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Foreword

The purpose of this report is to present territorial 
evidence, trends and dynamics of European regions 
related to the creative workforce. 

The creative workforce, stimulating the creative 
economy, opting for more creative jobs, interest in 
attracting creative people, all these perspectives are 
currently in demand by policy makers as drivers of 
innovation and a knowledge-based economy. 

The Europe 2020 Strategy emphasises the important 
role of innovation and knowledge as bearer of eco-
nomic growth and job creation in Europe. Opting for a 
smart, sustainable and inclusive growth has however a 
clear territorial dimension. Regions and cities have to 
contribute, but the territorial diversity of Europe implies 
different starting points, endowments and precondi-
tions for success. The EU Cohesion Policy 2014-2020 
will take up and support regions and cities in meeting 
these ambitions and unleashing their potentials. 

Understanding the diversity between regions and 
cities when it comes to the presence of a creative 
workforce is key for policy makers, not least at the 
regional level. To be informed about the position of 
their territory in a European context, to be able to 
benchmark their region or city, serves as an ever more 
important input for considerations on the most appro-
priate, tailor-made development path to take.

ESPON plays the role within EU Structural Funds of 
providing territorial knowledge, facts and evidence to 
inform policy development from European to local level. 
Key messages for policy makers based on applied 
research and analyses are being communicated, also 
in the form of ESPON publications.

This ESPON Territorial Observation no. 5 on the 
creative workforce in Europe uses results from ESPON 
projects, in particular a recent data and map-update1. 
It uses regional (NUTS 2 level) census data made 
available by the EUROSTAT Labour Force Survey, cov-
ering (as far as possible) all 27 EU Member States, 
Iceland, Norway and Switzerland, as well as EU Can-
didate Countries. 

A people rather than industry approach is taken by 
measuring the share of occupations related to the cre-
ative workforce complementing conventional human 
capital measures such as educational attainment. The 
share of local workers (active population) engaging in 
creative and cultural professions has been taken as an 
indication of how “embedded” creativity and culture 
is in local production systems and its importance for 
economic development. 

The key messages presented in this Territorial 
Observation are related to the most recent available 
dataset from 2001-2004 and 2005-2008. Territorial 
effects of the economic crisis affecting the world 
economy, its regions and cities can therefore not be 
reflected in this publication. However, the ESPON 
Programme has commissioned applied research that 
will provide more insight on the territorial dimension of 
the current crisis. 

The underlying reports and data are available at 
www.espon.eu

1	 ESPON (2011) – “Update of maps and related data on creative 

workforce as bearer of innovation”, elaborated by Antonio Russo, 

University Rovira i Virgili – Department of Geography, Tarragona, 

Spain, October 2011.
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1 – Executive Summary

Creative people matter. Regions with high concentra-
tions of creative and cultural industries have Europe’s 
highest prosperity levels.  Evidence suggests that jobs 
and growth follow these creative people as much as 
creative people follow jobs and growth, and attractive 
places.  

As such, creative people are important assets for eco-
nomic and territorial development. They can support 
innovation, and their presence can counterbalance 
migratory flows of the active population to more eco-
nomic successful regions in Europe. 

The significance of having a strong creative workforce 
is being increasingly recognised throughout the world. 
Europe and the US are current leaders, but countries 
like Australia, Canada, Brazil, India and China are 
actively pursuing the same vision of a strong creative 
sector. Thus, cities and regions in Europe are faced 
with growing global competition in attracting members 
of the creative workforce. 

In Europe, the creative workforce numbered around 
19 million people in 2008, making up 7% of the EU’s 
labour force. From 2001-2008, significant growth took 
place with an increase of 2.2 million people to this 
workforce, corresponding to 13% increase in num-
bers. When comparing to the total growth of the active 
population, the creative workforce increased at a rate 
3 times faster. 

A key factor in this global competition for creative 
workers is the ability of cities and regions to offer 
attractive places and lifestyles. This is usually 
associated with place-based qualities such as cultural 
and recreational amenities, diverse neighbour-
hoods, architectural quality, access to nature, 
etc. Thus, the ability to attract the creative workforce is 
largely place-dependent and creates opportunities for 
cities as well as rural areas, islands, etc.   

Identifying and mobilising the territorial capital of 
individual European regions is therefore important, 
not least due to Europe’s current economic challenges 
and the differing starting points for European regions 
and cities in contributing efficiently to the Europe 
2020 Strategy. 

For regions and cities to foster innovation, economic 
growth and prosperity based on a creative workforce 
requires evidence and better understanding of their 
European context. 
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1 – Executive Summary

11 key messages for policy makers 

Policy makers engaged with competitiveness and 
territorial cohesion at regional/local, national and/or 
European level should in particular take the following 
key territorial dynamics into consideration in further 
policy development: 

•	 Europe and the US score rather equal and hold 
currently the highest levels of the creative work-
force. However, other major global players are 
seeking to catch up, enhancing the global com-
petition in attracting members of the creative 
workforce. 

•	 Economically successful regions tend to have 
high levels of creative workers among their 
active population. There is a strong association 
between GDP per capita and levels of creative 
occupations. Regions in the most favourable 
situation are mainly located in Sweden, Finland, 
Iceland and Central Europe.

•	 The countries with the highest share of creative 
workers in the active population are Finland, 
Switzerland, Sweden and the Netherlands, all 
with more than 10% of the active population 
being creative professionals. 

•	 Countries strongly increasing their creative 
workforces as a share of the total workforce are 
mostly in Eastern Europe, albeit starting from 
a low base (2%-6%). The highest growth rates 
in creative workers (more than 30%) occurred 
in Poland, Lithuania and Czech Republic. Italy 
with high growth in the creative workforce is the 
major exception in Western Europe, where 
country-level growth rates were generally single 
figures or even negative. 

•	 These changes distributed Europe’s creative 
workforce more evenly by 2008 than at 2001, 
supporting European balanced and polycen-
tric territorial development. Territorial competi-
tiveness outside the Pentagon area of London, 
Paris, Milan, Munich and Hamburg, has over 
these years gained in relative terms.

•	 Regional hotspots/concentrations of the crea-
tive workforce are mainly the capital and metro-
politan regions located in Central and Northern 
Europe. Capital city regions tend to have a higher 
share of creative workers than other regions 
within the same country.

•	 However, urbanised regions in general have not 
been the biggest winners over the period 2001-
2008. While they have experienced an average 
increase of 9.2% of the share of the creative 
workforce related to the total active population, 
predominantly rural regions experienced a much 
higher increase of 12.6%. 

•	 Particularly in industrial regions, the creative 
workforce is declining as a share of the overall 
workforce. This trend can be seen in Germany 
and the Netherlands, but also regions in Northern 
France, Spain and Bulgaria. These regions 
are likely to face challenges related to creative 
driving forces.  

•	 More peripheral regions appear to be en-
hancing their competitiveness with significant 
increases in their creative workforce. In particular, 
predominantly rural or mountain regions and 
some island, which are attracting many tourists 
(e.g. Corsica, Madeira, the Balearic Islands and 
Sardinia). 

•	 The creative workforce is a powerful driver in 
some cities in Europe of inclusive and sustainable 
growth but public policies encouraging the 
development of the sector seem an important 
element at this scale. Within urban agglome- 
rations, the creative workforce appears 
to concentrate in areas that are attractive 
in terms of accessibility and urban amenities.

•	 The fact that some less economically strong 
regions are experiencing simultaneous growth in 
GDP and employment in the creative workforce, 
indicates that creative occupations can contrib-
ute to better territorial balance and cohesion. 
Tailor-made strategies at regional and local  level 
should therefore address the creative workforce 
as an asset and a development opportunity.
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2 – Creative workforce and economic growth

-	 Are regions with high contingents of creative 
workers the most economic successful regions in 
Europe?

-	 Does the creative workforce have an effect on  
regional growth?

Evidence shows that regional economic growth is 
powered by the creative workforce and it is in attract-
ing and retaining human capital that regions now 
compete. The most economically favourable regions 
have the highest share of creative workers among their 
active population and the contrary seems also true. 
More than one third (36%) of the European regions 
show a similar situation for creative workers and GDP 
per capita. 

Regions in a double favourable situation (high GDP 
per capita and high creative workforce) are mainly 
concentrated in Sweden, Finland, Iceland, and 
Central Europe (map 1). In addition, some regions in 
Ireland and United Kingdom reveal a good situation 
both in economic and creative human capital assets. 
This group includes also most of the predominantly 
urban regions and capital regions in Europe, showing 
the competitive advantages of this type of territories.

On the other side, peripheral regions in Eastern and 
Western Europe are in a double negative situation 
and face important challenges. Only very few regions 
including large urban areas such as Valencia, Lodz 
and Zagreb as a capital city region are in this category.
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Typology based on cross-plotting the dimension of creative workforce and p.c. GDP in 2005-08 period. Classes refer to 
combination of signs of normalised indicators (x  and y ) with respect to available values in the ESPON space. 
Threshold value 0.25 for "non-significant" deviations from means (x  +y  <0.25). 

0 = NUTS2 region with no significant co-deviation of creative 
workforce and GDP per capita from distributions' means
1 = NUTS2 region with high creative workforce, high GDP per capita
2 = NUTS2 region with low creative workforce, high GDP per capita
3 = NUTS2 region with low creative workforce, low GDP per capita
4 = NUTS2 region with high creative workforce, low GDP
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2 – Creative workforce and economic growth

Besides this main pattern, indicating a relation be-
tween GDP per capita and creative workforce, a few 
regions, mainly located in the Baltic countries exhibit 
a different situation with high contingents of creative 
workforce and low GDP per capita. In addition, par-
ticularly predominantly urban areas, such as Liege, 
the metropolitan area of Lisbon, Bratislava as capital 
region and some Southern Italian regions (Campania, 
Sicily and Apulia) reveal important potentials in the 
creative workforce despite a less favourable economic 
situation.

On the contrary, regions in Western and Central 
Europe in France, Northern England, Scotland and 
Norway are economic successful regions but have low 
contingents of creative workforce.

The most favourable development trends (positive 
changes both in the creative workforce and in GDP 
per capita in relation to the ESPON average) are 
occurring mainly in regions in Eastern Europe, 
primarily in Poland, Czech Republic and Baltic 
countries (Map 2). It is interesting to point out that some 
catching up regions in economic terms have also 
experienced a considerable a growth in the crea-
tive workforce, which gives these regions important 
territorial potentials for development.  
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2 – Creative workforce and economic growth

On the other hand, regions posing particular con-
cern related to balanced regional development and 
competitiveness are mainly located in Portugal with a 
negative evolution both in the GDP per capita and 
creative workforce. In addition other types of regions 
in Europe show the same situation. However, it needs 
to be considered that some of these regions (mainly 
located in Sweden and Central Europe) are highly 
developed economically with already a high proportion 
of creative workers in the labour market. This situation 
may also cover other types of regions (such as Cata-
lonia in Spain, Cyprus and some Irish regions) that 
have lost momentum in their economic progress and 
in their capacity to attract creative talent and cultural 
workers in a permanent way. 

A trend showing a relative growth in GDP per capita 
but at the same time a relative decrease of the 
creative workforce is related to regions where the 
economic growth in the last decade has been mainly 
driven by traditional sectors. This trend is observed in a  
few regions in Eastern Europe (mainly rural and 
industrial regions) and in Spain (associated to the 
boom of the construction sector).  These regions have 
problems in terms of innovative capacity and perhaps 
are more exposed to economic downturns and decline 
in terms of competitiveness. 

Finally, many regions in Italy and some regions in 
Austria and France (coloured in orange) show a 
positive evolution of the creative workforce but a 
low increase of the GDP per capita. This situation is 
related to regions that have not yet been able to fully 
capitalise on their creative workforce, perhaps due 
to a weaker institutional capacity or governance  
structures. 

The analysis of the relation between the evolution of 
the creative workforce and economic growth shows a 
complex picture with a large variety of situations. A high 
proportion of creative workers seems to be strongly 
related to strong economic regions. However, the 
evolution shows that creative workers can be bearers 
of more territorial cohesion in Europe. Especially in 
the current global economic situation is positive that 
some less economic favourable regions are experi-
encing an important growth in the creative workforce 
and are showing signs of “catching up”. Tailor made 
territorial strategies at regional and local level should 
(continue to) consider the creative workforce as a 
territorial asset and better exploit it as a development 
opportunity in some of European regions. 
























