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Inter- and transdisciplinary research approach

Constitutive for the research group is the triad of 

spatial, governance, and process-related research 

perspectives on medium-sized cities, which 

combines the planning and design disciplines of 

architecture, landscape architecture, and urban 

planning with sociology, political science, and 

administrative science.

Small Medium-Sized Towns in Germany
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Medium-Sized Towns Network
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Comparison of population and demographic 

trends in medium-sized towns belonging to 

the Medium-Sized Towns Network.

Medium-Sized Towns Network
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Small Medium-Sized Towns in Germany
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Förster and Neuwirth 2023
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highly central
high growth
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peripheral
high growth
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very central
stable
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very central
decline

11 of 29

very central

central

peripheral

very peripheral

predominantly urban

partially urban

predominantly rural

Town type 

(location)

Town type 

(settlement)

(above average) growth

stable population

(above average) decline

Inhabitants

medium-sized towns network

mining region

agglomeration area

Förster and Neuwirth 2023



Small Towns  |  Prof. Dr. Agnes Förster

central
decline

12 of 29

very central

central

peripheral

very peripheral

predominantly urban

partially urban

predominantly rural

Town type 

(location)

Town type 

(settlement)

(above average) growth

stable population

(above average) decline

Inhabitants

medium-sized towns network

mining region

agglomeration area

Förster and Neuwirth 2023



Small Towns  |  Prof. Dr. Agnes Förster

peripheral
decline
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− Limited Significance of Population Figures: They provide only rough 

approximations of a town's specific characteristics.

− Diversity of Medium-Sized Towns: Variations in settlement and transport 

structures, exacerbated by regional reforms in some federal states.

− Infrastructure Connections: Differences in connectivity to the rail network; 

varying spatial settings.

− Spectrum of Urban Development: Ranges from urban to peripheral locations, 

including both growing and shrinking areas.

− Regional Dimension: Medium-sized towns play a central role in polycentric 

settlement areas or as key locations in rural areas; development potential is 

closely tied to regional relationships.

Typical for Medium-Sized Towns? → SPACE AND ISSUES
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In small medium-sized towns, almost all of the issues and questions that arise in 

larger cities are also relevant, but in many cases they arise differently or under 

different circumstances.

Transformation Concerns of Small and Medium-Sized Towns:

− Energy and sustainability transition, climate protection

− New mobility concepts

− Digitalization and smart towns

− Attractive living conditions, livable towns

− Economic development

− Demographic change and health

− The future of town centers

(Results of the 2020 surveys in the Medium-Sized Towns Network)

Typical for Medium-Sized Towns? → SPACE AND ISSUES
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Focus research training group: Exchange and cooperation between researchers and administrative 

staff in small to medium-sized towns.

Governance level: 

− Tasks, roles, structures, and processes of town administrations.

− Includes collaboration with urban actors.

Research areas:

− Governance arrangements for digital transformation.

− Barriers to action in administrative change processes.

− Dialogue structures between city administrations and climate activists.

− The Expectations behind Citizen Participation.

− Adaptability of small towns in the context of regional structural change. 

Typical for Medium-Sized Towns? → GOVERNANCE
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Findings from Marie Graef, Florian Markscheffel

and Cordula Kropp

− Public administration is considered a key player in the planning and implementation 
of socio-ecological transformation at the local level.

− Administrative staff perceive a structure that favors maintaining the status quo. 

− Even as part of local networks of actors, the administration must fulfill structurally 

predetermined obligations.

− The findings raise the question of how and whether local governments can play a 
formative, even proactive role in socio-ecological transformation processes under 

these conditions.

The Role of Public Administration in Smaller Towns

17 of 29

Graef, Markscheffel, Kropp 2024
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Findings from Lea Fischer

Compared to larger towns, smaller towns tend to be characterized by:

1. greater social proximity, greater density of personal contacts, greater importance of 

informal networks in (political) decision-making

2. less specialization in municipal administration, greater flexibility of employees

3. greater importance of urban land-use planning, stronger position of the urban 

planning authority in municipal administration and in the town's social fabric

A Typical Culture of Participation in Smaller Towns?
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(Brombach and Jessen 2005; Francke, Vogt, and Dehmel 2018; Görmar et al. 

2020; Levin-Keitel et al. 2019; Lindner 2010; Rüdiger 2009, 2011, 2012)

Fischer 2025



Small Towns  |  Prof. Dr. Agnes Förster

The Landscape of Actors in Small Medium-Sized Towns –
Social Proximity?!
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"Here, no one has to worry about who 

is responsible for what." (T1, 419)

"Those who guide the fortunes of a city get in touch 

with us." (T1, 430-432)

"As a citizen here, you can still really talk to the city 

and have points of contact with many actors." (T2, 

116)

"The fact that people know each other is not so 

typical of the relationship between citizens and 

the city, but it is quite normal in rural areas." 

(T1, 543)

"The smaller a community is, the more likely it is that 

certain stakeholders are related or connected to each 

other." (T2, 398-400)

"I always have a small circle of people that 

I activate." (T2, 298)

Fischer 2025
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The Landscape of Actors in Small Medium-Sized Towns –
Social Distance?!
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"We see room for improvement in the feedback we 

receive from the urban community on the information 

we provide." (T1, 536-540)
"I consider thesis B ['Everyone knows each 

other in a small town'] to be dangerous: I 

would never claim that I know everyone." 

(T2, 302-310)
"There are also many actors who are 

not so well known and active, who may 

have moved here and need support in 

finding the right people to talk to." (T1, 

530)
"Opinions and interests are constantly changing, 

especially in the political arena." (T2, 338)

Fischer 2025
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Stakeholders in Small and Medium-Sized Towns –
In Transition
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"There is a need here to preserve existing 

structures." (T1, 766)
"The generational change is 

making it more difficult to keep 

track of the actors." (T1, 421)

"Inward migration could lead to a completely different 

structure of the population, so that everything is more 

mixed and urban lifestyles are more prevalent in 

rural areas." (T1, 576-578)

"In politics, too, traditional party affiliations 

are changing and there are more protests 

against established structures." (T1, 603-

606)

"We now have people and groups to involve, which 

is something I didn't think about at all 15 years ago." 

(T2, 364-366)

Fischer 2025
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Capable Administration of Small Medium-Sized Towns?
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"A large city has completely different 

political structures with many levels, such 

as district councils. This means that large 

cities hinder themselves." (T1, 714-722)
"This is better in medium-sized cities, where there is 

the right level of discussion, whether with the 

administrative board or the political committees. This 

is much closer to the action; a small town may be 

too small to be able to take action." (T1, 731)

Fischer 2025
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Findings from Marie Graef

− Many public administration (PA) officials see medium-sized towns as the “golden 

mean” for intra-organizational change agents → sufficient PA resources, well-

know local networks, shorter processes of decision-making, quickly achievable 

visible changes in the town.

− BUT the powerful role of PA is in the towns of the case studies not socially 

accepted, leading to a performance of neutrality of many PA officials and an 

underuse of the transformative potential of their jobs due to fears of conflict and 

questions of legitimacy.

The Creative Power of Public Administration?
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Graef 2025
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Research from Christiane Schubert

Smaller Towns Within Regional Structural Change

Schubert 2025, unpublished
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Research question: To what extent does the regional structural change process 

influence the transformative capacity of a municipality in the Rhineland mining area? 

Transformative capacity

as the ability to consciously and 

strategically initiate, enable/promote, 

and manage change

1. Resource-based potential and

2. Action-oriented ability

Transformative Capacity of Smaller Towns

25 of 29

− Not static, but dynamic and developable

− Co-evolution between transformative capacity and different 

transformation paths and phases 

− Development always comes from within 

→ Discussed and conceptualized in theory, but: empirical 

research needed 

(Wolfram et al. 2019; Borrás et al. 2024)

Schubert 2025, unpublished
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A Multi-Level Governance Approach
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Christiane Schubert according to Ribbeck-Lampel & Nettelbladt 2024  

Schubert 2025, unpublished
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Smaller Towns Within Regional Structural Change
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Schubert 2025, unpublished
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Smaller Towns Within Regional Programmes

www.iba-m.de

Daniel Münderlein

www.iba-basel.net

www.iba-thüringen.de
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More questions 

than answers

Thank you!
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