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1. Summary

Figure 1: SHERPA Characterisation Tool information flow

The tool was initially designed to examine the characteristics of rural areas covered by the
SHERPA Multi-Actor Platforms. However, the tool can also be useful to researchers, local
actors, and policy-makers to deepen their understanding of rural territories and their
characteristics across all areas of the EU.

 
The manual provides a short background context of the SHERPA project, within which the
Characterisation tool was developed, followed by an overview of the development process, how
to use it and a practical example of its application. 

This manual provides key information and instructions on the application and use of the
SHERPA Characterisation Tool for rural areas. The tool was developed to examine the
characteristics of rural areas in the EU. It consists of an excel file providing information on a
set of indicators related to different key topics (e.g. climate, infrastructure, demography) based
on data obtained from European databases (i.e. Eurostat, JRC).

 
The information covers all EU NUTS (Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics) regions
and levels, and it is presented in form of a ranking system with four scores (very high, high,
medium, low). A visual representation of the information flow of the SHERPA Characterisation
Tool is presented in the figure below (Figure 1). 

EU 
Datasets 

NUTS Codes

System of
Indicators

Scoring
System

Results

https://rural-interfaces.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/SHERPA_Characterisation_Tool_2022.xlsx


2. Background
The SHERPA characterisation tool was developed as part of the project Sustainable Hub to
Engage into Rural Policies with Actors (SHERPA) , a four-year project (2019-2023) funded by the
Horizon 2020 programme and implemented by a consortium of 17 partners across the EU. The
SHERPA project relies on a network of rural interfaces to achieve its overall objective of
gathering relevant knowledge and opinions that contribute to the formulation of
recommendations for future policies relevant to rural areas in the EU. The network consists of
over 40 Multi-Actor Platforms (MAPs) that bring together a wide variety of stakeholders at
local, national and EU levels to exchange ideas and act as an effective and sustainable
interface between Science, Society and Policy. 

 
The SHERPA report, Framework providing definitions, review and operational typology of rural 
areas in Europe, showed that the term ‘rural’ is widely defined, but there is no consensus on
the central components of its definition. One of the difficulties encountered by researchers
and policy-makers is to take into account rural areas’ diversity and to grasp their
characteristics. It is thus necessary to select indicators to characterise rural areas in order to
understand the drivers of change and the main trends that affect their development. 

 
A review of the current trends showed that rural areas across Europe exhibit different
characteristics, and are defined by their geographical, economic, societal, environmental
and cultural background. They have undergone considerable change in recent decades due 
to several key factors, including socioeconomic changes, pressures on primary production,
technological development, economic and demographic change, and policy initiatives at
national or EU levels. 

 
Such changes have impacts on the people living in rural areas, including risks of
marginalisation. However, due to their diversity, not all rural areas are affected by the same
trends. Amongst other factors, they are influenced by their relative remoteness or, conversely,
their proximity to urban areas. Thus, identifying the key challenges affecting rural areas in the
EU is necessary to tailor and guide public action in such territories.
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3. Tool development 
The tool was developed following a three-step approach: first step involved defining the
topics, a second step focused on selecting the indicators and sources needed, and the final
and third step defined the scoring system through which the NUTS 3 Regions were ranked.
These steps are further detailed in the following sub-sections..

               Figure 2 – Steps for the development of the SHERPA Characterisation Tool

Selection of
indicators and
data sources



demographic shift;

climate change and environmental services;

 shift in production;

 infrastructures and services;

digitalisation;

inequalities and wellbeing; 

 land use.

For each one of the seven topics above-mentioned, available datasets at European level were
reviewed with the help of the MAPs. Overall, a set of twelve indicators were selected, matching
the following conditions: being available for all EU member states and at the spatial
resolution of small regions. 

 
The NUTS classification has been used to conduct socio-economic analysis of the regions.
This clasification is a hierarchical system dividing the economic territory of the EU and UK for
the purpose of collecting, developing and harmonising European regional statistics. For the
purpose of developing the characterisation tool, the NUTS 3 level, definiding “small regions”,
was selected as the most appropriate level for specific diagnoses.

To illustrate the topic of demographic shift in rural territories, population density (persons per 
square kilometer) and old age dependency ratio (proportion of population of 60 and over, to
population of 20 to 59) as indicators have been selected. These two indicators were able to
capture well the main trends, challenges and opportunities that rural areas face, respectively 
depopulation and aging. They were both derived from 2019 Eurostat data.

 
The main challenges highlighted by the MAPs were related to the impact of climate change.
For this purpose, the 2012 ESPON data was selected/used, as it captures the aggragated
impact of climate change, calculated through the combination of regional exposure to
climatic changes and data on regional sensitivity. Potential impacts of climate change were
weighted based on a Delphi survey of the ESPON Monitoring Committee and according to the
sector impacted: physical (weight 0.19), environmental (0.31), social (0.16), economic (0.24) and
cultural (0.1). Climatic changes were derived from comparisons of 1961-1990 and 2071-2100
climate projections from the CCLM model for the IPCC SRES A1B scenario.

The shift in production was another topic of concern for local actors. The lack of jobs in some 
areas is an important challenge throughout Europe, especially in rural areas and even more 
so in the most peripheral regions. Recent EU projects have shown that there is considerable 
potential in a more diversified rural economy through the agricultural and forestry sectors as 
well as through services. Therefore, two indicators to grasp these trends and characteristics 
were chosen: the purchasing power standard per inhabitant (Eurostat data, 2018) as a proxy 
for the GDP per capita, illustrating the added-value of the rural economy; and the share of
GVA from the agricultural sector, capturing the current level of diversification of the economy
(Eurostat data, 2018).

3.2. Selection of indicators
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In the SHERPA project, over 40 Multi-Actor Platforms (MAP) have been established, the
membership of which is a diverse base of stakeholders from science, society and policy.
During the first cycle of the MAPs, seven topics were identified as characterising rural areas. 

3.1. Selection of topics

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/background
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/background
https://www.cmcc.it/models/cosmo-clm-climate-limited-area-modelling-community
https://archive.ipcc.ch/pdf/special-reports/spm/sres-en.pdf
https://www.cmcc.it/models/cosmo-clm-climate-limited-area-modelling-community
https://archive.ipcc.ch/pdf/special-reports/spm/sres-en.pdf
https://archive.ipcc.ch/pdf/special-reports/spm/sres-en.pdf
https://rural-interfaces.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/SHERPA_Discussion-Paper_Long-term-vision-rural-areas.pdf
https://rural-interfaces.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/SHERPA_Discussion-Paper_Long-term-vision-rural-areas.pdf
https://rural-interfaces.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/SHERPA_Discussion-Paper_Long-term-vision-rural-areas.pdf
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Figure 3 - Representation of the quartiles used for the ranking

After having consolidated the databases, the median and quartiles for each indicator were
calculated. Figure 3 below exemplifies graphically the ranking process.

A major challenge in rural areas is the sub-optimal level, or even absence, of basic
infrastructures and services. Most services are scarce, with poor levels of accessibility in
peripheral areas. This lack of services is particularly problematic when it comes to access to
health services, as it was highlighted by local actors. For this purpose, two indicators were
selected: hospital beds as the ratio of inhabitants per hospital beds (Eurostat, 2017) and
health personnel as the ratio of inhabitants per health personnel (Eurostat, 2016).

Rural areas face substantial barriers that restrict access to high-speed broadband services,
and as a result this slows down the digital transition, reducing access to online services, and
produces a widening connectivity and digital gap between lagging rural areas and
metropolitan areas. Such challenges can be captured by the share of households with
broadband access (Eurostat, 2019) and the percentage of individuals who used the internet
for interaction with public authorities in the last 12 months (Eurostat, 2019).

 
Measuring social disparities and inequalities helps document the well-being of populations.
This is particularly important for rural areas, as they face severe and permanent natural or
demographic challenges. During the development of the SHERPA Characterisation Tool
various specific socio-economic aspects, such as the gender employment gap (Eurostat, 2019)
and the proportion of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion (Eurostat, 2019) have been
taken into account. 

Rural areas face conflicting demands for land-use (agricultural land for food security, land for
producing raw materials, artificial areas for housing, transport), leading to significant impacts
on the supply of key ecosystem services. In particular, there is a growing rate of conversion of
cropland to artificial surfaces due to population growth and a joint occurrence of
intensification on productive agricultural land and deintensification of more marginal
locations as a result of the globalisation of agricultural markets. Such trends have an impact
on the capacity to produce food and can be captured through the share of agricultural land
(Eurostat, 2015).

3.3. Ranking of NUTS3 regions

25% of Data 25% of Data 25% of Data 25% of Data

First Quartile
Q1

Median 
M

Third Quartile 
Q3



Figure 4 – SHERPA Website landing page

This section presents a step-by-step overview on how to get the needed information regarding
characteristics of the specific rural areas.

The SHERPA Characterisation Tool is available online on the project website, under the section
‘Resources and tools’ of the main menu (Figure 4). The tool comes in the format of an Excel file. 

The SHERPA Characterisation tool tests and categorize each NUTS3 region for each
indicators, and attributes one of the following labels:

4. How to use the tool

4.1. How to access the file

Very high for NUTS3 with value ≥ Q3

 High for NUTS3 with value [M;Q3]

 Moderate for NUTS3 with value [Q1;M]

 Low for NUTS3 with value < Q1
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- DATA: this sheet contains all data obtained from EU databases that were used for the
calculation of the indicators.

Double-click on the .xls file downloaded to launch excel and open the file. The excel file
contains the following sheets:

 
- OUTPUT: it is the interface of the tool where you can include your geographic data (NUTS
code) and visualise the score for all indicators. Moreover, this sheet displays the results
obtained for the SHERPA MAPs.

- NUTS: this sheet contains the list of NUTS (Nomenclature of territorial units for statistics)
2020 classification codes covering all EU Member States.
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4.2. How to obtain the results
In order to obtain results for a specific region, insert the NUTS code of the selected area in the
sheet “Output” (cell B3). See image below for a clear visual example. 

The results of the indicators for the selected territory are displayed in a red box under the
table with the MAPs results.
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5. Tool applications 
The key evidence we can extract from the results obtained for the territories of the SHERPA
MAPs, is that the MAPs represent a diversity of socio-economic and environmental
contexts. Actually, the MAPs cover both low (Bulgaria, Finland, Lithuania, Romania, Greece,
Spain) and very high (Netherlands) population density, while also representing the diversity
of territories in terms of population aging. Some areas will be very highly affected by
climate change compared to the European average (France, Bulgaria, Finland, Spain, Italy)
while others will not be as much (Denmark, Lithuania, Germany, Poland). 

 
Rural economies are also diverse: from territories with a high Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
per capita but a moderate Gross-Value Added (GVA) from the agricultural sector (Denmark,
Germany) to territories with a low GDP but a high agricultural GVA (Bulgaria, Romania). The
results also show how diverse the access to basic services and the degree of digitalisation are
across Europe. Moreover, some MAPs have a relatively high proportion of people at risk of
poverty compared to the European average despite having a higher GDP per capita
(Germany), while the other end of the spectrum is also represented (Czech Republic),
highlighting different levels of inequalities. 

 
Interestingly, the MAPs also cover territories that have a very high share of agricultural lands
but a low GVA from the agricultural sector (Denmark), and territories with an agricultural
sector that represent a low share of land but a high share of GVA (Spain).
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Figure 5: Characterisation of rural territories for each MAP of the first cycle.

Currently, other ways to use the SHERPA Characterisation tool are being explored. This tool
can be a resource for several other purposes, for instance clustering territories with similar
characteristics, comparing areas with different features, identifying challenges at local level,
supporting brainstorming or definition of strategies for private businesses, local
administrations, NGOs and other actors.

 
If you need support or you want to know more about the tool please contact us at:
sherpa@ecorys.com
info@rural-interfaces.eu

mailto:sherpa@ecorys.com
mailto:info@rural-interfaces.eu
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