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Objective & Contribution 
A multitude of different factors might be responsible for urban decline but in any case it 

causes the necessity of transformation processes. Literature shows that the analysis of these 

transformation processes is one of the main fields of research in urban and regional science. 

But until recently the analyses of these transformation processes had been solely focussed 

on economic transformation – the trajectory of structural economic change. This is somehow 

surprising because “sustainable transformation” has gained an increasing awareness as a 

policy objective and as a field of research – the purely economic sight has changed to a wid-

er perspective including then two other basic dimensions of sustainability, namely ecological 

and social aspects. 

The proposed paper wants to contribute in closing this research gap by analysing the rela-

tionship between the paradigms of a purely economic sight and a sustainability viewpoint 

within the scope of urban transformation processes in medium-sized cities. The main ques-

tion of the paper is, whether economic and sustainable transformation are competing policy 

objectives or whether a complementarity exists between them (Menzel 2004). Does the ne-

cessity for economic transformation offer a chance to implement sustainable strategies, since 

everything must be changed anyway? Or does the bundling of resources in order to adapt to 

economic structural change impede sustainable urban transition strategies?  

In the scientific debate the idea of endless growth is seen critically by some scientists, who 

demand rethinking (Wiechmann, Pallagst 2012; Pallagst 2009; Hollander et al. 2009; Milbert 

2015). In fact, at a certain point, besides many positive aspects, growth can create additional 

problems for a city, such as more noise exposure, traffic and congestion, pollution and bot-

tlenecks in supply (Wessmann 2014). Therefore it is not surprising that urban regions pro-

duce indeed the highest amount of waste and CO2 emissions (Schubert, Altrock 2004). 

With the release of the Brundtland Reports in 1987, the importance of cities for the design of 

a sustainable development came into the focus for the first time and concepts regarding 

“sustainable cities” and “urban sustainability” gained in significance. With the formation of 

“Local Agenda 21” groups, as promoted by the United Nations Conference on Sustainable 

Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, cities gained further in importance in the fight for a 

sustainable development (Bulkeley, Betsill 2005). Also the „New Urban Agenda“, released at 



the United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III) 

in Quito, Ecuador in October 2016, setting the global urbanization strategy for the next two 

decades, stresses the importance of the sustainability transition of cities.  

Simultaneously, the European Union makes it clear, that cities are expected to be Europe’s 

engines of future economic growth (Europäische Kommission 2011). 

Bearing all this in mind, the analysis of medium-sized cities, which grow only slowly or even 

shrink, is thrilling for several reasons:  

• First, this type of cities received little attention in literature and politics compared to 

the so-called mega-cities or rural regions, even though it can be assumed that find-

ings from investigating these types of regions can only partially be transferred to me-

dium-sized cities, as they have their own specific (Milbert 2015; European Smart Cit-

ies 2016). 

• Second, 40 per cent of the European population live in cities with 100,000 to 500,000 

inhabitants (Giffinger et al. 2007) – therefore this group of cities has a remarkable 

weight measured in population. The same applies to economic output (Parkinson et 

al. 2014), employment, supply of goods, centrality functions as well as cultural and 

architectural heritage. Hence it is important to include also shrinking or slowly growing 

cities when thinking about the process of sustainable transition (BMUB/BMZ 2015; 

Habitat III 2016). 

• Third, for this type of cities the economic, ecological and social problems are already 

quiet clear. However the financial resources to fight them are often insufficient or un-

available. Accordingly, the conflict potential is being intensified additionally. Hence 

the sustainable solutions found in this context are especially forward-looking, since 

they already embrace a shortage of resources. 

• Fourth, medium-sized cities are better suited for the analysis since they are less path 

dependent than so-called mega-cities. That makes them more amenable towards 

sustainable transition, since they can react faster and more efficiently (Allen et al. 

2016). Besides, shrinking does not necessarily mean a worsening of life quality (Hol-

lander 2011). On the contrary, shrinkage can also mean new chances for sustainable 

transition. 

Overall, to date relatively little literature could be found that applies findings on sustainability 

or sustainability transition explicitly to slowly-growing or shrinking cities (Schilling, Logan 

2008; Herrmann et al. 2016; Allen et al. 2016; Wiechmann, Pallagst 2012; Bauer 2003; 

Langner, Endlicher 2014). However further research in this field seems relevant, in view of 



the current demographic development in Western industrial nations and the expectation to-

wards cities to function as growth engines. 

Theoretical framework 
In order to answer the research question several fields of research need to be taken into ac-

count.  

First, the theoretical approaches trying to explain structural change need to be considered. 

Hamm and Wienert offer a good first overview regarding these approaches and could be 

used as a starting point (Hamm, Wienert 1990). But of course it will be necessary to supple-

ment it with more recent theoretical approaches like research dealing with path dependence 

and path plasticity. Ground-breaking in this field is the work of Grabher (Grabher 1994). Con-

cerning the path dependence and path plasticity of shrinking medium-sized cities especially 

the paper of Vissers and Dankbaar should be taken into consideration. They apply path-

dependency approaches to the decline of textile cities in the Netherlands and elaborate on 

several causes leading the cities towards decline (Vissers, Dankbaar 2013). According to the 

findings of Craig R. Allen et al. medium-sized cities are less path dependent than so-called 

mega-cities and therefore better suited for the analysis of sustainable transformation pro-

cesses (Allen et al. 2016). 

Additionally, the theoretical approaches regarding transformation research should be ac-

counted for (Kollmorgen et al. 2015). A related field of research, “urban transition”, should 

also be included in the research. Another relevant line of research, “geography of sustainabil-

ity transformation“, is comparably young (since 2011) and focuses strongly on the spatial 

aspect. A good overview is offered by the authors Hansen and Coenen (Hansen, Coenen 

2015). With regard to “urban sustainability” and the development of cities towards a sustain-

able future the model of Childers et al. should also be discussed (Childers et al. 2014). 

Empirical approach  
Two case studies are planned in order to answer the research question. To date the German 

city of Mönchengladbach and the French city of Mulhouse are selected for this purpose on 

the basis of several criteria, i.a. a shared history of textile industry and similar size and popu-

lation. 

A longitudinal approach needs to be adopted so that the structural change can be tracked 

over several decades, ideally since the 1960s. A mainly qualitative research design is being 

chosen, supplemented by a quantitative part. 

The research question will be answered in three steps:  



• First, the historical background of the cities and their textile history is to be studied via 

literature review and document analysis in order to get a better understanding of their in-

dividual trajectory of structural change, possible path dependencies, sustainability 

movements, etc.  

• Second, a quantitative analyse of economic indicators should help to describe and com-

prehend the economic trajectory respectively the structural change of these cities. Fur-

thermore, indicators describing the sustainability of these cities, ideally the economic, 

ecologic as well as social dimension should be analysed as well, so that connections and 

dependences between the different indicators can be investigated.  

• Third, a qualitative analysis on the basis of narrative interviews and literature review is to 

be conducted. The economic trajectory as well as the sustainability transition of each city 

can be illustrated with the help of important events similar to the Regional Transition 

Paths to Sustainability (RTPS) method developed by Strambach and Pflitsch (Strambach, 

Pflitsch 2016), in order to shed light on potential interdependencies. Furthermore, for 

each defining event the stakeholders involved must be identified and given impulses 

must be categorised into impulses for economic or sustainable transformation. The focus 

is on the identification of complementary and conflicting parameters. 

First results 
A draft paper with first results will be submitted in June 2017.  



Publication bibliography 
Allen, Craig; Birge, Hannah; Bartelt-Hunt, Shannon; Bevans, Rebecca; Burnett, Jessica; Co-

sens, Barbara et al. (2016): Avoiding Decline. Fostering Resilience and Sustainability in 

Midsize Cities. In Sustainability 8 (9), p. 844. DOI: 10.3390/su8090844. 

Bauer, Uta (2003): Nachhaltige Stadtentwicklung in schrumpfenden Städten. Selbstläufer 

oder neue Gestaltungsaufgabe? In Informationen zur Raumentwicklung 2003 (10/11.2003), 

pp. 635–646. 

BMUB/BMZ (2015): Habitat III und die New Urban Agenda - Position der deutschen Bundes-

regierung. Available online at http://www.nationale-

stadtentwicklungspoli-

tik.de/NSP/SharedDocs/Kurzmeldungen/DE/2015/KM_NewUrbanAgenda.html. 

Bulkeley, Harriet; Betsill, Michele (2005): Rethinking Sustainable Cities. Multilevel Govern-

ance and the 'Urban' Politics of Climate Change. In Environmental Politics 14 (1), pp. 42–63. 

DOI: 10.1080/0964401042000310178. 

Childers, Daniel L.; Pickett, Steward T.A.; Grove, J. Morgan; Ogden, Laura; Whitmer, Alison 

(2014): Advancing urban sustainability theory and action. Challenges and opportunities. In 

Landscape and Urban Planning 125, pp. 320–328. DOI: 10.1016/j.landurbplan.2014.01.022. 

Europäische Kommission (2011): Städte von morgen. Herausforderungen, Visionen, Wege 

nach vorn. Luxemburg: Amt für Veröff. der Europ. Union. Available online at 

http://dx.doi.org/10.2776/5198. 

European Smart Cities (2016): europeansmartcities 3.0 (2014). Available online at 

http://www.smart-cities.eu/?cid=01&ver=3. 

Giffinger, Rudolf; Fertner, Christian; Kramar, Hans; Kalasek, Robert; Pichler-Milanović, Na-

taša (2007): Smart cities Ranking of European medium-sized cities. Centre of Regional Sci-

ence, Vienna UT www.smart-cities.eu. 

Grabher, Gernot (Ed.) (1994): The embedded firm. On the socioeconomics of industrial net-

works. Repr. London: Routledge. 

Habitat III (2016): HABITAT III NEW URBAN AGENDA. Draft outcome document for adopti-

on in Quito, October 2016. 

Hamm, Rüdiger; Wienert, Helmut (1990): Strukturelle Anpassung altindustrieller Regionen im 

internationalen Vergleich. Berlin: Duncker & Humblot (Schriftenreihe des Rheinisch-

Westfälischen Instituts für Wirtschaftsforschung Essen, N.F.,48). 



Hansen, Teis; Coenen, Lars (2015): The geography of sustainability transitions. Review, syn-

thesis and reflections on an emergent research field. In Environmental Innovation and Socie-

tal Transitions 17, pp. 92–109. DOI: 10.1016/j.eist.2014.11.001. 

Herrmann, Dustin; Shuster, William; Mayer, Audrey; Garmestani, Ahjond (2016): Sustainabil-

ity for Shrinking Cities. In Sustainability 8 (9), p. 911. DOI: 10.3390/su8090911. 

Hollander, Justin B. (2011): Can a City Successfully Shrink? Evidence from Survey Data on 

Neighborhood Quality. In Urban Affairs Review 47 (1), pp. 129–141. DOI: 

10.1177/1078087410379099. 

Hollander, Justin B.; Pallagst, Karina M.; Schwarz, Terry; Popper, Frank J. (2009): Planning 

Shrinking Cities. 

Kollmorgen, Raj; Merkel, Wolfgang; Wagener, Hans-Jürgen; Mouna, Gudrun (Eds.) (2015): 

Handbuch Transformationsforschung. Wiesbaden: Springer VS. Available online at 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-05348-2. 

Langner, Marcel; Endlicher, Wilfried (Eds.) (2014): Shrinking Cities. Second, revised edition. 

Frankfurt: Peter Lang GmbH Internationaler Verlag der Wissenschaften. Available online at 

http://gbv.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=1766386. 

Menzel, Hans-Joachim (2004): Wachsende Stadt - Nachhaltige Stadt. In Uwe Altrock, Dirk 

Schubert (Eds.): Wachsende Stadt. Leitbild - Utopie - Vision? Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für So-

zialwissenschaften, pp. 57–66. 

Milbert, Antonia (2015): Wachsen oder schrumpfen? Wachsen Sie noch oder schrumpfen 

Sie schon? Edited by Bundesinstitut für Bau-, Stadt- und Raumforschung (BBSR). Bonn 

(12/2015), checked on 1/12/2017. 

Pallagst, Karina M. (2009): Shrinking Cities in the USA Three Cases Three Planning Stories. 

Parkinson, Michael; Meegan, Richard; Karecha, Jay (2014): City Size and Economic Perfor-

mance. Is Bigger Better, Small More Beautiful or Middling Marvellous? In European Planning 

Studies 23 (6), pp. 1054–1068. DOI: 10.1080/09654313.2014.904998. 

Schilling, Joseph; Logan, Jonathan (2008): Greening the Rust Belt. A Green Infrastructure 

Model for Right Sizing America's Shrinking Cities. In Journal of the American Planning 

Association 74 (4), pp. 451–466. DOI: 10.1080/01944360802354956. 

Schubert, Dirk; Altrock, Uwe (2004): "Wachsende Städte" - Inseln der Glückseligkeit im Meer 

der Schrumpfung zwischen Globalisierung und Nachhaltigkeit. In Uwe Altrock, Dirk Schubert 

(Eds.): Wachsende Stadt. Leitbild - Utopie - Vision? Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissen-

schaften, pp. 351–372. 



Strambach, Simone; Pflitsch, Gesa (2016): Micro-dynamics in regional transition paths to 

sustainability - an analysis of organizational and institutional change in Augsburg’s transition 

topology. Edited by Thomas Brenner. Working Papers on Innovation and Space, Department 

of Geography, Philipps University Marburg (Working Papers on Innovation and Space 

03.16). 

Vissers, Geert; Dankbaar, Ben (2013): Path dependence and path plasticity. Textile cities in 

the Netherlands. In Zeitschrift für Wirtschaftsgeographie 57 (1-2). DOI: 

10.1515/zfw.2013.0007. 

Wessmann, Susan C. (2014): Urban shrinkage in the life cycles of city archetypes. In Marcel 

Langner, Wilfried Endlicher (Eds.): Shrinking Cities. Second, revised edition. Frankfurt: Peter 

Lang GmbH Internationaler Verlag der Wissenschaften, 145 - 158. 

Wiechmann, Thorsten; Pallagst, Karina M. (2012): Urban shrinkage in Germany and the 

USA. A Comparison of Transformation Patterns and Local Strategies. In International Journal 

of Urban and Regional Research 36 (2), pp. 261–280. DOI: 10.1111/j.1468-

2427.2011.01095.x. 


	Structural Change versus Sustainability in Medium-Sized Cities: complementary or conflicting drivers?
	Objective & Contribution
	Theoretical framework
	Empirical approach
	First results

	Publication bibliography

