
ESPON Tools

Cities are important places for investments driving territorial development and economic growth in Europe
and contributing to smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. Accordingly, both public and private
stakeholders target cities for investments and business opportunities.

ESPON has developed an innovative and user-friendly tool for a first benchmarking of European cities. It
aims at giving a first indication on suitable locations for urban investment, based on various themes such as
demography, economy, quality of life or investment climate.

The tool offers a quick comparison of up to four cities in Europe (within a total of 171 Larger Urban Zones)
on the basis of pre-selected territorial indicators. Based on the results of the quick scan, investors can
decide on the most interesting cities for a more thorough investigation.

ESPON Tools CityBench Webtool

In the CityBench Webtool (Figure 1) the user can select
up to four cities in Europe or in a specific type of region
or transnational cooperation area for a comparison and
benchmarking concerning a range of different
indicators.

Two examples of the use of the CityBench Webtool are
presented below. They illustrate two different types of
private and public investment in Europe.
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Figure 1 Screenshot ESPON CityBench Webtool

As cities are attractive targets for investments by public
and private actors, a clear picture on what European
cities and urban locations can offer supports the
identification on where to invest in new activities. A first
scan approach to finding suitable investment locations
enables stakeholders to gain an overall picture of the
cities and regions that play an important role in
European territorial development. Deciding on the exact
urban location for investment can only be done through
benchmarking and comparing different cities, followed
by deeper analyses.

ESPON offers with the CityBench Webtool an
opportunity to scan the potentials of European cities. It
is a practical tool for comparing cities and city regions
based on pan-European territorial evidence produced by
ESPON. By following short and simple steps,
stakeholders can do comparisons, view similarities and
complementarities, and assess advantages,
disadvantages and potentials of individual cities or their

own city in relation to other European cities and regions,
according to a range of different indicators. Hence, this
tool provides a different way of using ESPON territorial
evidence, displaying information in a new and different
way as compared to the standard European maps.

The ESPON City Bench Webtool is available at:
http://citybench.espon.eu

4

How to use the CityBench Webtool

Comparing suitable investment locations
A private investor wants to make a quick scan of several
urban locations in Europe to decide on possible
investments for a new logistics hub or large scale retail
centre. A first overview can be given by carrying out a
quick comparison of various possible locations, which
complemented with further information, will help to
decide about the best suitable location. The steps to
follow are:

1. Select cities
Firstly, the cities that the investor is most interested
in should be selected. It is possible to select up to
four cities that can be relevant for the assessment of
a possible investment, for instance Barcelona,
Munster, Athens and Copenhagen.

2. Select indicators
As a second step, the indicators that are relevant for
the assessment should be selected. In this case, the
private investor considered: electricity prices for
industrial consumers, potential accessibility by road
and GDP per inhabitant.

3. Compare the results
The “compare” function allows the user to compare
the selected cities with regard to the selected
indicators (Figures 2, 3 and 4). The three graphs
correspond to the three selected indicators.

Electricity prices for industrial consumers are below
European average in Munster and Copenhagen (Figure
2 - information available at country level). In Athens,
they are slightly above European average, while in
Barcelona electricity prices are exceeding it. This
information can be of interest for high energy intensity
activities.

CityBench Webtool for a quick scanning of urban locations in the European territory

Figure 7 Similarity between Glasgow and other second tier 
metro regions in the North West Europe Region: Radial view
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Munster shows the best accessibility, among the
selected cities, which by far exceed EU average,
followed by Barcelona, while Copenhagen and Athens
are less accessible by road (Figure 3 – information
available at NUTS 3 level). The degree of accessibility is
of interest and important when deciding about the
location of services that require an easy access for
potential customers or suppliers in Europe.

In this example, the GDP per head (PPS) of
Copenhagen and Munster is higher than that of
Barcelona and Athens (Figure 4 - information available
for metropolitan regions). All four cities show, to a
greater or lesser extend, the effect of the start of the
crisis in 2008.

From this first and quick scan and comparison, two
cities, Munster and Copenhagen can be assessed and
suggested as potential viable locations for investing in a
new retail centre, according to the given example. This
is due to their low electricity prices that can reduce
investment costs and the good accessibility that enable

an easier and faster connection with other cities. As a
second step, a deeper analysis should be carried out to
examine more detailed investment potentials in these
cities.

The CityBench Webtool allows also for a benchmarking
of the selected cities (shown in different colours in
Figure 5) to other cities in Europe. The size of the circles
in the map below is an indication of the similarity
f

Regional and urban practitioners can benefit from the
use of the CityBench Webtool for instance when looking
for suitable cooperation partners or analysing the own
development vis-à-vis that of other cities. If, for
example, a regional or urban public practitioner in
Glasgow wishes to examine the development potentials
of this city, it is important to quickly compare it to other
cities. The aim in this case is to examine Glasgow’s
potentials for new development opportunities and to
explore and reflect on Glasgow’s position in relation to
other similar cities, according to different indicators and
typology. The steps to be carried out are:

1. Select cities
In this case, select the city of Glasgow, a second tier
city in the urban system.

2. Select indicators
Having chosen the city, up to three indicators can be
selected. In this example, the public investor
chooses indicators related to perception surveys:
‘Agree with It is easy to find a job’ (information
available for the core city, urban audit), ‘Ease of
doing business’ (information available at country
level) and ‘Agree with I’m satisfied to live in’
(information available for the core city, urban audit).

In terms of comparison, it was considered relevant to
check the situation of Glasgow in relation to other
second tier cities in Europe (Figure 6) and to have a
closer look at a transnational region, such as North
West Europe (Figure 7).

3. View similarity
The similarity display shows the degree of similarity
of other cities to Glasgow (Figures 6 and 7).

When compared to second tier cities in Europe, most
similarities to Glasgow can be seen in Manchester,
Newcastle upon Tyne, Belfast, Dublin, Malmo, Berlin,
Vilnius and Aalborg, while less in Munich, Vienna,
Zurich or Rome (Figure 6).

It is also possible to further narrow down the results, by
selecting a specific transnational region such as the
North West Europe Region. The radial view (Figure 7)
provides an innovative way to visualise the similarity
between Glasgow and other cities in North West Europe.
The less similar a city is to Glasgow, the further away
from the center is placed. In this case, Newcastle upon
Tyne, Manchester and Rotterdam appear to have a
greater similarity to Glasgow.
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Figure 3 Comparing Barcelona, Munster, Athens and Copenhagen  
on potential accessibility by road

Figure 2 Comparing Barcelona, Munster, Athens and Copenhagen  
on electricity prices for industrial consumers

Figure 4 Comparing Barcelona, Munster, Athens and Copenhagen on 
GDP per capita (in PPS or Purchasing Power Standards)

Figure 5 Similarity of Barcelona to Munster, Athens and 
Copenhagen and other cities in Europe: Map view

between the reference city (in this case Barcelona) and
other cities. The closer the circle size approximates to
that of the reference city, the more similar that city is to
the reference city. In this example, Barcelona appears
to be similar to, among others, Madrid, Bilbao,
Zaragoza, Bordeaux and Toulouse.

In the CityBench Webtool, it is possible to see the values
of the three selected indicators that measure the

similarity: when hovering the mouse over a city, a popup
window with the indicator values for that city appears.
This allows for instance to confirm and quickly check
the situation of Barcelona (in red) in relation to other
cities in Europe.

Identifying development potentials – A tool for regional and urban public policy makers

Figure 6 Similarity between Glasgow and other 
second tier metro regions: Map view


