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Measuring “equivalent living conditions”?
The use of indicators in German federal
spatial planning
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Abstract. It is commonly claimed that the use of numbers and indicators in society is on the rise. Yet, it is still unclear why
numbers are used in some social fields but not in others. This paper investigates the specific use of indicators in the policy field
of federal spatial planning in Germany. While the use of indicators is very common in this area, the guiding idea of equivalent
living conditions has not been operationalized with an agreed on set of indicators nor do particular policy instruments targeting
‘unequivalent’ living conditions exist. Why is this the case? Drawing on literature about the use of scientific knowledge in politics
as well as on social studies of quantification processes, we argue that regular monitoring of regional disparities has increased the
political salience of the idea of equivalent living conditions. At the same time, a more systematic formalization of this idea has
been hampered, firstly, by the entangled competencies of German federalism and secondly, by the ambiguous idea of equivalent
living conditions which has faced competition by the more narrowly defined concept of regional economic development and the
related GDP indicator.
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1. Introduction

It is commonly claimed that the use of numbers and
indicators in society is on the rise [1–6]. While there
seems to be a widespread consensus that this trend is
occurring, the debate about its causes and consequences
is far more controversial. In particular, it is still unclear
why numbers are used in some social fields but not in
others. Similarly, we do not know why some indicators
have become central to the governance of some social
fields while other indicators are not being used at all.
Research on indicators has tended to focus much more
on the genesis of indicators rather than on their actual
use or non-use in society. As a consequence, we know
little about the different forms of using indicators in
politics and how to explain them. This paper investi-
gates the specific use of indicators in the policy field
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of federal spatial planning in Germany. In particular
it focuses on the question of why the guiding idea of
equivalent living conditions (gleichwertige Lebensver-
hältnisse), codified in the country’s Basic Law (Art. 72
GG) and other, more specific legal sources, has yet to
be operationalized with an agreed set of key indicators.
Why is there neither formal monitoring of ‘unequiv-
alent’ living conditions nor any formal policy instru-
ments explicitly targeting this guiding idea? This is all
the more astonishing since the field of spatial planning
is generally deeply imbued with indicators. For exam-
ple, the Spatial Planning Report (Raumordnungbericht)
is used by the federal government as a monitoring de-
vice in this policy field and hence would be expected to
be a quasi-natural outlet for such an endeavor.

By focusing on federal spatial planning in Germany,
this paper aims to shed light on a traditional ‘market’
segment for official statistics in which the use of in-
dicators has been fairly common. At the same time,
only rarely has the guiding principle of equivalent liv-
ing conditions sparked major political debate and it
has yet to lead to the institutionalization of a federal
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funding scheme explicitly targeting equivalent living
conditions. Like the idea of territorial cohesion at the
EU-level, the concept is notoriously ambiguous and
difficult to operationalize [7,8]. Nevertheless, a politi-
cal and academic debate on measuring equivalent liv-
ing conditions has recently gained momentum [9,10].
Public attention peaked when the German government
assigned an Equivalent Living Conditions Commission
with the task of establishing a common understand-
ing of equivalent living conditions and evaluating ter-
ritorial disparities regarding this aspect. The commis-
sion’s report was approved by the federal government
in July 2019 but is still awaiting approval of the German
states (Länder) and the local government associations.
This report was accompanied by a so-called Atlas of
Germany (Deutschlandatlas) containing 54 descriptive
indicators that are meant to support the endeavor of
reaching a common understanding of equivalent liv-
ing conditions [7]. Our argument is twofold: First, we
propose that the sustained quantitative description and
interpretation of regional disparities – such as in the
Spatial Planning Report – has increased the political
salience of a place-based problematization of these de-
velopments in terms of the normative concept of equiv-
alent living conditions. Second, while proposals to op-
erationalize the idea of equivalent living conditions do
exist, they have yet to be taken up by politicians, for
example through setting up regular monitoring or de-
sign of formal policies explicitly targeting equivalent
living conditions. In the theoretical part of this paper
we develop a heuristic that allows us to analytically
distinguish between different forms of indicator use in
politics. We explain the hitherto limited quantitative
formalization of policies targeting ‘unequivalent’ re-
gional living conditions against the backdrop of com-
petition between policy concepts and formally related
quantitative indicators. Furthermore, the parallel devel-
opment of rather informal ways of policy formulation in
federal spatial planning, such as ‘model projects’ [11],
has complemented the strict formalization of regional
equalization policies. The informal use of indicators in
model projects, which integrates scientific experts and
policymakers, seems to be highly compatible with the
entangled competencies of Germany’s federal system.

The paper is structured as follows: First, we will
present theoretical considerations explaining the use
of indicators in politics as well as their effects. Then,
we will describe our methodological approach. In order
to analyze the evolution of the limited use of quanti-
tative indicators for the operationalization of the idea
of equivalent living conditions, the paper will examine

the content of sixteen Spatial Planning Reports pub-
lished between 1963 and 2017 using quantitative and
qualitative methods [12–26]. In a subsequent step we
will summarize the results of the empirical analysis
and discuss these results against the backdrop of our
assumptions derived from the theoretical literature. The
paper concludes by deliberating on how insights from
the historical analysis of the limited use of indicators
in German federal spatial planning can be applied to
official statistics in the future.

2. The use of indicators in politics

Governance depends on knowledge. A political sys-
tem can draw upon external experts or build up exper-
tise internally in order to acquire the required knowl-
edge for making decisions [27]. Expertise comes in dif-
ferent forms. Expert knowledge can be tacit knowledge,
or it can be objectified in the form of words, numbers
and artifacts. Weber’s ideal type of bureaucracy as a
rational form of domination hinges very much on the
professional knowledge of internal experts [28]. Sim-
ilarly, as a specific form of knowledge, indicators can
be generated within the political sphere or they can
be provided by external experts, such as scientists or
consultants. National institutes of statistics and other
producers of territorial indicators are, in fact, organiza-
tional hybrids as they are concurrently exposed to both
scientific and political expectations [29]. Since num-
bers have an aura of objectivity, they are often in high
demand when the generation or restoration of public
trust is at stake [3,30]. Yet, numbers only maintain their
aura of objectivity if the organization providing them is
perceived as being sufficiently independent from partic-
ularistic interests [31]. Accordingly, experts working in
organizations where science and politics intersect typi-
cally regard themselves as being scientific. At the same
time, if the design of indicators becomes too detached
from the needs of policymakers, they are more likely
to be ignored [32]. How can we account for the use or
non-use of indicators in politics?

2.1. The use of scientific knowledge in politics

In order to approach this question, we first consider
conceptions of the use of scientific knowledge and
check how they might help in developing a definition of
different forms of indicator use in politics. The aspect of
using scientific knowledge in politics was originally in-
terpreted in a narrow instrumental sense, conceptualiz-
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ing the relationship between science and politics within
an “engineering model” [33]. It assumed that there was
an instrumental relationship between the two spheres,
implying well-defined problems on the side of policy-
makers and ready-made (quantitative) research results
for problem solving on the side of scientists. Scientific
results would be put to immediate use and directly lead
to concrete policy decisions. The scholars of regional
studies using this framework then called for stricter ad-
herence to social science norms: conceptual coherence,
causal theory and empirical tests of theory [34]. How-
ever, policy issues are very often ill-defined [35,36].
In fact, controversy may arise about the nature of the
conditions claimed to be problematic as well as the
standards used to evaluate them, proposed solutions and
possible alternatives [37]. In the process of defining a
problem, indicators can be used to objectify claims but
also to deliberate on possible solutions.

Empirical research very soon supplemented the nar-
row conception of knowledge use with the “enlighten-
ment model”, which proposed a much broader theoreti-
cal approach [38]. The enlightenment model acknowl-
edged that scientific knowledge may influence policy in
direct as well as in more indirect and incremental ways
by reframing the issues at stake. This conceptual influ-
ence of scientific knowledge is often channeled through
mass media. It has been claimed that the EU-concept of
territorial cohesion exerts such a conceptual influence
despite its fuzziness [8]. We propose that, in a similar
way, regular reporting on regional disparities may influ-
ence the framing of certain public issues (through mass
media) and hence political decision making.

It has also been observed that scientific knowledge
can be used to legitimate preconceived policy goals, in
other words, after a decision has been made. This has
been defined as a symbolic or political use of knowl-
edge. Since collectively binding decisions on the offi-
cial operationalization of equivalent living conditions
have yet to be made, this category appears to be of
minor importance. A fourth aspect of knowledge use
refers less to the impact of results than to how these
results are generated in the first place. When policy
knowledge is generated in a participatory way, the pro-
cess of co-production by different stakeholders makes
the resulting knowledge not only relevant for policy,
but also enhances its legitimacy [39]. While the Spatial
Planning Report is generated by the Federal Institute
for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial
Development (BBSR), some of the institute’s more re-
cent activities, which strive to develop a measurement
concept for equivalent living conditions, are explicitly

designed to integrate decision makers as well [40]. Be-
fore we can determine how fruitful these analytical dis-
tinctions of knowledge use are, we have to consider in
more detail the specificity of indicators as a particular
form of knowledge.

2.2. Formal and informal uses of indicators in politics

Numbers and indicators are perceived as being at the
heart of modern government technologies [4]. Studies
on the history of statistics argue that official indicators
have allowed for the formation of informational cap-
ital of bureaucracy, a necessary precondition for war
making or social interventions [41–43]. Statistics gen-
erate abstract knowledge that can travel large distances
and can be accumulated in centers of decision mak-
ing [44]. When examining the most common expla-
nations for the rise of official statistics, a quantitative
study of 157 countries showed that war making was
the main driver behind the establishment of national
statistical systems in the 19th century, whereas in the
20th century democratization, economic development,
colonialism and de-colonization, and ties to interna-
tional organizations were more important [2]. In the
absence of a ‘world state’, international organizations,
in particular, use indicators to make global issues gov-
ernable because the responsibility for reaching numer-
ical targets lies with the addressee, the nation state,
not the rule-setting body [6]. A common denomina-
tor of the interdisciplinary research on the history of
statistics is that the resulting indicators do not merely
describe the world in a neutral way but rather trans-
form it by rendering it knowable and governable [45].
This position was probably established most clearly
by actor-network theory [4,45]. Racial classification in
Latin America, for example, did not simply reflect the
socio-demographic composition of the population but
responded to the expectations of a global audience of
other nation states [46]. The depiction of these char-
acteristics, in turn, affected public policies. Another
example is the practice of colonial census taking in In-
dia and the publication of the results, which raised the
Hindu and Muslim consciousness [47]. However, the
non-use of existing indicators in certain social fields is
rarely accounted for [48]. Why are there no standard
indicators for the measurement of equivalent living con-
ditions even though plenty of indicators are being used
to describe regional disparities? Existing case studies
from ethnic statistics point to political conflicts over the
institutionalization of indicators as a possible explana-
tion for the non-use of indicators [49,50]. Furthermore,
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since issues and indicators compete for attention, it is
difficult to deduce which indicators are more likely to
be selected or substituted with new ones in politics. This
is all the more unsatisfactory since there is obviously
considerable (synchrone and diachrone) variance in the
use of particular indicators. As the number of indicators
has historically increased, the competition among them
has become more intense.

At least three types of arguments attempt to explain
the ups and downs of the use or non-use of indicators:
The first one maintains that certain features of the in-
dicators themselves are decisive while the second one
attributes the observed variance to the social context
in which indicators are embedded [48,51]. The third
argument hinges on an interactive process between the
features of a given type of indicator and its political
environment, sometimes resulting in their complemen-
tarity [41,52].

With regard to the first argument, it is usually as-
sumed that indicators have to fulfil certain quality crite-
ria in order to embody epistemic authority [1]. Of the
many different quality criteria, validity, in other words,
the idea that the observed phenomena should corre-
spond to the concept that they profess to operationalize,
seems to be of understandable importance [53]. Ideally,
this validity should be intelligible not only to experts
but also intuitively to a wider public. For this reason,
the names of indicators typically reveal what they in-
tend to measure [54]. One could say that their names
re-translate the meaning of numbers into words. De-
pending on the concept to be measured, indicators can
be merely descriptive, part of a causal model, and/or in-
tended to operationalize a normative model [55]. In any
case, the correlation between the concept and the indi-
cator, a set of indicators or an index is something that is
established by correspondence rules. In the framework
of instrumental knowledge use, it is typically the qual-
ity of indicators that becomes the subject to research
activities [56].

With regard to the second argument, attributing the
use or non-use to the context of the indicator [51], it is
useful to more carefully consider the specific features
of indicators as a form of knowledge: Indicators for-
malize and standardize the representation of the world
by a process of quantification [57,58]. What was once
unobserved becomes visible, what was formerly ex-
pressed in words is translated into numbers [59]. The
rules of observation decided upon in the production pro-
cess reduce personal discretion in the description and
interpretation of the world. Formalization can be further
extended into the political sphere when a periodical

monitoring process is set up or when indicators become
related to positive or negative sanctions or both. Then,
indicators become political instruments [60]. Rule set-
ting, monitoring and sanctions are elements of formal
organizations that can also be used outside of formal
organizations [61]. Hence, organizational elements that
are based on indicators have a formalizing or standard-
izing effect on society even without the establishment
of a formal organization. If a cognitive or normative
concept is explicitly operationalized and is monitored
periodically through public indicators, alternative de-
scriptions automatically compete with the descriptions
of the established reports. Challenging a monitoring re-
port based on official indicators would probably require
building up evidence based on ‘better’ numbers. When
the allocation of public resources becomes subject to
“statistical rules” rather than political negotiation and
discretion, personal power is reduced [62] – a feature
that is not always welcomed by decision makers. In this
sense, the non-use of energy sector indicators has been
attributed to the interests of stakeholders in UK energy
policy [51].

The third type of argument, pointing to a comple-
mentary relationship between indicators and their so-
cietal environment, can be found, to a certain extent,
in most studies on the history of statistics and indica-
tors. In our view, it has been presented most explic-
itly by Alain Desrosières, who developed a typology
of indicators and the historical periods in which they
were predominantly used [59]. His more general ar-
gument is that the legitimacy of indicators depends on
complementary normative ideas as well as the political
language of a particular historical period [41]. A sim-
ilar concept of co-emergence of calculative practices
and a corresponding legitimizing vocabulary is used in
the social studies of accounting [63]. Complementary
relationships between indicators and their interpreta-
tion can emerge quasi-naturally, but they can also be
purposefully created by investments in forms [64]. In
such an investment process, the effort required for cat-
egorization and association can be reduced if existing
forms of high generalization can be built upon.

There has not been much research on the use or in-
fluence of indicators in German federalism. Previous
studies on the entanglement of competencies in Ger-
man federalism have found that the federal states prefer
fairly stable allocation quotas for the ‘just’ distribution
of central government funds. This has been explained
by the ability of these schemes to stabilize expectations
and minimize conflicts among the recipients [65,66].
These quota schemes – such as population shares of
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individual states – have been preferred even over alter-
native, supposedly more targeted indicators for the dis-
tribution of federal funds because they create fictitious
equality among states that are obviously unequal (e.g.
in size). The need for conflict minimization is greater in
spatial planning policy than in more narrowly defined
fields like economic spatial policy [65].

In summarizing the main points of our theoretical
analysis, we conclude that the use of indicators in poli-
tics can take several forms:

a. no explicit formal operationalization of a descrip-
tive, causal or normative concept, but a gradual
quantitative (re)framing of the concept in question
that signals an implicit convergence of interpreta-
tions (informal use of indicators),

b. the explicit operationalization of a concept by set-
ting up correspondence and measurement rules
(formalization I),

c. the inclusion of agreed upon indicators (as in for-
malization I) into a periodical monitoring system
(formalization II),

d. the linking of these indicators with rules for the al-
location of financial obligations and benefits (for-
malization III).

The forms of indicator use that we distinguish be-
tween vary in the degree to which they establish for-
malized chains of observation and collective decision
making by linking them to each other in a meaningful
way. Stage a) denotes the lowest level of formalization
while stage d) denotes the highest level of formalization
that we consider in this paper. Reiterating the distinc-
tion between instrumental use and conceptual influence
of scientific knowledge, stage d) would be more akin to
an instrumental use of knowledge with clearly defined
problems and solutions becoming linked to each other
through statistical rules. Lower levels of formalization
(stages a-c) would roughly correspond to a conceptual
influence of indicators.

Alt hough these stages are conceptualized as ordi-
nals, this is just a heuristic distinction. We have no com-
pelling reasons to assume there is any quasi-natural
progress driving indicator use upwards on this scale.
However, we would assume that indicators that are used
in a merely descriptive way are less likely to lead to
higher degrees of formalization than indicators that have
been integrated into a robust causal model. Indicators
that have become subject to causal attributions are more
likely to become part of the formal instrumentation of
normative political aims since they suggest governabil-
ity of the measured phenomenon. Although the formal
instrumentation of normative political aims does not

necessarily need to be based on causal indicators, we
speculate that these formalizations might be more sta-
ble than those which are based on merely descriptive
indicators. The gross domestic product (GDP), for ex-
ample, has been integrated into many causal models and
is also a decisive criterion for the allocation of regional
economic policy funds [67,68].

3. Data and methods

3.1. Official documents and participant observation

In order to gain an overall impression of the histori-
cal dimension of political attention towards the current
public issue of equivalent living conditions, we con-
ducted a keyword search in the database of the German
parliament [69]. We used the logical operator ‘Gleich-
wertig* Lebensverhältnisse’ to capture references to
the principle of equivalent living conditions and the
keyword ‘Raumordnungsbericht’ for references to one
of the 16 Spatial Planning Reports published between
1963 and 2017. By early December 2019, the two key-
words were mentioned in 1,406 plenary minutes and
other printed matter.

We also used the 16 Spatial Planning Reports (1963–
2017) that have been published so far as a source of in-
formation and we participated in two recent workshops
on the topic of equivalent living conditions [40,70].

3.2. Mixed-methods content analysis

Our methodological approach consisted of a com-
bination of quantitative and qualitative methods [71].
First, we analyzed the 16 Spatial Planning Reports us-
ing the topic modeling tool Multi-Text Analyser (MTA)
programmed in Python 3.x [72]. This allowed us to re-
ceive an exploratory impression of the topics that were
dealt with in these documents. Next we validated the
results obtained by the topic model with qualitative and
quantitative content analysis [73,74]. The rationale for
using words to analyze the use of numbers is that words
convey the meaning of numbers.

A topic model provides a number of word lists which
can be interpreted as themes based on fields of words
which are called topics. For example, we can take a
word pair consisting of the words A and B – such as
milk and cat – which often occur together in several
documents. The information that A and B often occur
together in these documents can tell us something about
the content of the documents and the use of A and B in
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these documents. Now, let us assume that there are other
word pairs consisting in the words A, B, C and D. All
six word pairs based on these words (AB, AC, AD, BC,
BD, CD) also occur frequently in the documents. If the
documents with these word pairs are, for the most part,
similar types of documents, it can be assumed that there
is a connection between these words, word pairs and
documents. A topic model illustrates this relationship
by representing groups of words – the topics – that often
occur together in several documents, and it enables us
to estimate the frequency of other word combinations
in these documents – the model. If this estimate only
produces minor errors, then we can assume that using a
topic model to represent word statistics makes sense.

We used a topic modeling strategy based on a non-
negative matrix factorization (NMF) algorithm in con-
trast to topic models based on other algorithms like the
Bayesian models of Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA)
developed in the field of machine learning [75]. NMF
models analyze documents in a similar fashion to clus-
ter and factor analysis in the sense that they use a word
matrix to reduce the dimensions of the documents. This
matrix is approximated through the product of two low-
rank non-negative matrices, where the first low-rank
matrix contains the topics, and the second low-rank
matrix establishes the weight of such topics. In other
words, NMF models decompose each document in a
dataset into a weighted sum of topics representing a
weighted collection of words. Like LDA, NMF enables
topic models to be built which can be represented as
‘matrix factorization’ procedures, or as procedures fac-
torizing a matrix of documents via words entries. One
major difference between the mathematical definition
of NMF and other topic models is that NMF optimizes
the decomposition of the documents via a word matrix
so that the entire document-word matrix, including zero
entries, can be well approximated. These entries usually
represent the absence of words in documents, which,
in empirical settings, typically exceeds the number of
positive entries by several orders of magnitude. In con-
trast, LDA for example, which is based on Gibbs sam-
pling, optimizes the decomposition of the documents
via word matrices which allows us to obtain a vector
of probabilities for each occurring word. This explains
how likely this word is to belong to each of the topics
estimated during the topic model analysis.

Due to the way in which topic models process textual
data based on the factorization of a – usually weighted –
matrix of documents via words (the so called “bag of
words” approach), these models do not correspond to
a common sense notion of the themes included in the

documents. Therefore, the output contrasts with a man-
ual content analysis but it is nonetheless supposed to
converge with the human intuition of the themes in-
cluded in the documents analyzed. In our case, we used
the term-frequency-inverse-document-frequency-score
(TF-IDF) in order to weight our matrix. This score is
applied to each word occurring in the documents. It is
the product of two factors: the frequency that a word
occurs in a document and the inverse document fre-
quency (IDF) value of that word. The IDF value is high
if a word is very specific and only occurs in a few doc-
uments. It is low if a word occurs in almost all of the
documents.

In order to fine-tune our topic model analysis, we
used two complementary cross-validation procedures
included in the MTA tool. The first one uses the frame-
work of cluster analysis with the K-Means++ algorithm
which we ran for a number of clusters going from 2
to 20. During each run, we checked the scores based
on the Bayesian information criterion (BIC), silhou-
ette, David Bouldin, and the log-likelihood score in or-
der to deduce the optimal number of topics. The sec-
ond cross-validation procedure used the word2vec al-
gorithm provided by the gensim package for Python in
order to build clusters based on the semantic similarity
of the words used in the documents [76]. Both cross-
validation procedures led to the estimation of five rela-
tively stable topics establishing the five most important
constellations of words and of related themes discussed
in the documents. The solution of five topics and their
distribution across documents proved to be robust even
when we changed the window of observation (the basic
semantic unit as number of words used to define the
vector space in texts), e.g. from 40 to 10 words. The re-
sults presented in the following section where obtained
with a window of observation of 40 words.

Coding for the qualitative content analysis and fre-
quency counts was done using the software
MAXQDA [73]. The coding process focused first on the
word-phrase ‘equivalent living conditions’ and seman-
tically related terms. In a second step we also coded and
manually traced selected words that were assessed as
being salient from the topic model in order to validate
our interpretations.

4. The idea of equivalent living conditions and the
monitoring of regional disparities

Although the Spatial Planning Act of 1965 that for-
mally institutionalized the policy field of spatial plan-
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Fig. 1. Number of documents of the German parliament mentioning equivalent living conditions or the Spatial Planning Report (Source: Deutscher
Bundestag [69].

ning (Raumordnung [77]); on the federal level did not
mention the exact phrase ‘equivalent living conditions’,
the origin of its guiding idea can be traced back to the
Weimar Republic in the 1920s [78]. The Spatial Plan-
ning Act aimed to balance out unequal living conditions
between rural areas and agglomeration zones. The main
instrument was to foster the performance capacity of
rural areas and the zone bordering the former German
Democratic Republic (GDR) so that living and working
conditions as well as economic and social structures
would be on a level that was “at least equivalent to
the rest of the federal territory” (translated from [79]).
Hence, the act basically contained the normative ideal
of a sedentary population. Mobility – especially outmi-
gration from economically weak areas – was regarded
as rather unruly behavior [80]. In a certain sense, it mir-
rored the harmonious worldview of key spatial planners
who had been socialized professionally in the Weimar
Republic and in the Third Reich and who had been
lobbying since the 1950s for this act [78,81].

A more systematic political use of the term ‘equiv-
alent living conditions’ did not occur until the Federal
Program of Spatial Planning of 1975. It aimed at im-
proving the quality of life in all subspaces of the Federal
territory in order to assure equal chances for all citizens.
The federal government had already been instructed
by the German parliament in 1969 to set up a program
that would “regulate the allocation of federal funds with
spatial effects based on a concrete spatial target sys-

tem” (translated from [79]). In the empirical part of this
paper, we will begin by analyzing the political attention
to the guiding idea of equivalent living conditions and
spatial monitoring. Then we will analyze the topics of
the Spatial Planning Report, which is the monitoring
device used by the federal government in the area of
spatial planning.

4.1. Political attention to equivalent living conditions
and the Spatial Planning Report

We counted the documents of the German parliament
mentioning ‘equivalent living conditions’ or the Spa-
tial Planning Report to get a rough indication of the
political attention paid to the idea of equivalent living
conditions. Plotted across the election periods since the
foundation of the Federal Republic of Germany (Fig. 1),
the distribution of frequencies shows that there has been
more explicit reference to the idea of equivalent con-
ditions than to the Spatial Planning Report. In fact, the
cycles of attention even seem to be fairly independent of
one another. The change in attention paid to equivalent
living conditions is most clearly visible in the plenary
minutes (though this change is evident in the printed
matter as well). There is a small peak in the 1970s when
the Federal Program of Spatial Planning of 1975 was
debated. A second peak occurs after German unifica-
tion, when economic differences between East and West
Germany became a salient aspect. The largest peak of
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attention occurred in recent years, when an assumed re-
lationship between regional disparities and more recent
voter turnout for the neonationalist party Alternative
für Deutschland (AfD) entered the public and official
repertoires of interpretation [10,82].

Compared to this wavelike development, the overall
number of documents mentioning the Spatial Planning
Report is obviously lower. There is a first wave of at-
tention paid to the report right after its institutional-
ization in 1963, which declines in the late 1970s and
early 1980s. From the early 1990s onwards, equivalent
living conditions becomes an increasingly salient po-
litical issue. It seems that while political controversy
has concentrated on the interpretation of the idea of
equivalent living conditions, quantitative reporting on
regional disparities has become taken for granted. How
can we explain this apparent discrepancy between the
political attention placed on a guiding idea of federal
spatial planning and the policy instrument that is meant
to monitor its implementation?

A potential answer to this question lies in the fact that
Germany’s federal spatial policy has mainly had a coor-
dinating rather than an actually material character [81].
The limited power of federal spatial policy has been at-
tributed, firstly, to the very limited ability of the state to
govern the ‘market forces’ that determine the agglom-
eration process [83]. It has also been attributed to two
main schisms in the German political system: Across
levels of government, the German states have opposed
a stronger role of the federal government because that
would interfere with their own authorities over spatial
planning. Within the federal government itself, other
departments have fiercely held onto their competen-
cies, making a more prominent role for spatial planning
largely unviable [84]. With respect to both schisms,
the interests of the actors outside of the policy field of
spatial planning converge towards the aim of having
federal legislation with few binding obligations [65,84].
As a consequence, “coordination by information” be-
came a slogan that legitimized the regular provision
of information on spatial developments as one of the
main activities of federal spatial planning policy [18].
However, the potential effects of the provision of quan-
titative information should not be underestimated. With
regard to the relationship between the German federal
government and the states, it has been argued, for ex-
ample, that transparency about the states’ shares in the
allocation of federal government funds tends to rein-
force a schematic use of routinized allocation formulas
across policy fields rather than more targeted allocation
formulas that would be more susceptible to political

appraisal and critique. Similarly, transparency about
the significant differences in regional living conditions
might give rise to new political claims for improved
funding programs [84]. While these explanations ap-
ply to the relative weakness of federal spatial planning
as a more general policy field, they fail to explain the
varying amount of political attention paid to the issue
of equivalent living conditions.

Next, we examined the Spatial Planning Report more
closely in order to analyze the idea of equivalent living
conditions as well as the topics of quantitative regional
monitoring in which it has been embedded.

4.2. Topics of the Spatial Planning Report and the
limited formalization of equivalent living
conditions

The first Spatial Planning Report was issued in 1963
upon request of Germany’s federal government even
before the duty by the government to regularly publish
it was codified in the Federal Spatial Planning Act of
1965. Since then, it has been published at fairly regular
intervals and has typically consisted of a basic general
structure that includes a description of more general
societal trends, regional disparities, spatial policies and
the coordination between relevant actors in this pol-
icy field. Until the 1990s the Spatial Planning Report
was issued by the government ministry tasked with this
responsibility. Since 2000 it has been authored by the
federal research institute BBSR in order to increase
the scientific independence of the report. The 2017 Re-
port was the first to explicitly set a thematic focus for
the entire report. Previous reports typically contained
a broader outlook, including only a limited amount of
thematically focused chapters.

4.2.1. The use of the phrase ‘equivalent living
conditions’

In order to trace the use of the phrase ‘equivalent liv-
ing conditions’ in the Spatial Planning Report, we con-
ducted semi-automated frequency counts of the phrase
itself along with semantically related words that we
identified manually when we analyzed the reports for
other possible expressions with a similar meaning.

The frequency count in Fig. 2 shows that the phrase
itself has become a relatively fixed expression within the
report but it is far from being used as frequently as the
two German terms that are usually translated as ‘living
conditions’ (Lebensbedingungen, Lebensverhältnisse).
The phrase ‘equivalent living conditions’ was used for
the first time in 1974 when the Federal Program of Spa-
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Fig. 2. Frequencies of the phrase ‘equivalent living conditions’ and related terms in Spatial Planning Reports (1963–2017).

tial Planning of 1975 was being prepared. The use of
this phrase declined during the 1980s, increasing again
after 1990 and peaking in the report from 2011, which
explicitly aimed at the operationalization of ‘equiva-
lent living conditions’ [12]. While both German terms
that translate to living conditions (Lebensbedingungen,
Lebensverhältnisse) are used with similar frequencies
during the period under analysis, the obvious exception
is the report from 2011 (Fig. 2). By using this term,
the text refers more directly to the phrase codified in
the Basic Law and other legal sources [85], striving
to legitimize this potentially controversial endeavor of
quantification. Generally speaking, political attention
towards the idea of equivalent living conditions is re-
flected with a similar basic tendency in the Spatial Plan-
ning Reports; however it is not as pronounced as in the
documents issued by the German parliament. How do
these cycles of attention relate to the topics of the report
that we identified?

4.2.2. Topics of the Spatial Planning Report
The contents of the Spatial Planning Reports up to

2005 have previously been described by other authors,
each identifying particular conflicting objectives re-
flected in the reports [80,83,86]. As early as 1976, it
was observed that federal spatial planning faced the cru-
cial dilemma of shifting scarce resources either towards
fostering agglomeration and growth or towards slowing
down deglomeration and outmigration from rural ar-
eas [83]. During the late 1990s this dilemma became a
trilemma due to the global discourse on sustainable de-
velopment [86]. A rather general feature of monitoring
regional disparities is that such an endeavor typically
implies a place-based framing of problems and related

policies, whereas alternative person-oriented framings,
implying a mobility of the population, are implicitly
disregarded [80]. However, none of the former analyses
of the Spatial Planning Report focused on the precon-
ditions or consequences of quantification.

Our approach of using NMF topic models to analyze
these documents differs in its innovative methodology
and, in part, in the results yielded. Like other authors,
we were able to identify topics that are specific to sev-
eral of the Spatial Planning Reports but less so to others
(Fig. 3). Unlike earlier analyses, our results pay closer
attention to the diversity of the aspects within the topics
identified. The five topics that we identified are each
characterized by a constellation of particular words that
occur with a relatively high overall frequency through-
out the entire text corpus but which are also concen-
trated in particular documents (Table 2). Hence, words
that only appear infrequently, or words that appear fre-
quently but are distributed relatively equally across all
texts, are less likely to be part of the topics identified by
an NMF model. The words of a topic identified by the
NMF algorithm are, at first glance, more heterogeneous
than one would expect from a sequential reading of the
texts. Nevertheless, the overall distribution of the topics
across the documents we analyzed has proven to be
fairly robust when different model specifications are
used.

Against this backdrop, we labeled each identified
topic with a term that seemed best suited to intuitively
capturing its specificity so that it could be more eas-
ily identified throughout the rest of the paper. Further-
more, we used the periodization of Spatial Planning Re-
ports suggested by the topic modeling in order to select
those topics for an in-depth analysis for which our semi-
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Fig. 3. Distribution of topics over Spatial Planning Reports (1963–2017).

automated frequency counts suggested a high preva-
lence of the idea of equivalent living conditions. The
topics were identified by 139 words overall (Table 2).
Topic 1 (32 words), which we labeled the Transnational
Topic, clearly was the dominant topic in the reports
for the years 2005, 2011, 2017 and to a lesser extent
for 2000 as well. It also occurred in the reports from
1990 and 1966 to 1970. Topic 2 (19 words), which we
named the Subsidies Topic, dominated in the reports
from 1963 to 1970 and occurred in 1972 as well. Topic 3
(24 words), which we called the Unification Topic, was
the major topic of the reports for 1991 and 1993 and
was also present in the 2000 report. Topic 4 (36 words),
which we refer to as the Common Tasks Topic, was the
most important topic in the years 1978 to 1990 but also
occurred in 1966 to 1970. Topic 5 (28 words), which
we termed the Federal Spatial Planning Program Topic,
was the most salient topic in the reports from 1972
and 1974, also appearing in adjacent years. Very few
words appeared in more than one topic. Hence, accord-
ing to the frequency distribution depicted in Fig. 2, the
Transnational Topic (Topic 1) and the Federal Spatial
Planning Program Topic (Topic 5) were found to be the
most relevant for in-depth analysis.

Due to the increasing political attention the German
parliament has paid to the issue of equivalent living
conditions in recent years (Fig. 1) and the obvious rele-
vance of Topic 1 in the Spatial Planning Reports issued
from 2000 onwards (Fig. 3), we expected this term to
be salient in Topic 1. However, if we look at the 32
words constituting the Transnational Topic (Topic 1),

the phrase ‘equivalent living conditions’ (recoded to
a single word: gleichwertigelebensverhältnisse) is not
among them. Nor is it part of one of the other four top-
ics. Hence, the phrase we expected to be salient does
not seem to occur in a similar configuration of words.
Instead we are led to assume that the phrase has been
used in very different thematic constellations across
time. This suggestion can be substantiated if we con-
centrate on analyzing the nouns and named entities con-
stituting the different topics [75] – Topic 1 and Topic 5
in particular. In the analysis, words in single quotation
marks are listed in Table 2.

Subsidies (Topic 2): During the period of 1963 to
1970, when Topic 2 was dominant in the Spatial Plan-
ning report, the phrase ‘equivalent living conditions’
had not yet been coined. This did not occur until the
early 1970s [79]. The coinage of a standard phrase is
relevant to operationalization because indicators that
are used systematically require clear labels in order to
be able to announce what they measure. We refrain
from a very detailed analysis of Topic 2 here; however,
for the aspects examined by this paper, it is relevant
to note that during this period there were three types
of regions considered to be problematic and in need of
political intervention or ‘subsidies’. First, rural areas
that faced depopulation due to a lack of job opportuni-
ties were categorized as regions lagging behind average
development. Second, cities confronted with suburban-
ization were categorized as ‘agglomeration zones’ and
measured as ‘functional urban areas’. It was feared they
would become overcrowded and overburdened. Third,
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‘the zone bordering the GDR’ was considered in need of
special support because there were significantly fewer
opportunities of spatial interconnectedness and, as a
consequence, also fewer job opportunities due to the es-
sentially impermeable border. According to the Treaty
of Rome, which established the European Economic
Community, national subsidies were only allowed un-
der certain circumstances. In Germany, “the zone bor-
dering the GDR” as well as “backward regions” were
considered to meet the relevant criteria [26]. Problema-
tizations of regional disparities focused on economic is-
sues and had led to regional economic policy programs
since the 1950s [87] – yet not explicitly under the label
of equivalent living conditions.

Federal Spatial Planning Program (Topic 5): Topic
5 dominated in the reports from 1972 and 1974 but
had also been around in previous years. These were the
reports that prepared the ‘Federal Program for Spatial
Planning’ which formally contained the phrase ‘equiv-
alent living conditions’. The program was intended to
formulate concrete aims for the regional development
of the national territory that were broader than those
programs for regional economic policy already in exis-
tence. Two key instruments of regional economic policy
had been created in 1969 in the form of the Common
Task “Improvement of the Regional Economic Struc-
ture” and the Common Task “Improvement of Agricul-
tural Structure and the Protection of Coasts”. Both have
been a joint responsibility of the federal government
and the states.

The report from 1974 describes the creation of equiv-
alent living conditions as a key objective of the federal
government in addition to the aim of preserving natural
resources [21]. The aim was concretized as a minimum
supply of jobs, housing, and opportunities for educa-
tion, recreation and communication across the national
territory. Equal opportunities for all citizens were to be
improved by providing comparable material conditions
within a reasonable distance. That would require politi-
cal decisions on a) criteria for quantities and qualities
of facilities, b) the spatial units for which these criteria
would apply, and c) the actual allocation of facilities.
With regard to such criteria, the report recommended
minimum standards that would correspond to the condi-
tions enjoyed by half of the population in more densely
populated areas. This orientation towards a minimum
standard based on the median of more densely popu-
lated areas shows that the issue was about raising stan-
dards of living [85]. Spatial scales for these standards
should be adapted to the catchment areas of the service
in question, which meant that functional areas were

preferred over administrative units. Equivalent living
conditions were to be achieved by a system of devel-
opmental centers and ‘developmental axes’ connecting
them [21]. The analytical base for this developmental
concept is the theory of central places [88]. In Ger-
man federalism, the states assign centrality functions
of three to four orders to particular cities and towns,
creating a pattern of relative decentral provision of local
public services. The 1972 report had already identified
38 territorial units that were comprised of a center of
first order and its hinterland which had at least 400,000
inhabitants. The borders of these units were typically
made up of several counties [22]. A central task of the
federal regional policy was to coordinate the financial
means invested by the federal government departments
in a spatial perspective based on these territorial units.

Furthermore, within the context of the idea of equiva-
lent living conditions, matters of environmental protec-
tion became more relevant in the Spatial Planning Re-
port. Although the report from 1963 did devote a small
chapter to the economic strain on natural resources, the
salience of this issue increased in the 1970s. The word
with the highest weight in Topic 5 was ‘carrying capac-
ity’ which refers to the robustness or resilience of natu-
ral spaces in the face of growing stress over soil, water,
air and vegetation resulting from the extension of eco-
nomic activities, in particular settlement construction,
mining, tourism, waste production and noise [24]. On
the one hand, reasonable thresholds for the limitation
of externalities from production and consumption were
to be identified; on the other hand, certain landscapes
were to be protected from these externalities.

Topic 5 also lists several actors that have played a
role in territorial governance. One key actor is the ‘Main
Commission’ of the Conference of Ministers for Spatial
Planning (MKRO), which was institutionalized in 1967
as a forum of cooperation between the federal govern-
ment and the states. Other actors listed in Topic 5 are
government units of the states which issue legal regu-
lations relevant for spatial planning. Today the MKRO
is made up of 16 state ministers and the federal minis-
ter responsible for spatial planning. The fact that this
responsibility has changed several times underscores
the rather marginal position of this policy field among
the federal departments. The rules of the MKRO spec-
ify that every member has one vote and decisions are
passed with a simple majority. This gives the federal
government a moderating role with no veto rights. It
also has limited authority to pass detailed legislation
in this policy field, which had been exclusively under
state jurisdiction up until 2006. Although this has been
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formally changed, it has yet to have many practical
consequences [89].

Common Tasks (Topic 4): Originally projected for
the period up to 1985, the report issued in 1978 was al-
ready skeptical about the achievement of the aims set by
the Federal Program for Spatial Planning. At the same
time, the report pointed out that the social and economic
environment of federal spatial planning had changed,
which required some reorientation: First, there had been
an improvement in the level of infrastructure supply in
backward regions. Second, economic investment had
declined which was interpreted as a need to put special
emphasis on the creation of jobs - not only in rural areas
but also in traditional industrial regions hit by the struc-
tural change in the economy. Third, declining birthrates
were expected to require new forms of organization for
infrastructure supply in sparsely populated areas [20].
As a consequence of the assumed convergence of re-
gional living conditions and the new emphasis on eco-
nomic development, there was a decline in salience of
the notion of equivalent living conditions up until the
1990 report.

In terms of measuring equivalent living conditions,
it should be noted that the definition of the 38 territo-
rial units for federal spatial policy was met with crit-
icism. The 1978 report admitted that these units were
too large to enable the identification of meaningful re-
gional disparities [20]. Furthermore, the departmental
planning units in the federal ministries used different
territorial units for their own planning purposes, which
made coordination between spatial planning and func-
tional planning difficult. Therefore, the report proposed
harmonizing spatial planning units especially with re-
spect to the planning regions used in traffic planning
and with the labor market regions used in the ‘Common
Task’ of regional economic policy salient in Topic 4.

Unification (Topic 3): The reports published in 1991
and 1993 are clearly marked by Topic 3, which under-
lines different issues that become salient as a conse-
quence of German reunification. The incorporation of
the territory of the former German Democratic Repub-
lic (GDR) led to the perception that a diverse range of
infrastructure in the eastern part of unified Germany
was perceived as being in ‘decay’ and in need of mod-
ernization: ‘sewage’, ‘industrial housing’, ‘telecommu-
nication’ and much more. Unemployment rocketed due
to the insolvency of many formerly state-owned com-
panies that were not able to survive in an increasingly
global capitalist environment. The key actor in the pro-
cess of privatizing public enterprises after the end of the
GDR was the ‘Treuhandanstalt’. Rising unemployment

and the difficulty for young cohorts to enter the labor
market prompted the ‘employment agency’ to intervene
and provide benefits to ‘short time workers’ who were
in danger of losing their jobs, as well as financing mea-
sures ‘in preparation of taking up a vocational occu-
pation’. At the same time, a wave of suburbanization
produced many ‘newly built housing areas’, because ac-
cess to privately owned single-family houses had been
very limited during communism. Although the sudden
increase in regional disparities was an obvious issue
during these years, their problematization in terms of
the idea of equivalent living conditions only developed
slowly.

Transnational Topic (Topic 1): Since the turn of the
millennium there has been debate about what should
count as equivalent from a regional perspective. In fact,
the idea of equivalence has been interpreted by experts
in contradictory ways [79]: At one end of the spectrum
is the claim that the constitutional principle is meant
to be a spatial expression of the welfare state, aiming
to provide territorial equalization policies [90]. At the
other end of the spectrum is the position that ‘equiva-
lent’ should not be misinterpreted as ‘equal’ but lead to
a valuation of spatial differences [91,92]. From 1949 to
1994 Art. 72 of the Basic Law even contained the for-
mulation of ‘uniform living conditions’ (Einheitlichkeit
der Lebensverhältnisse) until it was changed to the
phrase ‘equivalent living conditions’. Article 72 of the
Basic Law regulates the legislative competence of the
central state and the federal states and now grants the
national legislature the right to issue laws that could
overrule state laws if the equivalence of living condi-
tions within the national territory is at risk. However
the competence of competing legislation at the federal
level came at the price of replacing a strong notion of
equality with the more ambiguous phrase of equivalent
living conditions [85].

In order to trace this controversy in the Spatial Plan-
ning Report, we conducted frequency counts of nine
nouns and adjectives that are typically used in the de-
scription and evaluation of regional living conditions
(Fig. 4). Their use in the Spatial Planning Report is
remarkable in several respects. First, ‘uniformity’ and
‘uniform’ (Einheitlichkeit, einheitlich), the modifiers
that had been used in the Basic Law from 1949 to 1994
to evaluate living conditions have never occurred much
in the Spatial Planning Report even though it was juridi-
cally more precise than the current phrase. Instead, the
language of the planning report has always been more
oriented towards the notion of ‘equivalence’. Second,
the term ‘equivalence’ is sometimes used in the report
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Fig. 4. Evaluative words typically used to describe regional disparities.

as an abbreviation of the phrase equivalent living condi-
tions, which indicates to us that the evaluative part is the
crucial aspect of the idea. Such condensing of meaning
into one single word might even be prerequisite before
an idea can become politically more influential. The use
of ‘equivalence’ peaked in the report from 2005, where
it was interpreted as a national expression of the global
concern for spatial justice. The latter entered the report
as one of three dimensions of the notion ‘sustainable
development’ [13]. The term ‘justice’ is not used fre-
quently in the Spatial Planning Report except for in that
one report. Third, the word ‘disparity’ is used much
more frequently than ‘inequality’ in order to describe
spatial distributions. This is probably due to the fact
that, among the modifiers analyzed, it is usually per-
ceived to be the most neutral one. In contrast to using
‘inequality’ in the interpretation of indicators, ‘dispar-
ity’ suggests a weaker normative reading. Hence, its
frequent use can be interpreted as a strategy to increase
the epistemic authority of the report and to leave nor-
mative questions to policymakers. Interestingly its use
increases from 2000 onwards when responsibility for
the report was taken over from the federal ministry by
the federal spatial research institute BBSR.

The Spatial Planning Report from 2000 argues that
the increase in the range of regional disparities follow-
ing the German unification has made the idea of equiva-
lent living conditions once again politically relevant. In-
deed, Topic 1 contains several cues in this regard. First,
the word ‘aging’ is the term with the highest weight
in this topic and second, several named entities (cities
and states) are listed that are located in the eastern part
of Germany. Another element is the adjective ‘eastern
German’. Indeed, a declining birthrate and outmigra-
tion hit the eastern part of Germany hard as was the

case in most formerly communist states. Uncertainty
about the future caused delays in decisions to have chil-
dren and, faced with a lack of job opportunities, many
young and well-qualified people emigrated to the west-
ern part of Germany. Declining population numbers
made it increasingly expensive for the public sector to
provide technical and social infrastructures which be-
came ever more oversized in many places [93]. Cut-
backs and school closures, for example, were the fre-
quent responses by policymakers in shrinking regions,
especially in the eastern part of Germany.

However shrinking regions coexist with urban growth
areas. In growing monocentric regions with rising hous-
ing prices, suburbanization processes have continued
and have led to a further increase in average ‘com-
muting distances’. While suburban areas have long
been a concern for spatial planning, an aging popu-
lation presents a new facet. The young families that
once moved to these areas very often became empty-
nest households when their children moved out. This
age structure needs special attention when it comes to
elderly-care planning.

But aging and suburbanization are just two of the
‘challenges’ that Topic 1 identifies in the Spatial Plan-
ning Report (Table 2). Indeed, the notion of ‘challenges’
is part of a mobilizing vocabulary that first entered the
documents under analysis in 1990 and is used more
frequently from 2000 onwards. A similar vocabulary
can be found in European regional development pro-
grams [68]. If we take into account that this is the pe-
riod when the spatial planning office BBSR took over
responsibility for the Spatial Planning Report from the
federal ministry, it can be interpreted as an activating
form of problematization addressed at policymakers.
Furthermore, the fact that ‘challenges’ appears in the
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plural indicates a perception of complexity in Topic
1 that is not present in the topics dominating former
periods. Very often descriptions and interpretations in
the period 2000–2017 bear a reference to a particular
‘context’ that is relevant, indicating a differentiation of
problem descriptions. Furthermore, the frequent use of
‘scenario’ shows a high awareness for the contingency
of policy decisions.

A great deal of this new complexity and awareness
of uncertainty stems from different ‘transnational’ pro-
cesses: European integration not only brought about the
introduction of the ‘euro’ in 1999, but also the European
Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP), agreed on by
the ministers responsible for spatial planning at the In-
formal Council in Potsdam. As the consequence, atten-
tion was paid for the first time to ‘metropolitan regions’
and ‘metropolitan functions’ in the Spatial Planning Re-
port of 2000. The ESDP envisaged metropolitan regions
as nodes that connected Europe to other continents and
increased its global competitiveness. Since spatial de-
velopment concepts in Germany always struggled with
a tension between economic growth and regional equal-
ization, the idea of developing metropolitan regions and
their interconnectedness increased this tension. It added
another layer to the traditional German hierarchy of
central places. ‘Community initiatives’ were an impor-
tant part of the ESDP. One example was ‘INTERREG’,
a program designed to contribute to the objectives of
structural policy by funding integrative territorial de-
velopment projects that had existed since 1989. With a
view of further enlarging the European Union, the Eu-
ropean Commission also announced an economization
of the programs for structural development policy in
1999. First, it proposed reducing the maximum share of
population in funded regions of member states as well
as the number of community initiatives [14]. Another
transnational process co-constructed in the Spatial Plan-
ning Report was the global discourse on ‘sustainable’
development as objectified for example in the action
plan ‘Agenda 21’ of the United Nations in 1992. The re-
port reflects the translation of this global discourse into
regional and local processes, identifying indicators for
measuring progress towards sustainable development.
Within this discourse, rural areas acquire new functions
as ‘cultural landscapes’ and ‘open spaces’ that have to
be protected against destructive impacts e.g. economic
activities. At the same time, their possible contribution
to economic activities is reframed as locations for ‘wind
power plants’, a source of renewable energy. As part of
Germany’s engagement with the Agenda 21 process,
the Spatial Planning Act was reformed in 1998 and the

guiding idea of equivalent living conditions became
embedded in a ‘paradigm of sustainability’ [14]. This
catalyzed the first attempt to operationalize the idea of
equivalent living conditions in the 2005 report [13].

4.2.3. Measuring equivalent living conditions and the
competition between instruments

Several decisions need to be made in order to mea-
sure equivalent living conditions. From a methodologi-
cal perspective, it has to be decided which dimensions
are relevant, which indicators to use, which (spatial)
units to observe and if cross-sectional or longitudinal
observations are preferable. From a political perspec-
tive, a measure for the normative evaluation of living
conditions, a target, a target value or a threshold has to
be defined. What counts as equivalent? Should compen-
sation between dimensions be allowed or not? Among
the documents analyzed, the Spatial Planning Reports
from 2005 and 2011 provide suggestions for an oper-
ationalization of equivalent living conditions and pick
up potentially contentious aspects of – at first glance –
purely methodological decisions.

The report from 2005 presents an operationalization
of social and spatial justice as part of a national con-
tribution to the global Agenda 21 process [13]. In this
report, equivalent living conditions are equated with so-
cial and spatial justice and become one of three poten-
tially conflicting dimensions in the concept of sustain-
able development. The other two are economic com-
petitiveness and environmental protection. Sustainable
development is operationalized using 17 “key indica-
tors” [13], nine of which represent the subdimensions
of social and spatial justice (Table 1). The selection of
these indicators is briefly made plausible, however the
choices are presented as more obvious than contingent.
The brevity in justifying the decisions made might be
due to the fact that the indicator concept had already
been presented to a meeting of the United Nations and
was an updated version [13].

Subdimensions of social and spatial justice were con-
ceptualized as non-substitutable and each subdimen-
sion was measured by one indicator. Target values were
meant to represent a minimum standard to be reached;
otherwise there was an indication of a deficit in social
and spatial justice or a lack of equivalence of living
conditions. Target values were set as percentages of
national averages with the exception of housing sup-
ply, which was compared to the average for the type of
region based on the settlement structure. Calculations
were made on the BBSR’s scale of 92 spatial planning
units which typically comprise several counties. The
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Table 1
Suggested operationalizations of ‘equivalent living conditions’ in Spatial Planning Reports

Year Subdimensions Indicators Evaluation of equivalence
2005 Market income

Transfer income
Work participation
Work participation of women
Unemployment
Educational opportunities
Integration of migrants
Supply of housing
Local government debt

9 Subdimensions non-substitutable
One indicator per subdimension
Target values set as percentage of national average
Standardization of data for their target values
(target value is 100, range 0–200)
Average deficit of indicators with a deficit
Spatial scale: BBSR spatial planning regions

2011 Demography
Economy
Labor market
Wealth
Infrastructure
Housing market

23 Subdimensions non-substitutable
Additive indices per subdimension
Z-transformed values
Equal weighting, except unemployment rate and GDP per employed person (double
weighting)
Deviation from national average by more than a standard deviation as a benchmark
Spatial scale: districts.

definition of these target values was, in part, justified
by reference to other conventions that had been de-
fined politically e.g. the 75% threshold used to demar-
cate the EU assisted areas. Others were set without ex-
plicit reference to existing conventions, a procedure that
was admittedly “imperfect but necessary”, having been
practiced since the 1970s [13]. In 1976, shortly after
the Federal Spatial Planning Program had been put in
place, the Council for Spatial Planning (Beirat für Rau-
mordnung), an advisory body of scientists and interest
groups at the federal ministry, recommended the most
extensive catalog of indicators and minimum standards
for the entire national territory as a basis for political
discussions. It contained a total of 167 indicators in
six dimensions and 67 subdimensions [94]. Data in the
report from 2005 was normalized in order to be able to
compare indicators of different subdimensions. Indica-
tors with a deficit over the target value were used for
calculating an average regional deficit. Cross-sectional
data was used to assess regional disparities at one point
in time, as well as the development of these disparities
over a period of five years. The magnitude of disparities
was measured by the coefficient of variation and by
counting the regions with a deficit. In 2001, between 9
and 41 regions exhibited a deficit in one of the assessed
subdimensions of justice.

The report from 2011 operationalized equivalent liv-
ing conditions using six subdimensions and 23 indica-
tors, which were measured on the county level. Dimen-
sions were presented as rather obvious; indicators were
made plausible, for example, with regard to their prac-
tical relevance for political decision making. The sub-
dimensions were conceptualized as non-substitutable;
an additive index was constructed for each subdimen-
sion, which meant that the values of individual indi-

cators could compensate each other. The construction
of these additive indices was made possible by a Z-
transformation of the data. Individual indicators entered
the equation with equal weight, except for the GDP per
employed person in the subdimension ‘economy’, and
unemployment rate in the subdimension ‘labor market’
which were double weighted. The report interpreted
the idea of equivalent living conditions as aiming to
provide minimum standards across the national terri-
tory, an interpretation that is in line with the extensive
recommendation of unitary indicators and thresholds
by the Council for Spatial Planning from 1976. At the
same time, the report quotes a more recent statement by
the Council for Spatial Planning, which argued against
uniform standards across the national territory and for
spatially differentiated standards. On the one hand, it
can be assumed that this argument reflects the academic
criticism, which bemoaned the fact that quantitative in-
dicators might have different meanings depending on
the regional context in question [95,96]. On the other
hand, it reflects the fact that, in German federalism, the
states, not the federal government, are responsible for
spatial planning and hence for the definition of stan-
dards in the first place. The federal government should
only intervene if equivalence across the national terri-
tory is at stake. Yet, without a unitary national bench-
mark, it is not possible to evaluate that question because
normative standards vary considerably across states. As
a consequence, the Spatial Planning Report used the
federal average as a benchmark and defined deviations
larger than one standard deviation from the average as
‘strongly below average’. An accumulation of ‘strong
deviations below average’ were considered to represent
unequivalent living conditions [12]. The report identi-
fied 21 counties with living conditions ‘very strongly
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below average’ (at least in four of the six dimensions),
all of which were located in the eastern part of Germany.
It further identified 20 counties with living conditions
‘strongly below average’ (in at least three dimensions
and above average in a maximum of two dimensions).
Fifteen of these counties were located in the eastern
part of Germany and five in the western part.

When we compare the two operationalizations of
equivalent living conditions briefly presented here, it
becomes clear that there is a relatively stable consen-
sus that economic development and participation in the
labor market are crucial dimensions of this concept.
Furthermore, the approach from 2005 is clearer in the
sense that possible tensions between the dimensions of
economic growth and justice are explicitly highlighted
in the report. At the same time, a policy instrument for
monitoring and supporting economic development al-
ready existed in Germany, namely the Common Task
targeting regional economic development. This means
that there would have been a certain redundancy in
monitoring and, consequently, in intervening. Against
the backdrop of possible competition between the in-
struments of regional economic policy and a potential
instrument targeting equivalent living conditions, the
report from 2017 focused on the theme of safeguard-
ing the provision of material and organizational infras-
tructure (Daseinsvorsorge sichern). This report was the
first to officially choose a particular theme for the en-
tire report. It referred to the idea of equivalent living
conditions (Fig. 2), yet not to the operationalizations
proposed in the reports from 2005 and 2011. The re-
port analyzed possible strategies for safeguarding the
provision of material and organizational infrastructure
across the national territory, a particular challenge in
depopulating areas. Hence it explicitly carved out a
narrower policy focus than the measurement concepts
presented in earlier reports that spanned several dimen-
sions of living conditions. Moreover, compared to the
early 1970s, a recent discussion on equivalent living
conditions has focused on how to keep from falling
below a certain threshold instead of on increasing min-
imum standards [85]. A less encompassing thematic
focus and a lower aspiration level might enhance the
prospects for formalizing the idea of equivalent living
conditions in a unitary way. Although a political think
tank has proposed the creation of a Common Task ‘Da-
seinsvorsorge’ [97], a program for which there would
be shared federal and state responsibility, no such plans
by relevant state actors have been announced.

One requirement of a unitary operationalization of
equivalent living conditions would be a consensus on

a relevant set of indicators among the crucial actors
of German spatial planning policy, most notably the
policy makers in the MKRO [96]. A step in this di-
rection was made by an article that extensively sought
to justify the setting of target values by referring to
existing (politically decided) conventions in different
policy fields [98]. Additionally, the federal government
used the measurement concept from 2011 in order to
answer a so-called small request in the German parlia-
ment about how many “left-behind regions” there were
in Germany [10]. However, the measurement sugges-
tions proposed so far were not picked up by the fed-
eral Equivalent Living Conditions Commission. Yet,
the commission explicitly supported a current initia-
tive of the BBSR to develop a measurement concept of
equivalent living conditions that should be used for reg-
ular monitoring. That initiative has been explicitly de-
signed as a “model project”, integrating experts and lo-
cal politicians [40]. The commission further stipulated
that subjective indicators for life satisfaction should be
analyzed with respect to their (causal) relevance for
outmigration as part of this monitoring [99].

4.2.4. Changing actor constellations and the
localization of problems

During the period under analysis, informal indicator
use for representing the idea of equivalent living con-
ditions in the Spatial Planning Report has shifted from
analytical spatial categories towards a more individ-
ualized representation of territories. While this repre-
sentational change still supports a place-based framing
of problems, it does not facilitate collective action to
cope with those problems. In order to substantiate our
argument, we specifically compare the two topics that
dominate those periods in which the idea of equivalent
living conditions is most salient: Topic 1 (2000–2017)
and Topic 5 (1972–1974). We focus on the constellation
of actors and on the localization of problems in both
topics.

From the description above, it has become clear that
Topic 5, the Federal Spatial Planning Program Topic,
is mainly populated by national actors and their instru-
ments. The main issue of national actors and their con-
fidence in the standardizing power of measurement and
rational policymaking in the early 1970s was how to
raise living standards, especially in regions classified
as ‘backward’ [85,94]. One exception to the national
constellation of actors in Topic 5 is the projections of
the agricultural land needed to self-sufficiently feed the
German population. These projections, made by the Or-
ganization of Economic Cooperation and Development
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Fig. 5. Number of figures, maps and tables per Spatial Planning Report (1963–2017).

as well as individual scientists like George E. ‘Ross-
miller’ from ‘Michigan’ State University, are intensely
discussed in the report from 1972 (Table 2). They were
used to estimate (make a ‘prognosis’ on) how utiliza-
tion conflicts between settlement areas and different
forms of open space usage could be ameliorated in the
face of rising productivity in agriculture. Furthermore,
matters pertaining to international relations and coop-
eration have been a regular part of all the reports since
the very beginning.

Nevertheless, the salience of international actors, pri-
marily the European Union and the United Nations,
and their instruments in the more recent Transnational
Topic (Topic 1) is striking. In this respect, the opera-
tionalization of the concept of sustainable development
catalyzed attempts to formalize the idea of equivalent
living conditions [13]. How about national actors? Na-
tional actors are mentioned in the Transnational Topic,
however their relative importance has declined rela-
tive to the Federal Spatial Planning Program Topic. A
significant number of national actors in the Transna-
tional Topic consists of the names of individual cities
and states. While the names of cities and states can be
interpreted as representing political actors, they are also
a way to localize problems, especially on maps. The
Transnational Topic names 8 political territories and 5
analytical spatial categories, whereas the Federal Spa-
tial Planning Program Topic names 2 political territo-
ries and 4 analytical spatial categories. This individu-
alizing way of localizing problems presents an alterna-
tive to the construction of analytical spatial categories.
While the latter would be compatible with the formal
establishment of intervention programs, the former is
rather compatible with more informal and participatory

ways of intervention, such as the ‘model projects’ that
have existed in federal spatial planning since the late
1990s [11]. In addition to this, individualizing forms
of localizing problems responsibilize local or regional
actors rather than national ones.

Since the mid-1990s, depopulation, aging and prob-
lems related to spatial planning, such as school clo-
sures, have mainly occurred – though not exclusively –
in the eastern part of Germany. In the analyzed reports,
this localization is increasingly indicated through an
individualizing representation of space (names of cities
and states) instead of through analytical categories that
could be connected more clearly to a need for (federal)
intervention. While the report from 2005, for example,
partially categorized metropolitan regions, suburban ar-
eas and rural areas in a quantified way as ‘spaces with
a need for intervention’, the definition of these spaces
was not related to the operationalization of equivalent
living conditions in the same report [13].

Why do we see this individualizing shift in the rep-
resentation of space? In the first place, it seems to be
the result of a change in the way quantitative results
are presented to policymakers and the wider public in
the Spatial Planning Report (Fig. 5). Simultaneously,
it has the – probably unintended – consequences of
mobilizing the individual agency of local governments
while hampering the formation of space-based inter-
est groups. Roughly speaking, the number of tables,
maps and figures (graphs) – illustrative techniques that
are typically used to highlight results – increased quite
steadily during the period under observation up until
2005, at which point they declined. The report from
1978 is an exception because it contained an extensive
annex that has not been published in a digital format.
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Table 2
Words and their frequency weights by topic (NMF model with a ‘sentence’ length of 40 words)

Nr. Words identified by the NMF model Translation
Frequency

weight Topic
Named spatial

entities
Spatial

categories
Topic 1: Transnational (mainly 2005–2017)

1 Alterung Aging 0.02849 1
2 Kulturlandschaften Cultural landscape 0.02022 1 1
3 Interreg INTERREG [funding program of

the EU for projects of territorial co-
operation]

0.01912 1

4 Kontext Context 0.01637 1
5 Freiraum Open space 0.01612 1 1
6 Metropolregionen Metropolitan regions 0.01462 1 1
7 Metropolfunktionen Metropolitan functions 0.01222 1
8 Union [Europäische Union] union [typically: European Union] 0.01174 1
9 Potsdam Potsdam 0.01135 1 1

10 Dresden Dresden 0.01135 1 1
11 Bundesausbaugebiete Federal investment areas 0.01116 1 1
12 Windenergieanlagen Wind power plants 0.01075 1
13 Nachhaltigen Sustainable 0.01014 1
14 Erfurt Erfurt 0.00989 1 1
15 Szenario Scenario 0.00944 1
16 Ostdeutsche East German 0.00926 1 1
17 Sachsen Saxony 0.00655 1 1
18 Sachsenanhalt Saxony-Anhalt 0.00608 1 1
19 Vernetzung Interconnectedness 0.00595 1
20 Gemeinschaftsinitiative Community initiative 0.00575 1
21 Netzwerke Networks 0.00501 1
22 Eurek [Europäisches Raumentwick-

lungskonzept]
European Spatial Development
Perspective (ESDP)

0.00443 1

23 Leipzig Leipzig 0.00378 1 1
24 Pendeldistanzen Commuting distances 0.00360 1
25 Mecklenburgvorpommern Mecklenburg western pomerania 0.00359 1 1
26 Politiken Politics 0.00327 1
27 Herausforderungen Challenges 0.00319 1
28 Transnationale Transnational 0.00293 1
29 Agenda [typically Agenda 21] Agenda 0.00258 1
30 Suburbanen Suburban 0.00241 1 1
31 Infrastrukturen Infrastructures 0.00004 1
32 Euro Euro 0.00003 1

Total 8 5
Topic 2: Subsidies (mainly 1963–1970)

1 Stadtregionen Functional urban areas 0.04113 2 1
2 Elektrifizierung Electrification 0.02042 2
3 Abfallstoffe Waste materials 0.01985 2
4 Beihilfen Subsidies 0.01894 2
5 Verkehrsdichte Traffic density 0.01548 2
6 Mehrgemeindliche Consisting of more than one

municipality
0.01290 2

7 Beanspruchung Stress 0.00841 2
8 Kubikmeter Cubic meter 0.00736 2
9 Bavav [Bundesanstalt für Arbeitsver-

mittlung und Arbeitslosenversicher-
ung]

Federal Agency for Employment
and Unemployment Insurance

0.00655 2

10 Ballungszonen Agglomeration zones 0.00588 2 1
11 Kreisen Counties 0.00583 2 1
12 Standortsituationen Location situations 0.00559 2
13 Teiles Part 0.00549 2
14 Haushaltsjahr Budget year 0.00498 2
15 Unternehmer Entrepreneur 0.00449 2
16 Zonenrandgebiet Zone bordering the GDR 0.00442 2 1
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Table 2, continued

Nr. Words identified by the NMF model Translation
Frequency

weight Topic
Named spatial

entities
Spatial

categories
17 Hebung Lifting 0.00369 2
8 Industrieberichterstattung Industrial reporting 0.00340 2

19 Wohnungsbaues Housing construction 0.00168 2
Total 0 4
Topic 3: Unification (mainly 1991–2000)

1 Stov [Standortverwaltung] Administration of a military base 0.02954 3
2 Abwasserinfrastruktur Sewage infrastructure 0.02376 3
3 Plattenbauweise Industrial housing construction 0.02252 3
4 Investitionspauschale Flat-rate investment 0.01881 3
5 Tierproduktion Animal production 0.01858 3
6 Raumordnungsverfahrens Spatial planning procedure 0.01633 3
7 Berufsvorbereitenden [Maßnahmen] [measures] in preparation for taking

up a vocational occupation
0.01334 3

8 Neubausiedlungen Newly built housing areas 0.01334 3
9 Umweltrahmengesetz Environmental Framing Act 0.01334 3

10 Csfr Czech and Slovak Federative Repub-
lic

0.01177 3 1

11 Sachsenanhalt Saxony-Anhalt 0.01091 3 1
12 Telekommunikationsinfrastruktur Telecommunication infrastructure 0.01086 3
13 Arbeitsverwaltung Employment agency 0.00991 3
14 Ostteil Eastern part 0.00954 3
15 Leipzig Leipzig 0.00762 3 1
16 Rauchgasreinigung Flue gas cleaning 0.00630 3
17 Kurzarbeiter Short-time workers 0.00131 3
18 Reichsbahn German Reich Railways, the state-

owned railways of the GDR
0.00127 3

19 Verfall Decay 0.00120 3
20 Ansprechpartner Contact person 0.00100 3
21 Heizungsanlagen Heating installation 0.00058 3
22 Treuhandanstalt Agency responsible for the privatiza-

tion of public enterprises after the end
of the GDR

0.00040 3

23 Havel Havel 0.00002 3 1
24 Magdeburg Magdeburg 0.00000 3 1

Total 5 0
Topic 4: Common tasks (mainly 1978–1990)

1 Euskirchen Euskirchen 0.03355 4 1
2 Zonenrandgebiet Zone bordering the GDR 0.02830 4 1
3 Finanzleistungen Financial benefits 0.01609 4
4 Verdichtungsschwerpunkte Focal points of agglomeration 0.01503 4 1
5 Bietingen Bietingen 0.01262 4 1
6 Hannover Hannover 0.01236 4 1
7 Rheinlandpfalz Rhineland palatine 0.01235 4 1
8 Endausbau Final buildup 0.01227 4
9 Gemeinschaftszollamt Common customs office 0.00967 4

10 Derzeitig Current 0.00938 4
11 Ausgleichsberechtigten [Länder] [states] entitled to equalization 0.00935 4 1
12 Ungleichgewichte Disequilibria 0.00775 4
13 Strukturschwachen [Regionen] Structurally weak [regions] 0.00760 4 1
14 Kreis County 0.00709 4 1
15 Hochschulen Higher education institutions 0.00661 4
16 Raumordnungsbericht Spatial Planning Report 0.00648 4
17 Bezugsfertigkeit Readiness for moving in 0.00626 4
18 Bmbau Federal Ministry for Construction 0.00617 4
19 Gemeinschaftsaufgabe Common task 0.00595 4
20 Kampagne Campaign 0.00533 4
21 Frankfurt Frankfurt 0.00522 4 1
22 Weitergeltender Continuing to be in force 0.00485 4



394 W. Bartl and C. Papilloud / Measuring “equivalent living conditions”?

Table 2, continued

Nr. Words identified by the NMF model Translation
Frequency

weight Topic
Named spatial

entities
Spatial

categories
23 Zollamt Custom office 0.00476 4
24 Kwea [Kreiswehrersatzamt] Conscription office 0.00459 4
25 Bundesbahn Federal Railway 0.00437 4
26 Teilplan Part of a plan 0.00394 4
27 Fortschreibung Update 0.00383 4
28 Raumordnungskommission Spatial Planning Commission 0.00354 4
29 Nordrheinwestfalen North Rhine Westphalia 0.00274 4 1
30 Bundesraumordnungsprogramm Federal Spatial Planning Program 0.00253 4
31 Forschung Research 0.00217 4
32 Einrichtung Installment 0.00112 4
33 Problemregionen Problem regions 0.00075 4
34 Mkro

[Ministerkonferenz für Raumord-
nung]

Conference of Ministers for Spatial
Planning

0.00040 4

35 Wasservorkommen Water sources 0.00033 4
36 Bauwesen Construction trade 0.00012 4

Total 6 5
Topic 5: Federal Spatial Planning Program (mainly 1972–1974)

1 Belastbarkeit Carrying capacity 0.01725 5
2 Germany Germany 0.01413 5 1
3 Roggen Rye 0.01331 5
4 Hauptkommission [der MKRO] Main commission [of the Conference

of Ministers for Spatial Planning]
0.01273 5

5 Entwicklungsachsen Development axes 0.01189 5 1
6 Weizen Wheat 0.01019 5
7 Richtfunkverbindungen Directional radio connections 0.00914 5
8 Verkehrsspitzen Traffic peaks 0.00895 5
9 Michigan Michigan 0.00826 5 1

10 Bundesraumordnungsprogramm Federal Spatial Planning Program 0.00697 5
11 Bayerischenstaatsministeriums Bavarian State Ministry 0.00679 5
12 Gesbl [Gesetzesblatt] Official gazette 0.00664 5
13 Futterbau Forage cultivation 0.00496 5
14 Entwicklungskonzeption Development concept 0.00488 5
15 Prognose Prognosis 0.00454 5
16 Ballungszonen Agglomeration zones 0.00446 5 1
17 Rossmiller Rossmiller 0.00439 5
18 Futtergetreide Forage cereal 0.00386 5
19 Staffelung [von Arbeits- und Unter-

richtszeiten]
Grading [of work and school sched-
ules]

0.00378 5

20 Problemstellung Problem 0.00372 5
21 Bek [Bekanntmachung] Publication 0.00360 5
22 Nahverkehrssysteme Local transport systems 0.00341 5
23 Hafer Oats 0.00319 5
24 Staatskanzlei State chancellery 0.00060 5
25 Bundesausbaugebiete Federal investment areas 0.00058 5 1
26 Agrarprodukten Agrarian products 0.00044 5
27 Gleitenden Floating 0.00041 5
28 Gebietseinheit [der Bundesraumord-

nung]
Territorial unit [of Federal Spatial
Planning]

0.00037 5 1

Total 2 4

At the same time, from 1978 onwards, the proportion
of maps has increased at the expense of tables and, to
a lesser extent, at the expense of figures. This develop-
ment was further boosted with the report issued in 2000,
when responsibility for the report was transferred from
the ministry to the federal research institute BBSR. The
relative increase in the proportion of maps remains un-

changed in the reports from 2011 and 2017 when the
total number of illustrations decreased. This observed
shift in Spatial Planning Reports is no coincidence but
seems to be part of a broader strategy of communicat-
ing policy advice in spatial planning [100]. Maps are
visual representations that can usually also be read by
laymen in a very intuitive way. At the same time, the
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Spatial Planning Report typically uses political maps
as a base layer for depicting descriptive or analytical
results. Political maps divide space into territories with
clearly marked borders and often also label the state
capital. Such depictions not only suggest the capital’s
ability to govern the territory but also implicitly address
the individualized political territories as political ac-
tors capable of developing strategies for coping with
their particular situation. In contrast, the construction
of an analytical category would theoretically facilitate
the establishment of interest groups that could lobby for
the establishment of an indicator-based federal policy
instrument favoring their interests [84,101].

5. Summary and conclusions

Against the backdrop of the increasingly ubiquitous
use of indicators in society, this paper has sought to
explain why this use has remained very limited when
it comes to the guiding idea of equivalent living con-
ditions in federal spatial policy in Germany. The idea
has regained political attention in recent years, but it
has not yet been operationalized with an agreed upon
set of indicators. This is an especially interesting case
because federal spatial planning is a policy field deeply
imbued with indicators – typically produced by an ex-
pert organization that is concurrently exposed to both
scientific and political expectations.

Drawing primarily on arguments derived from actor-
network theory, we assumed that indicators not only
represent the world, but transform it by adding an ob-
jectifying description to it [45]. In the case of indicators
that operationalize the rather ambiguous idea of equiva-
lent living conditions, we assumed that it would convey
a place-based problematization of regional disparities
in a relatively broad range of dimensions, which could
be formally associated with equalizing spatial policy
schemes. We heuristically distinguished between four
different levels of formalizing the observation of and
intervention into regional disparities (informal use of
indicators; explicit operationalization; explicit opera-
tionalization and regular monitoring; explicit opera-
tionalization and formal spatial intervention programs).
We further assumed that indicators might compete with
each other for political attention. In a competitive sit-
uation, indicators that represent well-defined or estab-
lished concepts would be in a more advantageous posi-
tion because they were associated with formal interven-
tion programs than indicators that represent ambiguous
or new concepts; indicators that have been integrated

into causal models would be more influential than in-
dicators that are merely descriptive. In contrast, indi-
cators representing more ambiguous concepts would
more likely remain at a level of informal use.

Empirically we have shown that the idea of equiv-
alent living conditions has received considerable and
controversial attention in the German parliament, while
the Spatial Planning Report seems to have become a
taken-for-granted source of information with trusted
epistemic authority [10]. Why, then, have suggestions
for measuring equivalent living conditions that were
made in the reports from 2005 and 2011 not been taken
up by the recent federal Commission on Equivalent
Living Conditions?

In order to resolve this conundrum we analyzed the
content of the Spatial Planning Report from 1963 to
2017. In the early 1970s, when the phrase ‘equivalent
living conditions’ was coined, it was interpreted against
the backdrop of ‘backward’ rural regions on the one
hand, and possibly overburdened agglomeration zones
on the other. In short, the focus was on raising living
standards for all citizens and it was paired with the
significant confidence in the steering capacity of the
nation state. Economic structural change brought about
a narrowing of federal spatial planning to regional eco-
nomic policy from 1978 using GDP as the main in-
tellectual tool of policy design. The political demand
for equivalent living conditions did not reemerge un-
til the 1990s, after the German unification and in the
face of growing regional disparities. While it remained
on a fairly low level during the 1990s, it has become
more manifest since 2000. This political debate can be
interpreted in part as a result of the continuous objec-
tifying monitoring of regional disparities in the Spa-
tial Planning Report. After the turn of the millennium,
the idea of equivalent living conditions within the Spa-
tial Planning Report became especially embedded in
transnational developments such as European integra-
tion, global competition and the discourse on sustain-
able development. Especially the latter contributed to
an explicit operationalization of the idea of equivalent
living conditions.

We explain the limited formalization of the idea of
equivalent living conditions, which has not exceeded
the first level of formalization that we defined for an-
alytical purposes, by the interplay of three different
factors. First, the rather ambiguous idea of equivalent
living conditions faced competition from the more nar-
row idea of economic growth, which could count on
the well-established GDP indicator [67]. Second, the
assignment of the responsibility for the Spatial Plan-
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ning Report at the BBSR strengthened its scientific
independence but also brought about less formalized
forms of communicating analytical results to political
addressees. This communicative strategy within the re-
port corresponds with rather informal and participa-
tory policy formulation, integrating experts and politi-
cians in the framework of ‘model projects’ [11]. This
informal way of policy formulation seems to be highly
compatible with the entanglement of competences in
German federalism [65]. Third, transnational issues and
actor constellations, in particular the importance of in-
dicators in the global discourse on sustainable devel-
opment, catalyzed the explicit operationalization of the
idea of equivalent living conditions in 2005 which was
followed by a second proposal of formalization in 2011.
A possible caveat to the proposals for operationalizing
the idea of equivalent living conditions presented so
far might be that both included economic indicators, in
other words they would have built up a certain redun-
dancy with existing regional economic policy programs
had they become formally related to equalizing policy
programs. Regional economic policy is quite a firmly
established policy field that has recently become even
more integrated in Germany [102]. Instead, a comple-
mentary set of indicators might avoid such competition,
which is usually not only competition between indica-
tors but also between the academic professions related
to them.

Against this competitive backdrop it remains to be
seen whether a stronger formalization of regional pol-
icy instruments that measure and monitor equivalent
living conditions can be reached as proposed by the
Equivalent Living Conditions Commission. The current
translation of the Sustainable Development Goals to
a national strategy for sustainable development does
not seem to place great emphasis on subnational spatial
disparities [103]. Yet, two factors might strengthen such
an endeavor: First, starting in 2020 the European Union
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)
will contain indicators on subjective life satisfaction,
allowing for causal analysis on a regional scale across
member countries [99]. Hence, results from this type
of analysis might strengthen a closer integration of na-
tional equalization policies on living conditions with
EU territorial cohesion policy. Second, the apparent
resilience of the fairly decentralized German health-
care system during the current Corona pandemic could
also encourage a more formalized focus on the regional
provision of public infrastructure.

The limited formalization of the idea of equivalent
living conditions does not mean that the concept has no

influence at all. Instead it seems to have a conceptual
influence as demonstrated by the thematic focus of the
Spatial Planning Report of 2017 on assuring minimum
standards of infrastructure in especially sparsely pop-
ulated and remote areas, and the official justification
for initiating the federal Equivalent Living Conditions
Commission [82].

What do we learn from this case study that we can
apply to official statistics in the future? We would like
to briefly sketch a few thoughts on the use of indica-
tors. First, the use of indicators in the Spatial Planning
Report shows that their visualization – especially in
maps – is an important aspect that should not be over-
looked with respect to their conceptual influence. Sec-
ond, data from geographical information systems (GIS)
will become even more important for spatial research in
the future. Enhancing the interoperability of statistics
that are based on administrative territorial units and GIS
data appears essential. Last but not least, it has been
suggested that “advanced analytics”, such as topic mod-
eling, could become a part of official statistics. While
the present paper demonstrates that these techniques
can be used for a kind of ‘market research’ of official
statistics, the time needed to develop a professional and
reflective practice should not be underestimated. Slo-
gans, such as “data4policy” [1], suggest that there might
be a shortcut for developing such a practice. However, it
will be necessary to create specialized research capac-
ities – within statistical offices or in cooperation with
other actors – to point research and development in this
direction.
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