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Abstract

More than a half of the EU funding is channelled through the European Structural and
Investment Funds. The main goal of these funds is to promote job creation, and
sustainable and healthy economic development across Europe. More specifically the
funds aim to: (i) promote more balanced economic development of different EU
regions (e.g. European Regional Development Fund); (ii) invest in European human
capital and promote various employment-related projects; (iii) promote economic
convergence across EU member states by investing in the infrastructure of the lagging
regions (e.g. Cohesion Fund) inter alia. Furthermore, due to the shared management
principle, the funds synergically combine the development objectives of the
beneficiary member states and those of the European Commission (Marin, 2019).

Given the size of the financial contributions, over time European Structural and
Investment Funds (ESIFs) have become one of the most important instruments with
which European Union operates and one the most used by the member states. At the
same time, due to their high importance ESIFs require a non-negligible amount of
financial and institutional effort and monitoring, required to ensure high rates of
absorption and efficient use of financing by the receiving member states.
Furthermore, to ensure the most efficient use of the ESIFs financing the national
governments have to strategically identify the areas where the absorption rates would
be higher and the ones that would result in a stronger impact on local economic
development, and productivity and innovation potential.
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At the same time, literature up to date does not provide a clear consensus on the
efficiency of European Funds. Some studies have shown that European Structural and
Investment Funds have a positive impact on economic growth (Mohl and Hagen, 2010;
Bouvet, 2005; Cappelen et al., 2003), while others have reported only a weakly positive
and not statistically significant impact (Esposti and Bussoletti, 2008; Dall'Erba and Le
Gallo, 2008). More research needed to improve policy coordination and achieve
greater effectiveness. In particular, the following research areas remain
underexplored: (i) the impact of the EU funds on structural change and transition
(Lolos, 2009); (ii) the effect of synergies among various funding instruments; (iii) the
assessment of the effectiveness of the European Structural and Investment Funds in
reducing economic and innovation divide among EU member states and regions
(Cabrer-Borras and Serrano-Domingo, 2007; Aiello and Pupo, 2009)

Hence, the aim of this special session is to bring together research contributions from
different fields that would cover the following topics: (i) the role of the European funds
in supporting the twin green-digital transition; (ii) better understanding of the
determinants of synergies between the EU funds (e.g. ESIF and H2020) and the
regional impacts of these synergies; (iii) assessing the effectiveness of structural funds
in reducing innovation and economic divide among the EU regions and member states.
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