural studies, which frequently 
identify low population densities, distance from services, and demographic shifts (out-migration of 
youth, aging population) as intrinsic rural disadvantages that lead to weakened services and social 
disconnection95,99. The inherent "invisibility" of rural poverty due to its dispersal and the prevalence of 
"idyllic" rural stereotypes, as noted by Commins100, can further hinder recognition and policy 
intervention for these universal challenges. 

Systemic and societal barriers were identified as discrimination, stigmatization, language and cultural 
differences, and significant bureaucracy, short-term project planning, and a lack of long-term vision 
in interventions. The literature confirms discrimination as a direct cause of exclusion95, and delves 
into socio-cultural and moral aspects of exclusion, including stigmatisation95. The crucial role of 
"quality of public institutions" in addressing social problems and facilitating support for disadvantaged 
workers is emphasised in other sources96, suggesting that the identified governmental and 
bureaucratic shortcomings are indeed significant barriers. 

Geography-specific barriers particularly highlighted in the Greek interviews, focus on extreme 
remoteness, challenging mountainous terrain, and isolated islands susceptible to natural disasters. 
This aligns with the call in rural poverty research for greater attention to "place-specific factors" and 
the diverse "local geographies" that shape disadvantage95. The unique focus on farmers in very 
agricultural regions of Greece, facing industry-specific challenges (e.g., lack of modern 
machinery/skills, outflow of young talent, increasing costs/competition) in addition to their rural 
geography, provides a concrete example of how place and professional group intersect in creating 
specific barriers to inclusion95. 

Drivers of social inclusion  

The reported drivers of social inclusion were categorised into values/beliefs/ideology, 
procedures/approaches, and policy. 

The emphasis on empathy, compassion, local trust, and the recognition of diversity reflects the 
"affective" dimension of social exclusion, concerned with "developing bonds of solidarity" and 

 
98 Di Cataldo, M., & Rodríguez-Pose, A. (2017). What drives employment growth and social inclusion in the regions of the European Union?. 
Regional Studies, 51(12), 1840-1859. 
99 Walsh, K., O'Shea, E., & Scharf, T. (2020). Rural old-age social exclusion: A conceptual framework on mediators of exclusion across the 
lifecourse. Ageing & Society, 40(11), 2311-2337. 
100 Commins, P. (2004). Poverty and social exclusion in rural areas: characteristics, processes and research issues. Sociologia ruralis, 
44(1), 60-75. 
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"friendship networks"101. The call for participatory processes, local design, tailored interventions, and 
sustained public investment aligns with the literature's focus on comprehensive strategies that 
address "system failures" and adapt to "specific needs of regions"100,102. 

The identified policy drivers, such as consistent funding, social entrepreneurship, and the critical role 
of NGOs in service delivery and access to transport/healthcare, directly address recognised gaps in 
public service provision in rural areas100,98. The literature supports the importance of diverse welfare 
systems and public-private partnerships in tackling rural poverty and exclusion103. Critically, the 
sources indicate that good government quality and strong human capital are fundamental elements 
for reducing long-term unemployment and fostering labour market inclusion101. 

4.2.8 Discussion interviews 

Summary of main results with a specific focus on regional similarities and differences  

The analysis of interview transcripts revealed several main themes and categories that emerged directly 
from the data across all regions, forming the basic analytic scheme. These included the understanding of 
social exclusion as the marginalization, isolation, or invisibility of certain groups due to systemic factors, 
while social inclusion was defined as society accepting all individuals with systems to support them, 
alongside the individual's willingness to participate and the ensuring of equality of rights and opportunities. 
Consistently identified vulnerable groups across all countries included individuals with disabilities or 
special needs, older adults, those with low education, traveling communities, migrants, and individuals 
facing poverty, mental health issues, or homelessness, with rural geographies themselves posing a risk 
due to remoteness and limited accessibility. The consequences of social exclusion were categorized into 
societal burdens like increased healthcare costs and decreased social cohesion, and individual burdens 
such as isolation, intergenerational poverty, and loss of motivation. Barriers to social inclusion universally 
included limited mobility and accessibility to amenities in rural areas, an outflow of young talent leading to 
aging populations and fewer services, discrimination, and critically, the short-term planning and 
bureaucracy of social inclusion projects. Conversely, drivers of social inclusion emphasized values like 
empathy and the conviction that diversity is positive, participatory processes, and consistent funding, with 
NGOs and social enterprises playing a vital role in service delivery and ensuring access to transport and 
healthcare.  

A key finding was the absence of substantial regional differences in these main themes, challenges, and 
narratives, with the barriers to and drivers of social inclusion being universally applicable across rural 
regions in all pilot countries. The only factor standing out was the frequent focus in Greek interviews on 
farmers and populations in highly agricultural regions, who face unique challenges inherent to their industry 
in addition to their rural geography. These specific difficulties included a lack of modern machinery and 
technological skills, a concern about the lack of young talent entering the agricultural sector and an outflow 
of current professionals, limited accessibility and infrastructure within these specific farming areas, and 
increasing costs and heightened competition among farmers. While some of these barriers might resonate 
with other rural areas, the Greek case of livestock farming represents a specific application of broader 

 
101 Commins, P. (2004). Poverty and social exclusion in rural areas: characteristics, processes and research issues. Sociologia ruralis, 
44(1), 60-75. 
102 Di Cataldo, M., & Rodríguez-Pose, A. (2017). What drives employment growth and social inclusion in the regions of the European Union?. 
Regional Studies, 51(12), 1840-1859. 
103 Bernard, J., Contzen, S., Decker, A., & Shucksmith, M. (2019). Poverty and social exclusion in diversified rural contexts. studia, 13(2), 
29-53. 
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structural deficiencies to a particular sector and population within the overarching narrative of rural regions 
struggling with aging populations, population decrease, outflow of talent, and diminishing local services. 

The fact that the analysis revealed no cross-country differences in themes, challenges and narratives 
of social exclusion is significant for cross-national comparative research in rural studies, which has 
often been biased towards English-speaking countries and may oversimplify the diversity of European 
rural contexts104. While recognizing universal applicability, the distinct focus on agricultural 
communities in Greece with their industry-specific challenges highlights the importance of "place-
specific factors". This nuanced perspective acknowledges that while overarching themes exist, their 
manifestation can be distinct due to local economic structures and geographic conditions, contributing 
to a more comprehensive understanding of the diverse forms and drivers of rural social exclusion 
across Europe. 

Results in context of research aim  

The primary research objective was to gain an in-depth understanding of the main themes, 
challenges, and narratives regarding social exclusion across various pilot regions, with a particular 
focus on identifying regional similarities and differences. This comprehensive aim encompassed 
discerning how social exclusion was perceived as the marginalization or isolation of groups due to 
systemic factors, and social inclusion as the acceptance of all individuals with supportive systems and 
opportunities for participation.  

The study sought to identify consistently vulnerable groups (e.g., individuals with disabilities or special 
needs, older adults, those with low education, traveling communities, migrants, and individuals facing 
poverty, mental health issues, single parenthood, long-term unemployment, homelessness, or 
addiction), recognizing rural geographies themselves as a significant risk factor due to remoteness, 
limited accessibility, and aging populations. Furthermore, it aimed to uncover the consequences of 
social exclusion (encompassing both societal burdens like increased healthcare costs and decreased 
social cohesion, and individual burdens such as social isolation, intergenerational poverty, and loss 
of motivation), and to thoroughly map the prevalent barriers to social inclusion (including limited rural 
mobility and accessibility to amenities, the outflow of young talent, discrimination, stigmatization, 
language/cultural differences, and the short-term, bureaucratic nature of social inclusion projects). 
Conversely, the objective also involved identifying key drivers of social inclusion (such as positive 
values like empathy and belief in diversity, participatory processes, and consistent funding, with NGOs 
and social enterprises playing a vital role in service delivery and access).  

While the overarching barriers and drivers were found to be universally applicable across the pilot 
countries, a specific aspect of the objective was also to highlight any distinguishing regional 
characteristics, such as the particular challenges faced by agricultural communities in Greece due to 
industry-specific issues like a lack of modern machinery and talent outflow, in addition to general rural 
struggles. Please note that the specific content of this research objective, detailing the themes and 
regional focus, is derived from the comprehensive summary of findings provided in our previous 
conversation, as it is not explicitly stated in the currently provided source excerpts. 

 
104 Bernard, J., Contzen, S., Decker, A., & Shucksmith, M. (2019). Poverty and social exclusion in diversified rural contexts. studia, 13(2), 
29-53 
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Figure 4.3.2.1 The four dimensions and axes of social inclusion from D1.1139 

 
139 South-East European Research Centre. (2025) D1.1 Measuring social inclusion and wellbeing in European rural areas: a systematic 
review, INSPIRE 
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4.3.3 Sample and Instrumentation 

Sample  

As stated in the introduction, one of the key requirements of spatial micro-simulation, for which these 
data will eventually be used, is that the survey data are based on a nationally representative sample. 
While the Grant Agreement does not specify this as a requirement, many efforts were made by the 
pilot partners and consortium leader to facilitate data collection as close as possible to a simple 
random sample from the entire population in each pilot country (see Table 4.3.1). 

To achieve this objective, all pilot countries except Romania employed commercial polling and 
surveying agencies to distribute the survey. The companies were contracted for the collection of a 
specified number of respondents, employing a simple random sampling method. As a result, all 
countries returned sample sizes that are exactly or just over the minimum specified number of 
respondents per the grant agreement (500 per region). In Slovakia the marginal cost of 500 extra 
respondents was negligible, so for this region the sample size was doubled. In Romania, 
ROMANTANA opted for a distribution of the survey throughout their networks and additional sampling 
using social media channels. The resulting sample size for Romania is almost twice the minimum 
required number of respondents. While the selection of (a network-based) opportunity sample may 
hamper its representativeness, the greater size of the sample offers the potential for sample weighting 
or subsampling in future analyses. 

A more detailed description of the sample demographics is presented in Section 3.3.5. 

Table 4.3.1 Overview of sampling organisation and returned sample size per country. 

Pilot country Surveying organisation Response (N) 

Ireland Pureprofile 502 

France Selvitys 500 

Poland Research Park Sp. z o.o. 519 

Slovakia NMS Market Research Slovakia 1004 

Greece Palmos Analysis P.C. 505 

Romania ROMONTANA 912 

Instrumentation  

The development of the survey takes into account the multidimensional framework of social exclusion 
as it is outlined in Deliverable D1.1. The aim is to capture key indicators across economic, social, 
political and cultural aspects of respondents in relation to social exclusion, with a specific focus on 
rural communities. The variables included in the survey align with the aforementioned objective. In 
the following sub-section, we elaborate more on each of the aspects mentioned before. 

A key requirement of the survey was to limit the length of it to be completed (reasonably) within 10 
minutes. There were two main reasons for keeping the survey very short. First, respondent fatigue 
may limit the number of complete responses, or, tentatively, reduce the attention of respondents later 
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in the survey, potentially affecting the reliability of their answers. Second, the survey would be used 
in the CATI surveys targeting vulnerable groups. While the goal is to measure social inclusion, its 
dimensions, and main axes comprehensively, constructing a list of indicators that included all 
concepts mentioned in D1.1 would run the risk of exhausting the targeted survey respondents. As a 
result, we resolved to select those indicators that would provide the greatest overlap with existing 
data sources that cover a broad range of geographical regions, in particular EU-SILC, the European 
Social Survey, the European Quality of Life Survey, and the World Values Study.  

Outcome variable 

The key outcome variable this study uses is a subjective measure of experiences of social inclusion. 
We use the measure developed by Leemann et al. (2022) called the Experiences of Social Inclusion 
Scale. The scale has been tested in Finland and displays good psychometric properties regarding 
internal and external validity. The instrument consists of: 

1) To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? For each statement, 
please select the alternative that best describes your personal experience. (measured on a 5 
point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to completely agree)  

a) I feel that what I do every day is significant. 
b) I get positive feedback on what I do. 
c) I belong to a group or community that is important for me. 
d) Other people need me. 
e) I can influence the course of my life.  
f) I feel that my life has purpose.  
g) I can strive for things that are important for me. 
h) I get help when I really need it. 
i) I feel trusted. 
j) I can influence some things in my living environment. 

 

The final ESIS score in this study is presented as the sum of all 10 items. 

Overview of survey instruments per dimension 

The core part of this section regarding the drivers of social inclusion is the survey instrument. As van 
Bergen et al. (2019) note, there is no generally accepted method of measuring social inclusion, or its 
subdomains. In this part of the study, we draw on the overview provided in D1.1 of this project to, first, 
determine which dimensions need measurement, and subsequently, which indicators may be most 
useful when measuring these concepts.  

D1.1 identifies four key dimensions of social exclusion: Employment and economic security; living 
conditions, amenities, and services; social participation; and health and well-being. In the following 
subsections we discuss the selected instruments in turn 

Employment and economic security 

For employment, the respondents are asked to fill in basic information regarding their current 
employment status. This section of the questionnaire consists of the following seven instruments: 
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Living conditions 

Living conditions encompass the critical role that housing and housing conditions play in social 
inclusion. Broadly speaking, the dimension measures whether both the house and the neighbourhood 
are a good fit for the individual. The instruments included in this dimension consist of: 

1) What best describes your housing situation? (EU-SILC) 
a) I fully own the house/ apartment I am living in 
b) I own the house/ apartment I am living in but I am still paying off the mortgage 
c) I am renting the house/ apartment I am living in - at market price 
d) I am renting the house/ apartment I am living in - at a reduced price (social housing) 

2) How much of your monthly household income do you spend on rent/ mortgage  payments (in 
%)? (EU-SILC) 

a) Slider from 0% to 100% 
3) Do you own a car/ motorized vehicle? 

a) Yes / No 
4) Thinking of physical access, distance, opening hours and the like, how easy or difficult is 

your access to: (measured on 1 to 4, very difficult to very easy, compound measure, 
arithmetic mean; EQLS) 

a) local and/or municipal services (e.g., schools, help desk, social services, etc)?  
b) Public transport facilities (bus, metro, tram, train)? 
c) Cinema, theatre, museums or cultural centre 
d) Grocery store or supermarket  
e) Green space or recreational areas 

 

For the analyses in the present report we include: 

Categorical measures: Motorised vehicle (3) 

Numeric measures: Rent / mortgage (2), physical access (4) 

We exclude the remaining instruments as they only apply to separate groups (e.g. how many months 
unemployed only affects those unemployed), resulting either in incomplete analyses (due to 
missingness), or perfect correlation between (sub-) categories of one variable and another. These 
variables will be included in the spatial microsimulation to be conducted later. 

Overview of instrument per axis 

The axes (or determinants) of inclusion were measured using the following instruments.  

1) Age 
a) How old are you (years) 

2) Ethnicity 
a) Are you part of the same ethnic group as most people in your country? (Yes / No; 

ESS) 
3) Education 

a) What is the highest level of education you have obtained? 
i) Less than Primary 
ii) Primary 
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4.3.4 Analytic Strategy 
The aim of this section is to explore the associations between known drivers of social inclusion, and 
subjective social inclusion. The analytic strategy is divided into two main parts. First, we briefly present 
the descriptive and bivariate analyses of dimensions. 

Descriptive and bivariate analysis of dimensions 

First, we show correlations between numerical variables per main dimension, as well as relevant 
associations between numerical and categorical variables. The aim of this first part is to provide an 
in-depth understanding of the nature of the dimensions, as measured in our sample. For each 
dimension we also include the outcome variable of experienced social inclusion for reference. For 
continuous variables, correlation plots are presented. When presenting categorical variables we show 
the associations with relevant continuous or interval variables with boxplots or histograms.  

Regression analyses 

Next, we estimate a series of regressions to show the associations between the main dimensions, 
and the main axes of social inclusion, as measured in our sample. We first aim to show the 
associations between drivers and social inclusion at the cross-national level, using the entire dataset. 
As mentioned in D1.1, there are many interdependencies between the axes and the dimensions. 
Therefore, we first estimate regressions for each dimension separately. For all regressions we 
maintain a significance level of p<0.05, unless otherwise stated.  

Next, we evaluate the associations between social inclusion and the axes of social inclusion. First we 
estimate a separate model for the axes of social inclusion, followed by a fully specified model including 
the axes and the dimension. We compare this fully specified model with the model that only included 
the dimensions. To analyse the drivers at the national (meso) level, we estimate country by country 
regressions of the full model. We compare regression coefficients between countries. Finally, we aim 
to uncover heterogeneity in the associations between drivers and outcomes using a series of stratified 
regression stratified by rurality. An overview of all the estimated models is presented in Table 4.3.2. 

As outlined in D1.1, we expect that there will be substantial overlap between the different dimensions 
and axes. As a result, we are cautious of multicollinearity impacting our results. We run variance 
inflation factor analyses on all our regressions and, taking a VIF of 5 as the cut-off (Kim, 2019), find 
no multicollinearity issues for our analyses. 

Table 4.3.2 Progressive regression analyses and stratifications. 

Model Included concepts Stratification 
Model 1.1 Economic security and employment None 
Model 1.2 Social participation None 
Model 1.3 Health and well-being None 
Model 1.4 Living conditions None 
Model 2 Axes of social inclusion None 

Model 3.1 

Economic security and employment 

Social participation 

Health and well-being 

Living conditions 

None 

Model 3.2 Model 3.1 + Axes of inclusion None 
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  Mean (SD) 34.7 (±6.5) 36.0 (±6.4) 36.0 (±7.7) 36.9 (±6.5) 42.0 (±6.0) 36.0 (±6.2) 

  Missing 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 31 (3.4%) 0 (0%) 

Rurality 

  Rural 173 (34.6%) 34 (6.7%) 127 (25.3%) 191 (36.8%) 259 (28.4%) 454 (45.2%) 

  Small town 218 (43.6%) 104 (20.6%) 140 (27.9%) 193 (37.2%) 312 (34.2%) 387 (38.5%) 

  Large town 109 (21.8%) 367 (72.7%) 235 (46.8%) 135 (26.0%) 332 (36.4%) 163 (16.2%) 

  Missing 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 9 (1.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

 

Moving on to demographic characteristics (Table 4.3.4), we expect to see a slightly higher percentage 
of women (between 50.5 per cent and 51.5 percent). This is indeed what we observe for France, 
Poland, Slovakia. For Ireland and Romania, we do have more women in our dataset, but they appear 
somewhat overrepresented (at 61.4 per cent and 60.6 per cent, respectively). In Greece, slightly more 
men have filled in the questionnaire (55.4 per cent).  

For marital status there is no direct comparison with the EuroStat classifications. All countries report 
that most individuals are married or in a domestic partnership (between 49.1 and 59.8 per cent), with 
the next largest category single, accounting for 19.7 per cent to 31.3 per cent. Cohabiting is common 
in our dataset in Greece, Ireland, Romania and Slovakia, but France and Poland have low levels of 
cohabitation. 

There are relatively few divorcees and widowed individuals in our dataset. Poland has the highest 
proportion of widowed individuals, with 7.7 per cent, and Slovakia has the highest proportion of 
divorcees at 10.9 per cent. 

Table 4.3.4 Summary statistics for gender and marital status. 

 FR GR IR PL RO SK 

gender 

  Female 255 (51.0%) 224 (44.4%) 308 (61.4%) 271 (52.2%) 553 (60.6%) 517 (51.5%) 

  Male 245 (49.0%) 280 (55.4%) 193 (38.4%) 246 (47.4%) 327 (35.9%) 480 (47.8%) 

  Other 0 (0.0%) 1 (0.2%) 1 (0.2%) 2 (0.4%) 31 (3.4%) 7 (0.7%) 

  Missing 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (0.1%) 0 (0.0%) 

marital 

  Married or domestic 
partnership 

299 (59.8%) 254 (50.3%) 250 (49.8%) 309 (59.5%) 448 (49.1%) 525 (52.3%) 

  Single (never married) 131 (26.2%) 149 (29.5%) 157 (31.3%) 102 (19.7%) 269 (29.5%) 227 (22.6%) 

  Cohabiting 17 (3.4%) 59 (11.7%) 56 (11.2%) 25 (4.8%) 103 (11.3%) 98 (9.8%) 

  Widowed 11 (2.2%) 4 (0.8%) 11 (2.2%) 40 (7.7%) 11 (1.2%) 42 (4.2%) 

  Divorced 42 (8.4%) 32 (6.3%) 24 (4.8%) 39 (7.5%) 49 (5.4%) 109 (10.9%) 
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  Other 0 (0.0%) 7 (1.4%) 4 (0.8%) 4 (0.8%) 27 (3.0%) 3 (0.3%) 

  Missing 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 5 (0.5%) 0 (0.0%) 

 

With the exception of Ireland, nearly all individuals are fluent in the local language (Table 4.3.5), with 
Poland at the highest end (98.7 per cent fluent) and France at the lower end (91.6 per cent). Ireland 
is different, however, with only 78.5 per cent individuals indicating a fluency in the local language. 
This is surprising, as both English and Irish would be considered local languages for the purposes of 
this study. According to the CSO (2016) at the 2016 Census in Ireland, 39.8 per cent of the total 
population could speak Irish, and the percentage of those speaking English according to the 
Eurobarometer (2023) is 95 per cent. We have to accept that for Ireland, the question regarding the 
local language may not measure precisely what was intended. 

For ethnicity, similarly, Ireland has a larger proportion of individuals who do not claim to belong to the 
local majority ethnicity, at 24.1 per cent. For the other countries these shares are much lower, from 
Poland (at 1.7 per cent) to Romania (12.3 per cent). For France, no data on ethnicity was collected. 

Table 4.3.5 Fluency in the local language and ethnicity. 

 FR GR IR PL RO SK 

language 

  Fluent 458 (91.6%) 482 (95.4%) 394 (78.5%) 512 (98.7%) 881 (96.6%) 960 (95.6%) 

  Non-fluent 42 (8.4%) 23 (4.6%) 108 (21.5%) 7 (1.3%) 22 (2.4%) 44 (4.4%) 

  Missing 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 9 (1.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

ethnic 

  Majority 0 (0.0%) 444 (87.9%) 381 (75.9%) 510 (98.3%) 789 (86.5%) 903 (89.9%) 

  Minority 0 (0.0%) 61 (12.1%) 121 (24.1%) 9 (1.7%) 112 (12.3%) 101 (10.1%) 

  Missing 500 (100.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 11 (1.2%) 0 (0.0%) 

 

For physical health (Table 4.3.6), most people report being in good physical health in all countries, 
between 42.0 and 48.5 per cent are in good physical health. There are some discrepancies between 
countries for individuals in poor or fair physical health. For Slovakia, 38.4 per cent report being in poor 
or fair physical health, followed by Poland with 33.9 per cent. Meanwhile, our sample in Romania 
appears the healthiest, with only 15.9 per cent of individuals reporting poor to fair physical health.  

For mental health, the distributions are very different. In Greece and Ireland, over 30 per cent of 
individuals report to be in poor or fair mental health. In France, Poland, and Slovakia the share of 
people in poor or fair mental health are between 25 and 27 per cent, while in Romania, these 
categories together make up only 15.9 per cent of the population.  

Table 4.3.6 Self-reported status of physical and mental health. 



https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/edat_lfs_9903__custom_17280346/default/table?lang=en
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Most people who are employed, retired, studying, or other experience little to no risk of poverty (Figure 
4.3.5.1). For unemployed, the risk of poverty is much more prevalent. The risk of poverty for the group 
of unemployed individuals shows a relatively uniform distribution, with around equal numbers 
experiencing deprivation for zero through to all five dimensions measured. A similar pattern is 
noticeable looking at the levels of the risk of poverty for individuals whose income has decreased. 
While individuals whose income stayed the same or increased report low risk of poverty, for those 
whose income has decreased those levels are much higher.  

In our population, it is the students who appear happiest with their incomes, closely followed by people 
in employment. It is interesting to note that the satisfaction with income is lower for retirees, 
homemakers, and the category other. However, again, it is the unemployed who are least satisfied 
with their income. On a scale of 1 through 7, the mode is 1, and the next most selected categories 
are 2 and 3. When we evaluate income satisfaction relative to the changes in income, we see that for 
people whose income remained unchanged their income satisfaction is slightly to the lower end of the 
satisfaction distribution. If income has increased, this is related to a slightly positive evaluation of 
income. However, for those whose income has decreased, again, income satisfaction is low. Most 
individuals whose income has decreased assign a satisfaction level of 1.  

Turning our attention to the association between experiences of social inclusion and employment, we 
see that those unemployed experience, on average, the least social inclusion. However, the 
distribution of experienced social inclusion for this group is the widest of all employment categories. 
Students experience on average the most social inclusion. Excluding the category of unemployed 
individuals, for all other categories of employment the bivariate differences are relatively small. When 
people experience an increase in income, this is associated with an increase in experienced social 
inclusion. For those whose incomes remained unchanged this is slightly lower, and lower still for those 
whose incomes have decreased. 

Summary: the variables in the dimension economic security and employment show the expected 
association with each other, and with social inclusion. Income satisfaction and risk of poverty are 
inversely correlated, but both measure different facets of the overall dimension.  

 

 





https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/cky143
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Figure 4.3.5.3 Correlations between indicators of health and well-being 

Living conditions 

The dimension of living conditions focuses on the combination of housing and neighbourhood fit 
(Figure 4.3.5.4). In our study, these are measured by looking at the monthly expenditure on housing, 
the housing ownership situation, and for accessibility, self-rated difficulties of accessing certain 
services, and vehicle ownership. 

We see a weak negative correlation between correlation between the share of the income spent on 
mortgage or rent, and self-rated accessibility. The more individuals spend on their housing (relative 
to their income), the lower their accessibility, although it is only a weak correlation. Higher mortgage 
or rent expenditures are also negatively associated with social inclusion, which seems plausible. 
Again, this is only a weak correlation. Self-rated accessibility is positively associated with experiences 
of social inclusion. This is consistent with the (extensive) literature on transport and inclusion. 
However, we observe only a weak correlation between the two variables. Ownership of a vehicle is 
associated with slightly higher self-rated accessibility, although for both owners and non-owners the 
distribution of self-rated accessibility is wide.  

Individuals who own their house outright pay little to no rent or mortgage, as would be expected. In 
the present sample, those who rent have the largest expenditures on housing costs, as a proportion 
of their overall income. Comparing the ownership situation and experiences of social inclusion, we 
see that individuals who own their houses outright experience more social inclusion than all other 
categories, although the difference is small. Social or subsidised renters experience the least social 
inclusion.  

Summary: The association between accessibility and social inclusion is positive, but weak, and 
greater housing affordability is associated with higher social inclusion. Homeowners experience most 
social inclusion, social renters the least. 
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Figure 4.3.5.4 a) Correlations between indicators of living conditions; b) Self-assessed accessibility and vehicle ownership; 
c) Housing expenditures for mortgage and rent by housing situation; d) Experiences of social inclusion by housing 

situation 

Regression results 

Dimensions of inclusion 

Table 4.3.9 shows the results of the first set of regressions, regressions 1.1 through 1.4. In these 
regressions, each of the dimensions of inclusion are separately entered as independent variables. 
Next, Table 4.3.10 displays the associations between axes of social inclusion and experienced social 
inclusion. Subsequently (Table 4.3.11), we present a model that has, first, all dimensions together 
(3.1), and second, all dimensions and the axes of social inclusion (3.2). 

Model 1.1 shows the results for the dimension of economic security and employment, associated with 
experiences of social inclusion. Each of the separate variables is significantly associated with social 
inclusion. The compound measure for risk of poverty is negatively associated with social inclusion, 
and the coefficient for income satisfaction is positive. Individuals whose income has increased in the 
past 12 months report higher social inclusion than people whose income remained the same or 
decreased. A decrease in income over the past 12 years is not associated with lower social inclusion. 
Compared to the reference category of employed individuals, unemployment is negatively associated 
with social inclusion. A similar negative association is observed for homemakers and retirees.   

Model 1.2 shows the associations between the dimension of social participation and social inclusion. 
Again, all variables included in the dimension are significantly related to social inclusion. The 
coefficient for social trust is positive, indicating that people who trust institutions and their neighbours 
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Women rights too far   -0.42 *** 0.04     

Life satisfaction     1.28 *** 0.04   

Physical health     0.52 *** 0.11   

Mental health     1.31 *** 0.11   

vehicle: No       -0.57 * 0.25 

Accessibility       2.15 *** 0.16 

Mortgage / rent       -0.03 *** 0.01 

house_sit: Mortgage       -0.11  0.30 

house_sit: Rent       -0.89 ** 0.32 

house_sit: Social       -3.24 *** 0.46 

house_sit: Other       -2.40 *** 0.67 

Observations 3911 3868 3910 3852 
R2 / R2 adjusted 0.180 / 0.178 0.088 / 0.087 0.348 / 0.347 0.095 / 0.093 

* p<0.05   ** p<0.01   *** p<0.001 

 

Axes of social inclusion 

Next, we estimate a model that includes the axes of social inclusion. As shown below, the axes of 
social inclusion explain only a small proportion of the overall variance in experienced social inclusion. 
The highest level of education obtained is predictably related to social inclusion, with people with 
lower levels of education reporting lower levels of social inclusion. Men experience less social 
inclusion than women in our sample. Those who preferred to self-describe or listed their gender as 
other (combined) appear to experience somewhat higher social inclusion than women (p<0.10), and 
more than men.  

We find no significant association between age and social inclusion. However, there are interesting 
results regarding the use of the internet. Individuals who use the internet for online interactions report 
lower levels of social inclusion, whereas individuals who use the internet for playing games report 
higher levels of social inclusion.  

Table 4.3.10 Associations between the axes of social inclusion and experienced social inclusion. 

  ESIS 

Predictors Estimate s.e. 

(Intercept) 39.09 *** 0.47 
education: Less than 
primary -1.97  2.13 

education: Primary -2.93 *** 0.75 
education: Lower 
secondary -2.48 *** 0.42 

education: Upper 
secondary -0.93 ** 0.30 

education: Post-secondary -1.46 *** 0.43 
education: Master 1.11 ** 0.34 
education: PhD 2.42 *** 0.60 
genderMale -0.61 ** 0.22 
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genderOther 2.44 * 1.05 
Age 0.01  0.01 
Services -0.19 * 0.09 
Posting -0.06  0.06 
Interact -0.95 *** 0.09 
News -0.13  0.08 
Games 0.35 *** 0.06 
Observations 3906 
R2 / R2 adjusted 0.093 / 0.090 

* p<0.05   ** p<0.01   *** p<0.001 

 

Full cross-national models 

Models 3.1 and 3.2 below reflect our model with all social inclusion dimensions (model 3.1) and all 
dimensions and axes (model 3.2).  

In model 3.1 we see that the interrelationship between variables means some of the variables that 
originally had a significant association with social inclusion are now no longer significant. Risk of 
poverty, social trust, physical health, and housing expenditures as the share of income are no longer 
significantly associated with social inclusion (at a cutoff of p<0.05). Housing situation appears to play 
a less important role regarding social inclusion, as only social renters still report lower social inclusion. 
With the exception of accessibility, the dimension for living situations appears less important in the 
full model. For the other dimensions, the associations with social inclusion remain qualitatively the 
same (same sign, same significance).  

Moving across to the model including both dimensions and axes of social inclusion, we see only minor 
changes to the reported coefficients and significance. Students now have significantly higher social 
inclusion than employed persons, but other than that there are no substantial changes among the 
dimensions.  

For the variables included as axes (or determinants) of social inclusion, the story is different. 
Accounting for all the dimensions of inclusion means that the level of education is no longer 
significantly associated with experienced social inclusion. Men still report lower social inclusion than 
women. Individuals who interact online, likewise, report lower social inclusion than those who do not, 
and individuals who play video games online report higher social inclusion.  

Table 4.3.11 Fully specified regression models with 3.1) all dimensions and 3.2) all dimensions and axes. 

  3.1 ESIS 3.2 ESIS 

Predictors Estimate s.e. Estimate s.e. 

(Intercept) 23.56 *** 0.63 24.82 *** 0.77 

poverty_risk -0.10  0.08 -0.06  0.08 

Income satisfaction 0.29 *** 0.07 0.27 *** 0.06 

employment: Unemployed -2.18 *** 0.45 -1.84 *** 0.45 

employment: Student 0.69 * 0.30 0.94 ** 0.33 

employment: Homemaker -1.51 *** 0.44 -1.32 ** 0.44 

employment: Retired -1.91 *** 0.31 -1.60 *** 0.34 

employment: Other 0.14  0.34 0.01  0.36 

income_change: Increased 0.62 ** 0.22 0.68 ** 0.22 
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income_change: Decreased 0.63 * 0.26 0.44  0.25 

s_socialtrust 0.01  0.01 0.01  0.01 

Women equal opportunity 0.13 *** 0.03 0.17 *** 0.03 

Women rights too far -0.28 *** 0.03 -0.24 *** 0.03 

Life satisfaction 1.08 *** 0.05 1.02 *** 0.05 

Physical health 0.24 * 0.11 0.24 * 0.11 

Mental health 1.19 *** 0.11 1.18 *** 0.11 

vehicle: No 0.21  0.21 0.16  0.21 

Accessibility 0.58 *** 0.14 0.56 *** 0.14 

Mortgage / rent -0.01 * 0.00 -0.01 * 0.00 

house_sit: Mortgage -0.44  0.25 -0.41  0.25 

house_sit: Rent -0.47  0.27 -0.34  0.27 

house_sit: Social -1.20 ** 0.39 -1.07 ** 0.38 

house_sit: Other 0.04  0.56 -0.01  0.56 
education: Less than 
primary   0.45  1.90 

education: Primary   0.04  0.62 
education: Lower 
secondary   -0.02  0.35 

education: Upper 
secondary   -0.37  0.25 

education: Post-secondary   -0.63  0.35 

education: Master   0.32  0.28 

education: PhD   0.27  0.49 

genderMale   -1.20 *** 0.18 

genderOther   2.29 * 0.91 

Age   0.01  0.01 

Services   -0.16 * 0.07 

Posting   -0.08  0.05 

Interact   -0.58 *** 0.08 

News   -0.05  0.07 

Games   0.23 *** 0.05 

Observations 3817 3814 

R2 / R2 adjusted 0.393 / 0.390 0.425 / 0.419 

* p<0.05   ** p<0.01   *** p<0.001 

 

Summary of cross national models 

In the models above we distinguish four dimensions of social inclusion. Of the four, social participation 
and the living situation appear to contribute less to explaining experienced social inclusion than the 
other two dimensions. When separately modelled, they reach an r-squared of 0.088 (social 
participation) and 0.095 (living conditions). Health and well-being are most closely associated with 
social inclusion, with just the three variables of life-satisfaction, mental health, and physical health 
accounting for 0.348 in the variance of experienced social inclusion.  
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Living conditions 

Not owning a vehicle reduces experiences of social inclusion in Greece, but is not significantly 
associated with social inclusion elsewhere. This is interesting, as at the cross-national level the 
association is the reverse (also not significant). For most countries, the estimate is still negative, with 
only Romania reporting a positive coefficient for social inclusion. The composite measure of 
accessibility is positively and significantly associated with social inclusion in all pilot regions except 
Slovakia and Ireland. For both France and Greece the associations are strongest.  

Higher housing expenditures for mortgage or rent are negatively associated with social inclusion, with 
the exception of Poland. However, the estimates do not reach the level of statistical significance for 
any of the pilot regions. For the housing situation, very few of the listed categories were significantly 
associated with social inclusion at the cross-national level and the same is true within countries. One 
notable outcome, however, is the general lack of a negative association between social renting and 
social inclusion, a finding that was present at the cross-national level. Slovakia and France return 
non-significant negative associations, but for the rest of the countries the associations can even be 
positive compared to homeowners, highlighting the context-dependency of the association between 
housing situation and social inclusion. 

Summary Living conditions: Subjective accessibility is positively associated with social inclusion. 
While the estimates show vehicle ownership is also positively related to social inclusion, it is not a 
significant association for most countries. Housing situation is not systematically associated with 
social inclusion within countries. 

Axes of social inclusion 

The level of education was not significantly associated with social inclusion at the cross-national level, 
and we find similar outcomes within countries. Men experience lower social inclusion across most 
countries with the exception of Slovakia. For the other countries the association is significant (p<0.05) 
except for Ireland and Romania (p<0.10). There appears no association between social inclusion and 
age. For the internet use we see some interesting patterns for the countries. The use of the internet 
for accessing services is negatively associated with social inclusion across all countries, although it 
is only statistically significant in Romania. Similarly, the use of the internet for interacting online is 
negatively associated with social inclusion, and again only significant in Romania (p<0.95), although 
in Greece and Slovakia a similarly sized coefficient (around -0.5) is found, significant at the p<0.10 
level. The use of the internet for videogames is positively associated with social inclusion in all 
countries except Slovakia, where it is slightly below 0. However, the association is only significant, 
again, in Romania, where it is positively associated with social inclusion. 

Summary Axes of social inclusion: The determinant that is most consistent across countries from 
the axes of social inclusion is that men experience less social inclusion than women (with the 
exception of Slovakia). For the other determinants we see few patterns when analysed country by 
country.  

Discussion of country level stratifications 

The country-level stratified models reveal that while patterns from the cross-national model are 
directionally consistent, fewer statistically significant results emerge due to reduced precision. Mental 
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health, life satisfaction, social trust, and subjective accessibility stand out as the strongest and most 
consistent predictors of social inclusion. Factors such as income, employment, and digital use show 
greater variability and suggest the need for context-sensitive policy interventions. 

Especially for the categorical variables we see that the sample sizes and complexities of the fully 
specified models may limit our ability to find statistically significant outcomes when analysing the data 
country-by-country.  
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Table 4.3.12 Country stratifications of the fully specified model (model 3.2). 

 4.1 GR: ESIS 4.2 IR: ESIS 4.3 PL: ESIS 4.4 RO: ESIS 4.5 SK: ESIS 4.6 FR: ESIS 

Predictors Estimate s.e. Estimate s.e. Estimate s.e. Estimate s.e. Estimate s.e. Estimate s.e. 

(Intercept) 17.17 *** 2.30 21.22 *** 2.37 25.83 *** 1.72 25.33 *** 1.74 23.65 *** 2.41 20.16 *** 2.02 

poverty_risk 0.13  0.24 0.34  0.23 0.01  0.22 -0.15  0.14 -0.06  0.24 -0.09  0.17 

Income satisfaction 0.42 * 0.20 0.16  0.22 0.16  0.11 -0.16  0.11 0.33  0.28 0.19  0.19 

employment: Unemployed -1.90  1.28 -1.80  1.15 -1.11  2.24 -2.09 ** 0.79 -1.20  1.21 -1.18  0.92 

employment: Student 0.76  1.47 0.44  1.21 -2.19 ** 0.70 0.63  0.67 -0.02  1.25 0.13  1.04 

employment: Homemaker -2.13 * 0.93 0.58  1.22 -1.57  1.60 -0.67  0.87 0.19  1.32 -0.68  1.10 

employment: Retired -0.22  1.13 -0.73  0.82 -4.93 ** 1.62 -1.23  0.79 -1.26  0.90 -1.15  1.17 

employment: Other 2.99  2.26 -0.33  1.18 -0.48  0.90 -0.61  0.55 -2.10  5.28 0.35  1.50 

income_change: Increased 0.10  0.67 0.26  0.53 0.75  0.40 0.86  0.46 0.74  0.72 0.29  0.63 

income_change: Decreased 0.13  0.72 0.37  0.70 0.12  0.59 0.23  0.45 1.32  0.72 0.89  0.66 

s_socialtrust 0.02  0.03 0.06 ** 0.02 0.00  0.02 0.04 ** 0.02 0.16 *** 0.03 -0.01  0.02 

Women equal opportunity 0.11  0.12 0.10  0.09 0.16 * 0.06 0.10  0.06 -0.26 * 0.12 0.21 * 0.10 

Women rights too far 0.04  0.10 -0.15  0.10 -0.11  0.06 -0.27 *** 0.06 -0.26 * 0.11 -0.16  0.08 

Life satisfaction 1.16 *** 0.15 1.17 *** 0.14 0.91 *** 0.11 0.81 *** 0.08 1.07 *** 0.17 1.00 *** 0.13 

Physical health 0.16  0.34 0.42  0.32 0.50 * 0.23 0.20  0.20 -0.07  0.38 0.43  0.30 

Mental health 0.87 ** 0.32 1.33 *** 0.29 1.20 *** 0.22 1.12 *** 0.19 1.23 *** 0.34 0.63 * 0.29 

vehicle: No -1.83 ** 0.62 -0.23  0.57 -0.37  0.43 0.53  0.36 -1.34  0.91 -0.29  0.57 

Accessibility 2.52 *** 0.48 0.63  0.46 1.07 *** 0.32 0.77 ** 0.29 0.22  0.34 2.33 *** 0.44 

Mortgage / rent -0.02  0.01 -0.02  0.01 0.02 * 0.01 -0.00  0.01 -0.00  0.02 -0.03 ** 0.01 

house_sit: Mortgage 1.70 * 0.79 -0.25  0.80 -0.77  0.54 -0.36  0.47 -0.75  0.76 0.88  0.67 
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house_sit: Rent 1.18  0.84 0.20  0.78 0.30  0.57 -0.11  0.55 -0.59  0.81 0.69  0.62 

house_sit: Social 1.37  1.00 1.06  1.10 0.58  1.04 -0.91  0.78 -1.47  0.92 -0.57  1.31 

education: Less than 
primary -0.04  4.42     2.39  3.09 3.66  3.12   

education: Primary 6.17  3.48 -1.66  1.76   0.63  1.15 1.39  1.82 5.44  3.71 

education: Lower 
secondary -0.08  1.31 -2.27  1.19 15.10 ** 5.16 0.77  0.98 -0.94  1.58 0.93  1.83 

education: Upper 
secondary 0.28  0.71 -1.30  0.91 -0.13  0.63 0.11  0.95 0.80  0.70 0.87  0.61 

education: Post-secondary -0.26  0.77 -0.87  1.05 -1.07  1.20 -1.09  1.32 1.07  0.81 0.80  0.81 

education: Master 1.01  0.80 -1.38  0.93 -0.73  0.48 0.46  1.01 0.72  0.98 1.14  0.60 

education: PhD 13.22 * 5.71 3.23  3.69 -2.04 ** 0.62 0.66  1.54 -1.90  1.97 2.05  1.43 

genderMale -1.79 ** 0.57 -1.13 * 0.50 -1.36 *** 0.38 -0.72 * 0.36 0.65  0.51 -1.20 * 0.47 

genderOther -3.16  5.88 0.51  3.63 2.28 * 1.06 -0.56  1.96   -4.18  4.95 

Age -0.00  0.03 0.04  0.02 0.01  0.02 0.03  0.02 -0.02  0.03 -0.01  0.02 

Services -0.26  0.23 -0.13  0.24 -0.01  0.15 -0.33 ** 0.12 -0.05  0.22 -0.11  0.21 

Posting 0.14  0.17 -0.16  0.14 -0.17  0.10 -0.04  0.10 0.13  0.15 -0.23  0.15 

Interact -0.52 * 0.23 -0.24  0.18 -0.39  0.20 -0.49 ** 0.15 -0.49 * 0.20 -0.16  0.21 

News -0.19  0.22 -0.13  0.20 0.20  0.13 -0.16  0.12 -0.19  0.19 0.15  0.20 

Games 0.03  0.15 0.05  0.12 0.11  0.10 0.30 *** 0.08 -0.01  0.14 0.08  0.13 

house_sit: Other       0.03  0.60     

Observations 502 519 822 1004 462 505 
R2 / R2 adjusted 0.512 / 0.474 0.458 / 0.419 0.356 / 0.328 0.373 / 0.349 0.392 / 0.342 0.481 / 0.442 

* p<0.05   ** p<0.01   *** p<0.001 
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Among digital variables, using the internet to access services and to post information online shows 
mixed or weak associations, with a negative effect for posting in small towns (p<0.10). Interacting 
online is negatively associated with social inclusion in all contexts. Watching news has no effect, while 
playing games online is positively associated with social inclusion, particularly in small and large 
towns (p<0.05). In rural regions, playing games is only significant at the p<0.10 level. 

Table 4.3.13 Regression stratified by degree rurality. 

  5.1 Rural: ESIS 5.2 Small Town: ESIS 5.3 Large Town: ESIS 

Predictors Estimate s.e. Estimate s.e. Estimate s.e. 

(Intercept) 23.02 *** 1.41 27.18 *** 1.34 23.98 *** 1.35 

poverty_risk 0.18  0.15 -0.03  0.14 -0.26 * 0.13 

Income satisfaction 0.22  0.12 0.20  0.11 0.38 *** 0.11 

employment: Unemployed -3.06 *** 0.79 -1.31  0.76 -1.07  0.82 

employment: Student 1.95 ** 0.61 0.32  0.56 0.57  0.59 

employment: Homemaker -0.16  0.73 -2.60 *** 0.74 -1.23  0.88 

employment: Retired -1.19 * 0.55 -1.89 ** 0.60 -1.62 * 0.63 

employment: Other -0.34  0.67 -0.12  0.59 0.07  0.64 

income_change: Increased 0.26  0.42 0.66  0.38 1.09 ** 0.36 

income_change: Decreased 0.68  0.44 -0.21  0.43 0.89 * 0.44 

s_socialtrust 0.03  0.02 0.02  0.01 -0.00  0.01 

Women equal opportunity 0.09  0.06 0.24 *** 0.06 0.19 ** 0.06 

Women rights too far -0.24 *** 0.06 -0.27 *** 0.05 -0.20 *** 0.05 

Life satisfaction 1.02 *** 0.09 1.00 *** 0.08 1.05 *** 0.08 

Physical health 0.14  0.20 0.26  0.20 0.33  0.20 

Mental health 1.35 *** 0.19 1.13 *** 0.18 0.94 *** 0.18 

vehicle: No 0.41  0.41 0.11  0.36 -0.11  0.34 

Accessibility 0.90 *** 0.26 0.05  0.24 0.81 ** 0.26 

Mortgage / rent -0.01  0.01 -0.01  0.01 -0.01  0.01 

house_sit: Mortgage 0.15  0.46 -0.36  0.42 -0.94 * 0.43 

house_sit: Rent -1.00  0.56 0.16  0.45 -0.45  0.43 

house_sit: Social -0.54  0.75 -1.46 * 0.63 -0.89  0.64 

house_sit: Other 1.13  0.81 -0.32  0.94 -4.69 ** 1.69 

education: Less than 
primary 2.32  2.53 0.87  5.32 -4.06  3.85 

education: Primary -1.63  0.99 1.12  1.01 2.34  1.69 

education: Lower -0.56  0.62 0.05  0.61 0.41  0.76 



https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2021.1985440
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/cky143




https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036434
https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2021.1985440
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/cky143
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616690701217767


  

Page 115 of 372 D1.2: Drivers and factors of social exclusion in rural areas: macro-, meso-, and micro-level 

GA 101136592 

proposed. The data in the survey provide a solid basis for further analyses, which may take the form 
of more conventional null-hypothesis significance testing, as well as a solid foundation for the 
proposed spatial microsimulation, with the present analyses providing insights into necessary 
adjustments and reweighting across regions. 

4.4 Synthesis of interviews and surveys  
In this section we provide a brief overview of the main outcomes from the interviews and the surveys 
combined. The key aim of this task was to assess the impacts of drivers and dimensions of social 
inclusion for the meso-level (countries). Of particular interest were between-country differences, but 
given the overall interest of the project, this study also emphasised the distinctions between rural and 
urban regions.  

On the whole, we find very little evidence of substantial between-country differences. 
Conceptualisations of social inclusion, as well as main drivers, are consistent across the six studied 
countries. When we examine the results from the survey, we find a broadly similar pattern. There 
appear some smaller differences when looking at, for instance, specific categories of education or 
housing situation, but no structural differences are established. 

Focusing on the qualitative component, this study reveals consistent conceptualizations of social 
exclusion as systemic marginalization, isolation, or invisibility of certain groups, and of social inclusion 
as societal acceptance supported by structural systems, individual agency, and equal opportunities. 
Vulnerable populations identified across regions included people with disabilities or special needs, 
older adults, those with low educational attainment, migrants and traveling communities, individuals 
experiencing poverty or homelessness, and those facing mental health issues. Rurality itself emerged 
as a risk factor due to geographic remoteness and service inaccessibility. The consequences of social 
exclusion were multifaceted, spanning individual burdens such as social isolation and psychological 
distress, and societal burdens including reduced cohesion and increased public health costs. 

Interview data highlighted common barriers to inclusion such as limited mobility, demographic aging, 
discrimination, and bureaucratic inefficiencies in project implementation. Conversely, social inclusion 
was fostered by empathy, appreciation of diversity, participatory engagement, sustained funding, and 
the critical role of NGOs and social enterprises in bridging service gaps. Importantly, few regional 
differences emerged across the pilot countries, indicating a broadly shared narrative of exclusion and 
inclusion across rural Europe. The main exception was in Greece, where interviews emphasized 
agriculture-specific challenges, including technological deficits, youth outmigration, and sectoral 
competitiveness, reflecting how place-specific economic structures shape experiences of exclusion. 

Quantitative findings reinforced the main outcome of similarity of processes across countries. The 
survey results highlight the prominence of health and well-being as predictors of social inclusion. Life 
satisfaction and mental health were consistently and positively associated with inclusion across all 
countries and levels of rurality, while physical health showed a weaker effect or no effect. Economic 
factors such as income satisfaction and employment status were also relevant, although the effect of 
poverty risk diminished when considered alongside the other dimensions and axes. Social 
participation findings were mixed: perceived gender equality was positively associated with inclusion, 
while the belief that women's rights had gone too far correlated negatively. Social trust lost 
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tools and dashboards. This typology will be provided in Deliverable D1.3 and will provide a rigorous, 
empirically grounded framework for classifying rural areas by their exclusion profiles.  

Moreover, this deliverable contributes to the co-creation of Smart Village Labs by identifying location-
specific needs and opportunities, paving the way for context-sensitive, locally driven pilot actions. The 
alignment of evidence across scales significantly enhances the validity and utility of policy 
interventions proposed in later phases of the project. 

6.2 Implications and policy insights 
The findings presented in this deliverable underscore the urgent need for differentiated, territorially 
sensitive policies that acknowledge the diversity of rural realities across Europe. Policy insights must 
address both systemic drivers and context-specific manifestations of social exclusion.  

1. Advance Multi-Level Governance Coordination: Rural exclusion cannot be tackled in silos. 
Policies must reflect coherence across EU, national, regional, and local levels. Synergies should be 
created between territorial cohesion policy, agricultural subsidies, social innovation programs, and 
digitalisation efforts. 

2. Expand Investment in Digital Infrastructure and Literacy: Bridging the digital divide is essential 
to economic inclusion, education, health, and civic participation. Rural broadband rollouts should be 
accelerated, accompanied by tailored digital skills programs, particularly targeting older populations 
and women. They are essential to enable equitable access to public services, employment, and civic 
participation. 

3. Support Social Entrepreneurship and the Social Economy: Social enterprises are instrumental 
in delivering services and activating marginalised populations. Indeed, social enterprises in pilot areas 
already demonstrate capacity to address unmet needs and offer dignified employment. Public funding 
schemes, legal frameworks, and capacity-building initiatives should be adapted to scale their role in 
rural areas.  

4. Design Gender- and Age-Sensitive Interventions: The feminisation of care and the invisibility of 
older adults in rural strategies must be tackled. Rural women disproportionately bear the burden of 
unpaid care, which restricts labour market engagement. Integrated long-term care strategies, flexible 
work arrangements, and community-based care models must be tailored to rural realities. 
 
5. New service delivery models should be piloted in remote regions: The Delphi insights affirmed 
the potential of mobile, online, and hybrid public service delivery. These approaches should be 
adapted to the micro-level contexts where physical and digital barriers persist. 

6. Institutionalise Participatory Planning at the Local Level: Rural residents should not only be 
consulted but empowered to co-create interventions. Participatory and inclusive governance is 
essential. Evidence shows that top-down approaches often fail to engage rural residents 
meaningfully. Policy frameworks should institutionalise participatory mechanisms and devolve 
decision-making authority to local actors. Mechanisms such as Smart Village Labs can serve as living 
laboratories for governance innovation. 
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7. Tailor Public Services to Rural Realities: Health, education, mobility, and housing policies must 
reflect the sparse geography and unique demography of rural regions. Mobile service units, 
multipurpose centers, and community-based schemes are envisaged as crucial. 

8. Embed Resilience into Rural Development Models: Rural policy must intersect with broader 
agendas (climate adaptation, demographic resilience, and digital transitions), ensuring rural voices 
are represented in European green and digital strategies. Policymaking should embrace complexity, 
co-design solutions with communities, and embed equity across domains. This requires anticipatory 
planning, territorial foresight, and social innovation funding lines.  

By acting upon these suggestions, policymakers can foster more equitable, resilient, and inclusive 
rural territories. 

6.3 Challenges and limitations 

6.3.1 Data collection challenges 
The implementation of the multi-level analytical approach faced several methodological and practical 
challenges. While the combination of macro, meso, and micro data collection has produced a robust 
and multifaceted understanding, certain limitations must be acknowledged. 

The macro-level Delphi method, while effective in gathering expert consensus, is inherently limited by 
its reliance on expert perceptions and the risk of bias due to overrepresentation of certain regions or 
disciplines. Some thematic areas, such as intersectional identities or informal economies, received 
less coverage than anticipated due to lack of specialised expertise among participants. In addition, 
the Delphi method, while robust for foresight, can oversimplify complex socio-political realities due to 
its emphasis on expert consensus. It does not fully capture emergent or minority perspectives, 
particularly those of marginalised rural actors. 

At the meso-level, the cross-national comparison is challenged by differing welfare regimes, legal 
systems, and cultural expectations. Standardised tools sometimes lack sensitivity to national 
nuances, leading to interpretative caution in aggregating data. 

At the micro level, limited participation from particularly marginalised groups, such as Roma 
communities or undocumented migrants, restricted the generalisability of some insights. Moreover, 
though rich in context, observational and community-level findings are not statistically generalisable. 
Each site exhibited unique features (e.g., island versus mountainous versus peri-urban), which limit 
direct extrapolation to broader rural typologies. 

A further limitation concerns the complexity of integrating qualitative and quantitative data. Although 
methodological triangulation enriched the analysis, challenges arose in aligning thematic categories, 
ensuring coherence, and avoiding redundancy or misinterpretation. Nevertheless, the triangulated 
design (merging expert knowledge, institutional analysis, and local realities) ensures a high degree 
of internal consistency and policy relevance 
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17. People with disabilities in rural areas will need stronger legal safeguards and inclusive 
infrastructure to access education and healthcare. 

18. Access to essential physical wellbeing services (e.g., water, energy, telecom) will be 
increasingly unequal for vulnerable groups in remote rural areas. 

19. Vulnerable groups will face compounded risks from climate change unless social safety nets 
are adapted to local environmental vulnerabilities. 

20. Migrants of lower socioeconomic status (SES), refugees (especially women), minority youth 
will require culturally responsive long-life learning pathways to break intergenerational 
exclusion. 

 

C. Impact on Access to Social Service Delivery 

21. Essential healthcare services will be increasingly centralized, making mobile or digital 
outreach critical for rural inclusion. 

22. Without improved housing policies, vulnerable groups in all rural types will face growing 
insecurity and substandard living conditions. 

23. Infrastructure for energy and water in isolated rural areas will require large-scale investment 
to avoid exclusion. 

24. Telecom and broadband access will become as critical as roads for inclusion in remote rural 
areas. 

25. Public transport deficits will increasingly isolate elderly and disabled rural populations. 
26. AI and automation in public service delivery will risk excluding low-literacy and elderly 

populations unless specific provisions are made. 
27. Remote education access will widen gaps unless rural digital infrastructure and local support 

structures are improved. 
28. Economic services (accounting, insurance, R&D) will remain inaccessible to small rural 

enterprises without digital service models. 
29. Without decentralised governance and community involvement, new infrastructure 

investments risk bypassing the most excluded areas. 
30. Non-material wellbeing services (e.g., cultural initiatives, life-long education) will be essential 

to prevent mental health decline and community fragmentation in rural areas. 

 

D. Social Entrepreneurship  

31. Social enterprises will play a central role in filling service gaps for vulnerable groups in remote 
areas. 

32. Rural women entrepreneurs will need targeted financial access and mentorship to scale 
inclusion-driven businesses. 

33. Climate-smart rural enterprises will create new employment if supported through tailored 
innovation policies. 

34. Youth-led rural entrepreneurship will flourish if supported with digital skills, seed funding, and 
market access. 

35. Migrants and refugees in rural areas will increasingly become sources of entrepreneurial 
innovation if legal and financial hurdles are addressed. 
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36. Cooperatives and social foundations will re-emerge as key platforms for inclusive rural 
economic development. 

37. Digital platforms will enable rural micro-enterprises to scale, but risks of exclusion remain high 
without digital upskilling. 

38. Peri-urban rural zones will become hotspots for social innovation if integrated into regional 
entrepreneurial ecosystems. 

39. Informally employed agricultural workers will benefit from social economy models that 
formalize work and provide basic protection. 

 

E. Enhanced Governance and Mitigation Measures 

40. Multi-level governance and policy reforms will be essential to align national, EU, and local rural 
inclusion strategies  

41. Funding and infrastructure decisions should include consultation exercises in rural areas to 
prevent urban bias. 

42. Public-private-civic partnerships will be key to overcoming fragmentation in rural service 
delivery and innovation. 

43. Cross-border rural regions will require harmonised governance tools to prevent exclusion due 
to jurisdictional gaps. 

44. Digital governance must be adapted for equitable rural service access. 
45. Local participatory mechanisms will determine the success of rural development policies 

aimed at vulnerable populations. 
46. Inter-municipal cooperation will be necessary to scale services in sparsely populated areas. 
47. Equity-focused subsidy allocation criteria will ensure fair distribution of EU and national funds 

to disadvantaged rural areas. 
48. Climate adaptation planning (Renewable Energy projects, environmental protection 

measures) should take into consideration rural customs and traditions and involve 
participation from directly affected communities. 

49. Simplified administrative procedures and legal aid will empower rural actors to engage in 
development and social entrepreneurship. 
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8.2 APPENDIX 2 - Delphi Survey (Second round) 
 

Delphi Questionnaire: Future Trajectories of Social Inclusion in Rural Areas (2035 Horizon) 
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B. Specific Needs of Vulnerable Groups 
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11. Unemployed rural youth will remain excluded 
unless digital and entrepreneurial training becomes 
widely available. 

12. Elderly individuals, especially digitally illiterate, will 
face increasing marginalization unless digital literacy 
and in-person services are co-developed. 

13. Migrants of lower socioeconomic status (SES) and 
refugees, particularly women, will struggle to integrate 
without tailored housing, language, and employment 
services. 

14. Roma and other vulnerable ethnic minorities will 
continue to face barriers in access to education and 
health unless anti-discrimination enforcement 
improves. 

15. Informally employed agricultural workers will 
remain economically insecure without formalization 
policies and social protection. 

16. Women in single-parent rural households will face 
dual burdens of care and underemployment unless 
childcare and flexible job policies are expanded. 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Bipolarity Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 
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C. Impact on Access to Social Service Delivery 
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17. People with disabilities in rural areas will need 
stronger legal safeguards and inclusive infrastructure 
to access education and healthcare. 

18. Access to essential physical wellbeing services 
(e.g., water, energy, telecom) will be increasingly 
unequal for vulnerable groups in remote rural areas. 

19. Vulnerable groups will face compounded risks 
from climate change unless social safety nets are 
adapted to local environmental vulnerabilities. 

20. Migrants of lower socioeconomic status (SES), 
refugees (especially women), minority youth will 
require culturally responsive long-life learning 
pathways to break intergenerational exclusion. 

 

Bipolarity 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

21. Essential healthcare services will be increasingly 
centralized, making mobile or digital outreach critical 
for rural inclusion. 

22. Without improved housing policies, vulnerable 
groups in all rural types will face growing insecurity 
and substandard living conditions. 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 
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23. Infrastructure for energy and water in isolated rural 
areas will require large-scale investment to avoid 
exclusion. 

24. Telecom and broadband access will become as 
critical as roads for inclusion in remote rural areas. 

25. Public transport deficits will increasingly isolate 
elderly and disabled rural populations. 

26. AI and automation in public service delivery will 
risk excluding low-literacy and elderly populations 
unless specific provisions are made. 

27. Remote education access will widen gaps unless 
rural digital infrastructure and local support structures 
are improved. 

28. Economic services (accounting, insurance, R&D) 
will remain inaccessible to small rural enterprises 
without digital service models. 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Bipolarity 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 
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D. Social Entrepreneurship  

 

 

 

  

3% 3%
11%

40% 43%

9

2% 2%
8%

35%

54%

10

0%
5%

14%

30%

51%

1

2% 3%

15%

34%

46%

2

2% 3%

12%

45%
38%

3

2% 2%
9%

52%

35%

4

29. Without decentralised governance and community 
involvement, new infrastructure investments risk 
bypassing the most excluded areas. 

30. Non-material wellbeing services (e.g., cultural 
initiatives, life-long education) will be essential to 
prevent mental health decline and community 
fragmentation in rural areas. 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

31. Social enterprises will play a central role in filling 
service gaps for vulnerable groups in remote areas. 

32. Rural women entrepreneurs will need targeted 
financial access and mentorship to scale inclusion-
driven businesses. 

33. Climate-smart rural enterprises will create new 
employment if supported through tailored innovation 
policies. 

34. Youth-led rural entrepreneurship will flourish if 
supported with digital skills, seed funding, and market 
access. 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 
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35. Migrants and refugees in rural areas will 
increasingly become sources of entrepreneurial 
innovation if legal and financial hurdles are addressed. 

36. Cooperatives and social foundations will re-
emerge as key platforms for inclusive rural economic 
development. 

37. Digital platforms will enable rural micro-enterprises 
to scale, but risks of exclusion remain high without 
digital upskilling. 

38. Peri-urban rural zones will become hotspots for 
social innovation if integrated into regional 
entrepreneurial ecosystems. 

39. Informally employed agricultural workers will 
benefit from social economy models that formalize 
work and provide basic protection. 

Bipolarity Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 
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E. Enhanced Governance and Mitigation Measures 
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40. Multi-level governance and policy reforms will be 
essential to align national, EU, and local rural inclusion 
strategies  

41. Funding and infrastructure decisions should 
include consultation exercises in rural areas to prevent 
urban bias. 

42. Public-private-civic partnerships will be key to 
overcoming fragmentation in rural service delivery and 
innovation. 

43. Cross-border rural regions will require harmonised 
governance tools to prevent exclusion due to 
jurisdictional gaps. 

44. Digital governance must be adapted for equitable 
rural service access. 

45. Local participatory mechanisms will determine the 
success of rural development policies aimed at 
vulnerable populations. 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 
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46. Inter-municipal cooperation will be necessary to 
scale services in sparsely populated areas. 

47. Equity-focused subsidy allocation criteria will 
ensure fair distribution of EU and national funds to 
disadvantaged rural areas. 

48. Climate adaptation planning (Renewable Energy 
projects, environmental protection measures) should 
take into consideration rural customs and traditions 
and involve participation from directly affected 
communities. 

49. Simplified administrative procedures and legal aid 
will empower rural actors to engage in development 
and social entrepreneurship. 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 

Majority Agreement  
(1st round) 
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8.5 APPENDIX 5. National interviews guide 
Purpose & procedure 

Overall, this research aims to create insights into social inclusion drivers, barriers, as well 
as risks of social exclusion in rural areas, identifying thriving rural areas and those in need 
of support.The interviews outlined in this interview guide contribute to the project goal 
by providing us with expert opinions and experiences from the quadruple helix 
stakeholders (government, industry, community & academia), which offer a more 
detailed view on matters of social inclusion in rural areas.  

Due to the fact that the interviews will be held with stakeholders from different 
backgrounds and fields of expertise, the questions are formulated in a way that accounts 
for the diversity of the target group. All qualitative data generated via the stakeholder 
interviews will be linked to and contrasted with quantitative data collected in surveys 
among representative groups of individuals of the respective countries. When combined, 
the insights from the interviews and the survey will allow for a thorough understanding of 
what different populations and stakeholders perceive to be the most important influence 
factors of social inclusion and social exclusion in rural regions across selected European 
countries.  

Interview 

I. Introduction and Rapport Building 

I would like to start by thanking you for taking the time to meet with me for this interview 
today. My name is ___________________ and I would like to talk to you about your 
perception of national drivers of and barriers to social inclusion, as well as risks of 
exclusion in the rural areas of your country. Mainly, I am interested in your professional 
opinion and experiences with the topic itself, groups at risk for social exclusion and 
policies to foster social inclusion, specifically in rural areas. Within the scope of the 
INSPIRE project, your insights help us identify possible directions for future interventions 
and support for groups at risk of social exclusion.  

The interview should not take longer than an hour. As you have been informed and agreed 
upon according to our consent form, this interview will be recorded.  
All comments as well as your personal information will be kept confidential and your 
responses will only be shared with the research project team. We are going to ensure 
that any information included in our (future) reports does not identify you as the 
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8.6 APPENDIX 6. Meso and Micro (CATI and Paper-based) 
Questionnaire. 
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8.7 APPENDIX 7. Eurostat demographic reference tables 
(relation to meso-level national survey) 

Table 8.7.1 Population by type of region. 

  Predominantly urban 
regions 

Intermediate regions Predominantly rural 
regions 

European Union - 27 
  countries (from 2020) 

41.6 39.2 19.2 

Ireland 28.4 14.6 57.0 

Greece 46.8 24.8 28.4 

France 36.0 37.3 26.7 

Poland 22.8 39.2 38.0 

Romania 12.1 43.2 44.7 

Slovakia 13.5 37.5 49.0  

Source: EuroStat. (2025a). Population on 1 January by five year age group, sex and other typologies. EuroStat - Data 
Browser. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/urt_pjangrp3__custom_17252613/default/table?lang=en 
 

Table 8.7.2 Population by sex. 

  Males Females 

Ireland 49.5 50.5 

Greece 48.5 51.5 

France 48.4 51.6 

Poland 48.4 51.6 

Romania 48.9 51.1 

Slovakia 48.7 51.3 

Source: EuroStat. (2025b). Population on 1 January by age and sex. EuroStat - Data Browser. 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/demo_pjan__custom_17253437/default/table?lang=en&page=time:2024 

Table 8.7.3 Population by level of education. 

  Less than primary, primary 
and lower secondary 
education (levels 0-2) 

Upper secondary and post-
secondary non-tertiary 
education (levels 3 and 4) 

Tertiary education (levels 5-
8) 

Ireland 16,5 35,2 48,3 

Greece 21,8 47,8 30,4 

France 20,9 40,7 38,4 

Poland 11,8 53,9 34,3 

Romania 22,4 61,0 16,5 

Slovakia 12,7 61,5 25,7 

  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/urt_pjangrp3__custom_17252613/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/demo_pjan__custom_17253437/default/table?lang=en&page=time:2024
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Figure 8.8.2.1 Yonne (FR). Demographic Characteristics 

The labour market and occupational environment of the French CATI survey respondents (see Error! R
eference source not found.) reflect a mixed but predominantly active population. Slightly more than 
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Regarding housing costs, respondents report spending between 10% and 50% of income on rent or 
mortgage payments, with a distribution peak around 20-30%, indicating a moderate housing cost 
burden for most households. 

 

Figure 8.8.2.3 Yonne (FR). Living Conditions & Accessibility 
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Confidence in politicians and political parties is generally low to moderate. For politicians, respondents 
mostly rate confidence between 4 and 8, with some higher ratings but also significant scepticism. 
Confidence in political parties is even more subdued, with a substantial number of respondents 
scoring between 0 and 4, reflecting widespread political distrust. 

Figure 8.8.2.6 provides insights into digital access and internet usage patterns among rural French 
respondents. Use of the internet for online services varies widely: 40% of participants report never 
using online services, while 23.3% use them every day and 23.3% several times a week. Smaller 
shares engage with online services less frequently, with 6.7% using them several times a month, and 
minor proportions less than once a month or once a month. 

 

Figure 8.8.2.6 Yonne (FR). Digital Access 

Regarding personal internet use, 66.7% of respondents declare never accessing the internet every 
day and 16.7% several times a week.  

Internet use for personal interaction shows more variability. While 43.3% never use the internet for 
social interaction, nearly a quarter (23.3%) do so every day, and a similar proportion (23.3%) several 
times a week. Around 10% engage several times a month. 

When it comes to using the internet for information, 33.3% of respondents never use it for this 
purpose, but 30% report daily usage, and 26.7% several times a week. Smaller percentages use the 
internet once or several times a month or less frequently. 
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Figure 8.8.2.7 provides an overview of the risk of poverty and social exclusion experienced by 
respondents in rural France. Just over half of households (53.3%) report being unable to afford an 
unexpected but necessary expense, while 46.7% indicate they could cover such costs, highlighting a 
significant economic vulnerability within the sample. When considering discretionary spending, 73.3% 
of households report they can afford a week-long annual holiday, with 26.7% unable to do so. 
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Figure 8.8.2.7 Yonne (FR). Risk of Poverty & Social Exclusion 

Food security appears relatively strong, as 86.7% of respondents can afford a meal with meat, 
chicken, fish, or a vegetarian equivalent every second day, though 13.3% face difficulties in this 
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Dealing with the labour market status and occupational environment of CATI respondents in Kythera, 
Greece, the main characteristics can be observed in Figure 8.8.3.2. The majority of participants 
(76.7%) report being employed, while 16.7% are retired, 3.3% unemployed, and a similar proportion 
engaged in housework or homemaking. Economic sectors are diverse but primarily service- and 
agriculture-oriented, with agriculture, forestry, and fishing accounting for the largest share (6 
respondents). Other sectors include manufacturing (2), accommodation and food services (2), 
education (3), human health and social work (2), and smaller numbers in construction, professional, 
scientific, technical, and other service activities. 

Occupational roles vary widely, with elementary occupations being the most frequent (3 respondents), 
followed by equal numbers of managers, professionals, service and sales workers, and skilled 
agricultural workers (2 each). Clerical support workers, technicians, and armed forces personnel are 
less represented. This diversity indicates a mixed occupational structure balancing traditional and 
service sector employment. 
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Figure 8.8.3.1 Peiraias, Nisoi (EL). Demographic Characteristics 
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Working hours data reveals a prominent peak around 40 hours per week, indicative of full-time 
employment, but with some respondents reporting extended hours up to 120, reflecting possible 
irregular or seasonal work patterns. 

 

Figure 8.8.3.2 Peiraias, Nisoi (EL). Labour Market and Environment 
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Figure 8.8.3.3 Peiraias, Nisoi (EL). Living Conditions & Accessibility 
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Figure 8.8.3.4 Peiraias, Nisoi (EL). Health Self-perception 

Figure 8.8.3.5 reveals patterns of social participation and institutional trust among CATI respondents 
from Kythera, Greece. Regarding local social connectedness, responses are varied: 43.3% neither 
agree nor disagree that they feel close to people in their area, while 23.3% disagree, 13.3% agree, 
10% strongly agree, and 10% strongly agree. This distribution reflects a moderate but somewhat 
fragmented sense of community belonging. 

Trust in other people within the area is generally high, with confidence ratings clustering at the upper 
end of the scale (7 to 10), indicating strong interpersonal trust among many respondents. 

Institutional trust, however, is considerably lower and more dispersed. Confidence in the national 
parliament is low, with a significant portion of respondents rating their trust between 1 and 3, and only 
a few expressing higher confidence. Confidence in the police shows a bimodal pattern, with peaks at 
both low (around 2) and high (around 9 to 10) trust levels, suggesting polarised opinions on law 
enforcement. 

Confidence in politicians is mixed but tends toward the moderate, with many ratings around 4 to 6 
and some outliers at both ends of the scale. Confidence in political parties is generally low, with many 
respondents giving the lowest scores (1 to 2), indicating widespread scepticism toward political 
parties. 
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Figure 8.8.3.5 Peiraias, Nisoi (EL). Social Participation & Engagement 

Figure 8.8.3.6 depicts the patterns of digital access and internet usage among CATI respondents in 
Kythera, Greece. Use of the internet for online services is moderate, with 26.7% of respondents using 
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such services once a month, 23.3% every day, and an equal never using them, highlighting some 
digital exclusion. 

 

Figure 8.8.3.6 Peiraias, Nisoi (EL). Digital Access 

Personal internet use is higher, with 56.7% accessing the internet every day, 20% several times a 
week, and 16.7% several times a month. A small minority (6.7%) never use the internet for personal 
purposes, indicating substantial but not universal digital engagement. 

Regarding internet use for personal interaction, a majority (73.3%) use it every day, while 16.7% do 
so several times a week, and only 6.7% never engage in personal interaction online. Use of the 
internet for information shows similar engagement levels, with 72.4% accessing information every 
day, 17.2% several times a week, and a minority never using it. 

Figure 8.8.3.7 provides insights into the economic vulnerabilities and social exclusion risks faced by 
CATI respondents in Kythera, Greece. Just over half of households (53.3%) report being unable to 
afford an unexpected but required expense, highlighting financial fragility. Similarly, 53.3% indicate 
their household cannot afford a week-long annual holiday, suggesting limitations on discretionary 
spending. 

Food security appears relatively strong, with 76.7% able to afford a meal with meat, chicken, fish, or 
a vegetarian equivalent every second day, while 23.3% report difficulties in this area. Housing warmth 
is largely maintained, as 89.7% affirm they can keep their dwellings comfortably warm during winter, 
leaving a minority (10.3%) facing heating challenges. 

Perceptions of poverty are relatively low, with 13.3% feeling that they currently live in poverty based 
on their present living conditions, while the majority (86.7%) do not share this perception. Regarding 
employment security, 52.4% consider it very likely they would find a job with a similar salary if they 
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lost their current one, though 33.3% view this as very unlikely. Smaller proportions are neutral (9.5%) 
or rather likely (4.8%). 

 

Figure 8.8.3.7 Peiraias, Nisoi (EL). Risk of Poverty & Social Exclusion 
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Figure 8.8.4.5 Ioannina (EL). Social Participation & Engagement 
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Almost half of respondents (47.4%) declare accessing the internet for personal use less than once a 
month and 26,3% they never do it, highlighting a noticeable digital divide.  

For personal interaction online, 43.3% never use the internet for this purpose, while 23.3% engage 
several times a week and 10% several times a month. Internet use for information shows a more 
balanced pattern, with 30% using it every day, 26.7% several times a week, and 33.3% never using 
it. 

Figure 8.8.4.7 sheds light on the economic vulnerabilities and social exclusion risks faced by CATI 
respondents in Konitsa, Greece. A majority of households (65%) report they cannot afford an 
unexpected but necessary expense, indicating significant financial fragility. Similarly, 60% state their 
household cannot afford a week-long annual holiday, suggesting constrained discretionary spending. 

Food security appears comparatively strong, with 89.5% able to afford a meal containing meat, 
chicken, fish, or a vegetarian equivalent every second day, though a small minority (10.5%) face 
difficulties in this area. Housing conditions are somewhat more challenging: only 75% of respondents 
report being able to keep their dwellings comfortably warm during winter, leaving a notable 25% who 
struggle with heating. 

Perceptions of poverty are significant: 25% of respondents feel they currently live in poverty based 
on their living conditions, highlighting subjective experiences of deprivation. Regarding employment 
security, views vary considerably; 44.4% believe it is neither likely nor unlikely they could find a job 
with similar pay if they lose their current one, while 22.2% consider it rather unlikely, and 16.7% very 
likely. Smaller shares report being very unlikely (11.1%) or rather likely (5.6%) to secure comparable 
employment. 
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Figure 8.8.5.1 Midland (IE). Demographic Characteristics 

The gender imbalance is pronounced: women make up 81.25% of the respondents, reflecting a strong 
female presence in rural civic participation or survey availability, while men constitute only 18.75%. 
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Figure 8.8.5.2 Midland (IE). Labour Market and Environment 
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Figure 8.8.5.3 Midland (IE). Living Conditions & Accessibility 

Access to essential services in the area is generally limited, with a majority of respondents reporting 
difficulties across multiple domains. Over half (53.1%) find access to local and municipal services 
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area, the majority (62.5%) neither agree nor disagree, indicating a large segment of the population 
with ambivalent or neutral perceptions of local social connectedness. Meanwhile, 18.8% of 
respondents express agreement, 9.4% disagree, 6.3% strongly agree, and 3.1% strongly disagree, 
reflecting a community with mixed experiences of social cohesion and interpersonal bonds. 

 

Figure 8.8.5.5 Midland (IE). Social Participation & Engagement 
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Figure 8.8.5.6 Midland (IE). Digital Access 

Perceptions of poverty are very low: only 3.1% consider themselves to be living in poverty given their 
current living conditions. Regarding employment security, 41.7% feel it is neither likely nor unlikely 
that they would find a job with similar salary if they lost their current employment, while 29.2% think it 
is rather likely, and smaller shares express optimism (8.3% very likely) or pessimism (16.7% rather 
unlikely, 4.2% very unlikely). 

Region of Midland stands out for its relatively strong human capital and civic infrastructure, yet 
transport limitations and uneven service provision continue to constrain mobility and inclusion. 
Despite strong digital engagement and generally good health outcomes, employment precarity and 
housing challenges affect long-term security. The region would benefit from more integrated spatial 
planning and targeted support for mobility and housing. 
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Figure 8.8.5.7 Midland (IE). Risk of Poverty & Social Exclusion 
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Figure 8.8.6.1 Lubelski (PL). Demographic Characteristics 

Figure 8.8.6.2 provides a comprehensive overview of the labour market engagement and 
occupational environment of the Polish CATI respondents. Employment status reveals a diverse 
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Figure 8.8.6.2 Lubelski (PL). Labour Market and Environment 
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Food security appears relatively strong, with 84.4% of respondents able to afford a meal with meat, 
chicken, fish, or a vegetarian equivalent every second day, suggesting basic nutritional needs are 
largely met. Heating adequacy during winter is high, with 90.6% reporting that their household can 
keep the dwelling comfortably warm, a key indicator of living condition quality. 

However, subjective perceptions of poverty are present, as 9.4% of respondents acknowledge living 
in poverty based on their current living conditions, indicating some awareness and experience of 
economic hardship. 
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Figure 8.8.6.5 Lubelski (PL). Social Participation & Engagement 
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Figure 8.8.6.6 Lubelski (PL). Digital Access 
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Figure 8.8.6.7 Lubelski (PL). Risk of Poverty & Social Exclusion 
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Figure 8.8.7.2 presents a detailed view of labour market conditions and economic environment 
characteristics for Romanian CATI respondents. Labour force participation is diverse, with 45.5% 
currently employed and 18.2% retired, indicating a considerable segment of active and retired 
individuals. Unemployment affects 12.1% of the sample, while 15.2% are engaged in house activities 
or homemaking, reflecting traditional gender roles and caregiving responsibilities. Students constitute 
a small minority (9.1%). 
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using these services several times a week indicates that a majority are at least regularly connected 
to information streams online, although a minority remains less engaged. 

Figure 8.8.8.7 presents the risk of poverty and social exclusion among respondents in Slovakia 
through a series of key indicators. A significant majority of households (80.49%) report being able to 
afford unexpected but necessary expenses, which suggests a relative financial stability for most, 
though nearly 20% remain vulnerable. Similarly, 82.93% of respondents indicate their entire 
household can afford a week's annual holiday, highlighting a moderate level of discretionary income 
or savings. 
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Figure 8.9.2.1 Monéteau (FR). Demographic Characteristics 
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Figure 8.9.2.3 Monéteau (FR). Living Conditions & Accessibility 
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Figure 8.9.3.1 Kythera (EL). Demographic Characteristics 

The labour market profile of Kythera respondents reflects a diverse but service-oriented economy. 
Employment status is varied, with 45% currently employed, 25% retired, 15% unemployed, and 
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Figure 8.9.3.2 Kythera (EL). Labour Market and Environment 
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Figure 8.9.3.3 Kythera (EL). Living Conditions & Accessibility 
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reflects the presence of episodic or chronic health issues affecting daily functioning for a significant 
portion of the population. 

Figure 8.9.3.5 illustrates that social connectedness in Kythera presents a nuanced picture. Thirty-five 
percent of respondents neither agree nor disagree with feeling close to people in their local area, 
while 30% disagree and 15% strongly disagree. Only 15% agree, and a small minority (5%) strongly 
agree that they feel close to others locally. This distribution suggests a relatively weak sense of 
community cohesion and interpersonal closeness. 
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Figure 8.9.3.5 Kythera (EL). Social Participation & Engagement 

Confidence in other people within the area is generally high, with the majority of respondents rating 
their trust between 7 and 10 on a 10-point scale. This indicates strong interpersonal trust despite the 
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month (5%) or less than once a month (5%), indicating varying degrees of digital connectivity and 
potentially limited access or digital literacy among a considerable segment. 

Internet use for personal interaction is more frequent, with half of respondents engaging daily and 
25% several times a week. Twenty percent never use the internet for social interaction, and 5% do 
so several times a month, highlighting the importance of digital platforms for maintaining social ties 
among many residents, while others remain digitally excluded. 

Use of the internet for information purposes is relatively widespread, with 55% accessing it daily and 
20% several times a week. However, 20% never use the internet for information, suggesting gaps in 
digital inclusion for accessing news, education, or other informational content. 

Economic vulnerability in Kythera presents a complex picture. A majority of respondents (85%) 
indicate their household can afford an unexpected but necessary expense, suggesting a reasonable 
degree of financial resilience, though 15% report difficulty in this regard. Similarly, 85% state that their 
entire household cannot afford a week-long annual holiday, highlighting constrained discretionary 
spending and limited leisure opportunities (see Figure 8.9.3.7). 
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Figure 8.9.3.7 Kythera (EL). Risk of Poverty & Social Exclusion 
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with primary education (1) and PhD-level qualifications (1) suggests heterogeneity in educational 
backgrounds, which may shape occupational outcomes and community roles. 

Regarding family size, the modal number of children is two (8 respondents), consistent with common 
family structures in many rural European contexts. Other household sizes include zero children (7 
respondents), one child (2), and three children (3), illustrating a range of family compositions. The 
notable share of childless households may reflect demographic aging or migration trends, with 
implications for local social services and future population sustainability. 
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Figure 8.9.4.1 Konitsa (EL). Demographic Characteristics 

The labour market profile of the Konitsa sample is characterised by a high employment rate, with 75% 
of respondents currently employed. Smaller shares of the population are retired (10%), unemployed 
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Figure 8.9.4.5 Konitsa (EL). Social Participation & Engagement 
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Figure 8.9.4.6 Konitsa (EL). Digital Access 

Internet use for personal interaction demonstrates more regular activity, with 33% of respondents 
using it several times a week and 28% every day. Smaller groups report usage once a month (11%), 
less than once a month (17%), or never (6%). This pattern highlights the importance of digital 
platforms for social connectivity in the community, albeit with some digital exclusion. 

Use of the internet for information is notably high, with 74% of respondents engaging daily, and 21% 
several times a week. A small minority (5%) never use the internet for information purposes, indicating 
widespread reliance on digital sources for news, education, or other informational needs. 

Economic vulnerability among Konitsa respondents is evident in several key dimensions, as illustrated 
in Figure 8.9.4.7. While 65% of households report being able to afford an unexpected but necessary 
expense, a significant 35% indicate they cannot, highlighting financial fragility in a notable portion of 
the population. Similarly, 60% state that their entire household cannot afford a week-long annual 
holiday, underscoring limited discretionary spending and leisure opportunities. 

Food security appears relatively strong, with nearly 90% of respondents affirming their ability to afford 
a meal containing meat, chicken, fish, or a vegetarian equivalent every second day. However, about 
10% face difficulties in meeting this basic nutritional need. 

Most households (75%) report being able to keep their dwelling comfortably warm during winter, while 
a quarter experiences challenges in maintaining adequate heating, which can have serious health 
and wellbeing implications. 
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Figure 8.9.4.7 Konitsa (EL). Risk of Poverty & Social Exclusion 
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Figure 8.9.5.2 Moate (IE). Labour Market and Environment 

Economic sectors represented are diverse but service-oriented, with the largest groups working in 
Human Health and Social Work (4 respondents), Arts, Entertainment and Recreation (3), Other 
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Figure 8.9.5.3 Moate (IE). Living Conditions & Accessibility 

Self-assessed physical health among respondents in Ireland reveals a distribution skewed towards 
fair and good health, as shown in Figure 8.9.5.4. Forty-eight percent rate their health as fair and 24% 
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Figure 8.9.5.5 Moate (IE). Social Participation & Engagement 

Figure 8.9.5.5 illustrates that social connectedness in Ireland reveals a community with diverse and 
complex experiences of local belonging. Approximately 26% of respondents neither agree nor 
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Figure 8.9.5.6 Moate (IE). Digital Access 

 

Personal internet use shows moderate frequency, with 25% using it every day and 20% several times 
a week. Others use the internet less than once a month (15%), several times a month (20%), once a 
month (5%), or never (15%). This spread suggests digital access varies considerably, potentially 
reflecting differences in age, skills, or infrastructure. 

Internet use for personal interaction is robust, with over half (55%) engaging daily and a further 25% 
several times a week. Smaller shares report usage several times a month (15%) or never (5%), 
underscoring the role of digital communication in maintaining social ties. 

Use of the internet for information is also frequent, with 45% of respondents accessing information 
daily and 35% several times a week. However, 10% never use the internet for this purpose, indicating 
some degree of digital exclusion from informational resources. 

Economic vulnerability among respondents in Ireland appears relatively limited, with 74% reporting 
that their household can afford an unexpected but necessary expense, indicating a reasonable degree 
of financial resilience. However, 26% report difficulty in this area, highlighting a notable minority facing 
economic challenges. Similarly, 81% indicate their household cannot afford a week-long annual 
holiday, suggesting restricted discretionary spending and leisure opportunities (see Figure 8.9.5.7). 
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Figure 8.9.5.7 Moate (IE). Risk of Poverty & Social Exclusion 
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capital within the sample, which could influence employment opportunities, income levels, and socio-
economic mobility. 

Family size distribution reveals that most respondents have one (7) or two children (8), suggesting 
that small nuclear families predominate in this population. Fewer respondents report larger families, 
with 3 having three children and 2 having four children, which aligns with broader demographic trends 
towards smaller family sizes in contemporary Poland. 

. 
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Figure 8.9.6.1 Parczew (PL). Demographic Characteristics 

The labour market characteristics of the Polish sample indicate a highly active workforce, with 90% 
of respondents currently employed, and smaller shares classified as students (5%) or unemployed 
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(5%), as shown in Figure 8.9.6.2. This suggests a community with strong labour participation and 
relatively low unemployment levels. 

 

Figure 8.9.6.2 Parczew (PL). Labour Market and Environment 
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Figure 8.9.6.3 Parczew (PL). Living Conditions & Accessibility 
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Figure 8.9.6.5 Parczew (PL). Social Participation & Engagement 
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Personal internet use is more varied, with 25% reporting daily use and 10% several times a week. 
However, 35% use it less than once a month, and 20% never use the internet for personal purposes, 
highlighting a digital divide within the population. 

 

Figure 8.9.6.6 Parczew (PL). Digital Access 

Internet use for personal interaction is frequent for most respondents, with 60% engaging daily and 
20% several times a week. Smaller proportions use it once a month (10%) or never (10%), illustrating 
the role of online platforms in maintaining social connections for many, though some remain 
disconnected. 

Use of the internet for information is particularly prominent, with 75% accessing information daily and 
15% several times a week. Limited usage is observed among 5% once a month and 5% less than 
once a month, suggesting that digital sources are a primary channel for news, education, and other 
informational needs for most respondents. 

Economic vulnerability within the Polish sample is mixed, as shown in Figure 8.9.6.7. Half of the 
respondents report that their household can afford an unexpected but necessary expense, while the 
other half indicate financial difficulty in this regard, highlighting notable economic insecurity. Similarly, 
55% state that their household can afford a week-long annual holiday, reflecting moderate 
discretionary spending capacity, whereas 45% cannot, suggesting constraints on leisure and non-
essential expenditures. 
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Figure 8.9.6.7 Parczew (PL). Risk of Poverty & Social Exclusion 

Living conditions among Polish respondents reflect a generally stable material situation, with some 
underlying vulnerabilities. Food security appears strong overall, as 90% of respondents report being 
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Heating adequacy during winter is somewhat less certain, with 79% indicating they can keep their 
dwelling comfortably warm, while 21% report inability to do so. This highlights potential energy poverty 
issues affecting a significant minority, with implications for health and well-being in colder months. 

Interestingly, none of the respondents perceive themselves as living in poverty according to their 
present living conditions, which may reflect subjective assessments of socio-economic status or social 
comparisons. 

Regarding employment security, perceptions are mixed: 44% believe it is rather likely they would find 
a job with similar salary if they lost their current one, while 33% view this as rather or very unlikely. 
Smaller proportions are neutral or unsure, indicating varied confidence levels in the local labour 
market. 













  

Page 352 of 372 D1.2: Drivers and factors of social exclusion in rural areas: macro-, meso-, and micro-level 

GA 101136592 

Why and which type(s)? 

As has been implied above and as outlined by Guest et al. (2013), the five core reasons behind 
choosing natural observation methods are the following: 

1. To capture observed behaviour within its physical context. 
2. To witness the behaviour of interest as it occurs. 
3. To avoid potential biases associated with self-reported data. 
4. To reduce reporting biases (e.g., using global standards that may not align with local contexts). 
5. To complement other research methods or to identify topics for further inquiry. 

Is natural observation a standalone method? As the fifth reason suggests, observation is often used 
in conjunction with other data collection techniques, particularly interviews and focus groups, or as 
a precursor to other methods (Wilson, 2005; Malhotra, 2019). Therefore, research teams might have 
to consider how to effectively combine observation with complementary techniques and methods 
that may be easier to implement or how observation might lay the groundwork for further data 
collection (Fetterman, 2015; Liu et al., 2023). 

As for the actual types of natural observation, the choice typically depends on the research questions 
the teams aim to address, as well as the strategies selected to tackle these questions. To illustrate, 
research teams generally start by answering specific questions, such as their research goals, how 
to achieve them, what locations to select, and which individuals and behaviours to focus on, before 
determining the appropriate types of observation methods. Not unexpectedly, it is common for 
research teams to blend different types of natural observation (Sanjek, 2015), and for researchers to 
assume different roles simultaneously (e.g., the role of outsider and insider) (Walsh, 2020). 

Where? 

As has been emphasised above, natural observation always takes place in the natural setting(s) 
occupied by members of a group or a community. This means that researchers engage with the 
subjects in their own settings rather than asking them to come to a different location for the study 
(Mack et al., 2005). Natural scenery often includes public or semi-public settings such as 
playgrounds, work sites, libraries, airports, transportation vehicles, shopping malls, hospitals, village 
plazas, stores, political rallies, and online chat rooms (Guest et al., 2013). 

The exact locations to select need to be relevant to the research questions (Wilson, 2005). In rural 
contexts, these locations often pertain to agricultural activities (e.g., farming, herding), social activities 
(e.g., lineage events like weddings, funerals, local festivals, celebrations for birthdays), and activities 
held in public spaces (e.g., schools, village health centres, public sports facilities) (Liu et al., 2024). 
In studies focusing on social exclusion, locations of interest customarily include places where social 
initiatives are deployed, like soup kitchens, food banks, and social retail shops (Gracia-Arnaiz, 2022). 
In a similar vein, in research projects centred on social exclusion in rural areas, it can be expected 
that physical facilities of social services, community centres, and the premises of local social economy 
organisations may be chosen as potential settings for exploration. 

Additionally, researchers frequently need to define specific observation areas or spaces within 
these settings to determine where to channel their observations, especially when the observation 
method is intended to be passive and structured (Gamberini et al., 2013). 

When considering actual research venues, how do research teams decide? The selection depends 
on the research objectives and the selection of samples (e.g., who, where, what) that will assist 
research teams in achieving their goals (Sanjek, 2015). If research teams have prior knowledge 
about the individuals, behaviours, or events they wish to study, they can identify at least some 
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8.13  APPENDIX 13. Master Protocol 
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