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Press Release

Cultural heritage as a factor for quality of life – a fresh 
look at historic small and medium-sized towns 

With their historical centres, many towns and small cities in Germany and 
Europe have a unique quality of life. However, most studies on urban life 
as well as city rankings ignore the potential of this cultural heritage. Now 
scientists from the Leibniz Institute of Ecological Urban and Regional De-
velopment (IOER), the International Institute (IHI) Zittau of the Technische 
Universität Dresden and the Polish Institute for Territorial Development 
(IRT) have developed a list of relevant indicators to ensure that the quality 
of life in smaller municipalities is more easily recognized and visualized in 
the future. They present their research results in the journal Environmental 
and Sustainability Indicators. 

In order to adequately determine the quality of life in towns and small cities, it is 
necessary to apply different standards than for large cities. While this sounds 
logical, it is largely disregarded in many studies on the quality of urban life and in 
city rankings. That’s the finding of research undertaken as part of the project 
“REVIVAL! – Revitalization of historic towns in Lower Silesia and Saxony”. In 
particular, the focus of the German-Polish research team led by Prof. Dr. Robert 
Knippschild from the IOER was the cultural heritage of historical small and me-
dium-sized towns along the border between Saxony and Poland.  

The scientists investigated the extent to which cultural heritage, in particular his-
torical buildings in the town centres but also intangible heritage such as craft 
traditions, contributes to the quality of urban life. To make this contribution more 
easily quantifiable, they compiled a complete set of relevant factors. The list cur-
rently consists of more than 100 such indicators.  

Measuring the advantages of small and medium sized towns 

According to study director Robert Knippschild: “Until today, cultural heritage is 
largely ignored by studies on the quality of urban life. This is in complete contrast 
to economic or ecological factors, for example, where large cities often score 
well.” Smaller cities inevitably fare worse in the usual ranking system. Knipp-
schild: “These poorer results can set in motion a negative spiral, because the 
external perception also influences the internal perception within towns and small 
cities. Especially for those located in the periphery, this can exacerbate already 
challenging or damaging trends.” By applying their findings, the research team 
hopes to counteract these negative cycles.  

The list of possible indicators was developed from a literature research, expert 
interviews and focus group discussions in the participating small and medium-
sized towns. It is intended to help identify and measure the advantages of these 
historical settlements. As Robert Knippschild explains: “If the contribution of cul-
tural heritage to the quality of urban life can be measured and quantified, this will 
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make it much easier to activate its potential in politics and planning.” 

Activating the potential through good management 

This has also been shown by the activities in the REVIVAL! project, within which 
the list of indicators was developed. The theoretical findings of the scientific team 
were based on the field research conducted in the ten partner towns along the 
Saxon-Polish border. After the focus group discussions in the municipalities re-
vealed the incredible richness of the local architectural heritage, the scientists 
concluded from their study that this resource can enhance all aspects of the qual-
ity of urban life in these settlements. However, it also became clear that the local 
framework conditions determine whether the small and medium-sized towns are 
able to activate the potential of their cultural heritage.  

As Robert Knippschild from the IOER points out: “The mere existence of histori-
cal buildings and intangible heritage does not imply that they will automatically 
contribute to the quality of life in towns or cities. This potential needs to be acti-
vated through integrated management. An awareness of these things is, of 
course, needed; but so is commitment, a close collaboration between the local 
authorities and citizens and, last but not least, sufficient funding.” In fact, the RE-
VIVAL! project was able to offer some financial assistance. In the course of the 
project, the four German and six Polish towns and small cities were each able to 
implement a pilot measure and thus render their cultural heritage more visible to 
local residents and visitors.  

The list of indicators that could in future quantify the contribution of a town’s cul-
tural heritage to the quality of life is not yet complete. The indicators have first to 
be tested and refined through further research. And they must be adopted by 
studies on the quality of urban life and incorporated into various benchmarks for 
the much-publicized city rankings. 

Contact at the Interdisciplinary Centre for Ecological and Revitalizing Ur-
ban Transformation (IZS) 

Prof. Dr. Robert Knippschild (IOER), e-mail: R.Knippschild@ioer.de 

Bettina Knoop (IHI Zittau of the TU Dresden), e-mail: B.Knoop@ioer.de  

Original Publication: 

Battis-Schinker, Eva; Al-Alawi, Sarah; Knippschild, Robert; Gmur, Karolina; Ksi-
azek, Slawomir; Kukula, Marta; Belof, Magdalena: Towards quality of life indica-
tors for historic urban landscapes – Insight into a German-Polish research pro-
ject. In: Environmental and Sustainability Indicators (Online First), 2020, 100094. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indic.2020.100094 

Background 

In project “REVIVAL! – Revitalization of historic towns in Lower Silesia and Sax-
ony”, which ran from October 2018 to December 2020, three scientific institutions 
and ten towns in south-western Poland and eastern Saxony addressed the ques-
tion of how settlements in rural areas can make better use of their cultural herit-
age and thus increase the attractiveness of their centres.  

The scientific partners were the Leibniz Institute of Ecological Urban and Re-
gional Development (IOER, project management), the International Institute (IHI) 
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Zittau of the Technische Universität Dresden and the Instytut Rozwoju Terytori-
alnego (IRT, Institute for Territorial Development) of the Lower Silesian voivode-
ship in Poland. Four German and six Polish towns took part in the project as 
practice partners. On the German side, these were Bautzen, Görlitz, Reichen-
bach and Zittau; on the Polish side, the practice partners were Bolesławiec, 
Gryfów Śląski, Kamienna Góra, Lubawka, Lubomierz and Żary.  

A scientific study was conducted within the project, which resulted in the drafting 
of strategy recommendations for the participating towns and the region as a 
whole. In addition, the settlements also implemented pilot measures to revitalize 
their centres and organized a series of joint events. Information on the project is 
provided by a touring exhibition and an interactive web application.  

REVIVAL! was funded within the 
framework of the INTERREG Poland-
Saxony 2014-2020 cooperation pro-
gramme. Specifically, it received 
877,544 euros from the European Re-

gional Development Fund (ERDF), a sum corresponding to 85% of the total 
budget of 1,032,906 euros. The remainder was raised by the project partners. 

Information on the REVIVAL! project (German/Polish): 
http://revival.ioer.eu/ 

Historical architecture such as in Zittau can contribute to the quality of life in towns and 
small cities. Yet action may be needed to exploit the full potential.  
(Photo: Zittauer Stadtentwicklungsgesellschaft mbH) 

The Leibniz Institute of Ecological Urban and Regional Development (IOER) is a 
non-university research center in the field of spatial sciences, and a member of the 
Leibniz Association. Its subject is the sustainable development and transformation of 
cities and regions in the context of the global human-ecological crisis.   [www.ioer.de/1/] 
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