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ABSTRACT

Launched in 2010, a dedicated program aims to develop an integrative approach for
Sustainable Urban Health in Germany. The backbone are junior research groups, jointly
supported by researchers and practitioners. While the scientific results were largely produced
by PhD students and postdocs, a modular infrastructure has evolved to foster transdisciplinary
exchange with the practice of Urban Health and to ensure continuity. This includes annual
conferences, a bilingual website, and a series of book publications. The program succeeded in
the transfer of scientific findings into practice and in generating a range of diverse spin-off
developments, underlining the program’s fertility and value.

Human health and wellbeing of urban populations
require an inter- and transdisciplinary perspective,
beyond health sciences and medicine (Hornberg and
Fehr 2022, Sell et al. 2022). Ecology and environmental
sciences, economics, planning and architecture, in addi-
tion to other natural, cultural and social science disci-
plines, also play a key role in the development of healthy
and livable cities. Despite this necessity, science and
practice often remain within their disciplinary and sec-
toral boundaries, hardly communicating with each other.

Against this background, the Fritz and Hildegard
Berg Foundation within the German Stifterverband
decided to promote inter- and transdisciplinary research
for healthy cities and regions (Fehr and Hornberg 2018,
Zerbe et al. 2023). This donor, a small private foundation
with assets amounting to € 8.5 million, has pursued this
goal since 2010 with a research program for small
research groups and annual conferences that bring
science and practice together in a discourse on sustain-
able urban development.

We assume that main features of this ongoing pro-
gram as well as major lessons learnt are essentially
transferable to other countries and can thus stimulate
urban health research and practice in other countries.
Therefore, we present cornerstones of this research
program, highlighting the program’s activities and its
impetus for sustainable and healthy urban develop-
ment. This paper is written by a group of advisory
board members (cf. below). In addition to presenting
the factual development, it reflects our personal views.
We critically analyze the achievements of this program
and invite to discuss.
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Urban context

In addition to intensified land use (Van der Sluis et al.
2016), on the one hand, and land abandonment due to
a complex range of drivers that vary over time and
space (Ustaoglu and Collier 2018), on the other hand,
urbanisation is one of the mega-trends of landscape
development on the global scale (Zerbe 2022). In the
European Union, around 76% of the population
already live in cities (World Bank Open Data 2025).
The forecast for Europe in 2050 amounts to nearly
84% (UN DESA 2018).

High population figures, often coupled with high
population densities and urban sprawl, pose consider-
able challenges for urban planning (Yan et al. 2021,
Barsties et al. 2025, Huang et al. 2025). In addition to
the supply of urban dwellers with resources and ser-
vices, human health and wellbeing have to be consid-
ered as top priorities for sustainable city development.
This means that cities must not only offer jobs, infra-
structure and culture, but also a healthy environment
(Barton and Grant 2013, Siri 2016, Kuddus et al.
2020).

Since the 1970s, the World Health Organization
(WHO) increasingly pays attention to urban health
(Goldstein et al. 1995). A milestone is the Leipzig
Charter, adopted in 2007, followed by the New
Leipzig Charter in 2020 (Simon 2021). These two
charters are meant to support the concept of inte-
grated urban development at EU level. On the inter-
national level, related objectives have been coined by
the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).!
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Research program

In 2010, a new research program was launched in
order to foster interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
research for healthy urban development. Coordinated
by the Fritz and Hildegard Berg Foundation in the
German Stifterverband, an interdisciplinary scientific
advisory board was established, connecting the health
sciences with other social (e.g. economics, urban and
regional planning) and natural sciences (e.g. landscape
ecology, restoration ecology). For this particular pro-
gram, a starting point was formed by a series of aca-
demic excursions involving field trips, seminars, and
student work (e.g. interviews). This contact between
science and practice quickly revealed the need for
transdisciplinary approaches to health and sustainabil-
ity. The excursions, especially when organized as
a joint activity of planners and Public Health, helped
to deepen professional connections.

In connection with these excursions, the idea came
up to try and establish some (small-sized) interdisci-
plinary groups in which doctoral students work
together in a coordinated manner and which in turn
operate within a larger framework, in order to achieve
greater continuity and impact. This argument con-
vinced a potential donor, so the program was
launched. From the beginning, a scientific advisory
board provides critical and constructive support for
the program, assists with new calls for proposals, and
contributes to the continuity of the work.

Figure 1 outlines main activities of the modular
research program ‘City of the Future.” Funded by the
Fritz and Hildegard Berg Foundation since 2011, the
program aims to link the two guiding concepts of
sustainable health promotion and sustainable devel-
opment with a focus on urban environments and their
surroundings by activating an interdisciplinary dialo-
gue. In particular, projects are promoted that

* Research funding, incl. Junior
Research Groups

« Institute for Urban Public Health

at the University of Duisburg-Essen

investigate disciplinary interfaces and analyse the
influence of environmental resources on physical,
mental, and social health. Accordingly, research fields
include, for example, health and biodiversity, health
and architecture, as well as health and digitization.
The total annual funding for the various program
components (excluding spin-off activities) amounted
to approximately €160,000 in the first few years and
gradually increased to approximately €250,000.

Research groups

Within the program, the focus is on junior research
groups, typically funded for 3+ years, with a new
group launched every few years. Since 2011, five
research groups with different research foci have
been funded (Table 1). Particularly, so-called Junior
Research Groups have been established as a funding
format which supports 2-5 doctoral students and
a postdoc academic coordinator. These groups were/
are fully funded by the foundation. Separate from the
research groups, the PhD supervisors were/are mem-
bers of the respective universities. Thus, it can be
considered a flexible small post-graduate doctorate
school (Zerbe 2025).

The topics covered by the research consortia
include the importance of urban green and blue
space for the health and well-being of city dwellers,
age-appropriate mobility, social inequality in health
care, and the residential green (i.e. urban green in
the residential environment, e.g. in yards, balconies,
or the immediate residential environment). The inter-
disciplinarity is reflected in the diversity of disciplines
involved in the research projects. In addition to the
health sciences and medicine, also urban and spatial
planning, landscape ecology, architecture, and geoin-
formation are involved.

» Conference series City of the
Future — Healthy and Sustainable
Metropolises

» Book series Sustainable Urban &

Regional Health

Fritz and Hildegard
Berg Foundation
(German Stifterverband)

* Project Building bridges
between disciplinary sectors
(StadtLandGesundheit) at the
University of Bielefeld

+ Interdisciplinary program advisory

council

« Spin-off Initiatives e.g., Urban
Health digiSpace

» Local and regional processes

of discussion and cooperation

Figure 1. Components of the research program ‘City of the Future’, funded by the Fritz and Hildegard Berg Foundation within the

German Stifterverband since 2011.
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Table 1. Research groups (particularly JuFo = Junior research groups) funded by the Fritz and Hildegard Berg Foundation (German

Stifterverband) since 2011.

Funding
Leading institution Thematic research focus period  Partner research institutions Partner from practice
University of Bielefeld, Faculty of Public Urban landscape and health 2011-  RWTH Aachen University, City of Bielefeld

Health, Environment & Health
working group (JuFo)

Technical University of Dortmund,
Faculty of Spatial Planning, Dept. of
Urban and Regional Planning (JuFo)

regardless of social inequity

University of Stuttgart, Institute for Sport Age-friendly city — Autonomy
and Exercise Science, and sustainable mobility in
Chair of Sport and Health Sciences the age of climate change
| (JuFo)

Humboldt University of Berlin,
Integrative Research Institute on
Transformations of Human-
Environment Systems (IRl THESys),
Multifunctional Landscapes Research
Group

Healthy living — Urban planning
strategies for residential urban
green

University of Hamburg, University
Medical Center Hamburg-Eppendorf
(UKE), Institute for Health Services
Research in Dermatology and Nursing
Professions (IVDP) (JuFo)

Integrating health into municipal
and transport planning — New
governance structures in
urban-regional transport
corridors

City as a healthy place to live in -

2015 Landscape Architecture City of Gelsenkirchen
University of Bonn, Institute
for Hygiene and Public
Health
2012-  University of Fulda, Public City of Munich
2015 Health Zentrum Fulda City of Dortmund
University of Bremen, German Federal
Institute for Public Health Environmental Agency
and Nursing Research Ministry for Environment,
University of Twente (NL), Agriculture, Nature
Faculty of Geo-Information Conservation and
Science and Earth Consumer Protection of
Observation Northrhine-Westfalia
General local health
insurance fund (AOK)
NorthWest
Regional Association Ruhr
WHO, Regional Office
Europe
2014-  University of Stuttgart, Fraunhofer Institute for
2018 Institute for Landscape Industrial Engineering
Planning and Ecology (IAO), Mobility and Urban
Robert Bosch Hospital, Systems Design
Clinic for Geriatric Transsolar
Rehabilitation KlimaEngineering
Goethe University Frankfurt ~ Verband Region Stuttgart
am Main, Department of City of Stuttgart, Office for
Educational Sciences, Environmental Protection
Interdisciplinary Science of Baden-Wiirttemberg State
Ageing Health Office
Institute for Regional and
Urban Development
Research gGmbH (ILS),
Dortmund
2016-  Technical University of Berlin, Reference districts in the
2020 Institute for Urban and cities of Berlin (DE),
Regional Planning, Birmingham (UK), and
Department of Monument Torino (IT)
Conservation
2025-  University of Applied Sciences Hamburg Working Group for
2027 (HAW) Hamburg Health Promotion (HAG) e.V.

Technical University
Hamburg (TUHH)
HafenCity University (HCU)
Hamburg

One of the main aims of this research program is to
foster intensive cooperation among actors, stake-
holders, and institutions. Instead of the purely academic
orientation of conventional post-graduate programs,
a cooperation between practice and science was to be
established throughout the whole project. This follows
the paradigm shift from science for society to science
with society (Seidl et al. 2013), which is referred to as
Mode 2 of transdisciplinarity (Scholz and Steiner 2015).

Transdisciplinary research is thus a strategy of co-
production of knowledge together in a team of scien-
tists, practitioners, and actors (Zerbe 2023), of joint
learning (Pahl-Wostl 2006), and direct knowledge
transfer, since in the interaction with actors and also
decision-makers, the results of scientific research can be
transferred directly into practice. A transdisciplinary
science of urban public health meets the major

challenges with creative solutions and the involvement
of actors from practice.

In this program, the research institutions systemati-
cally worked together with numerous practice partners,
e.g. various ministries, the Federal Environment Agency
(UBA), municipal authorities for health, social, and
environmental issues, and also regional associations
and health insurance organisations as well as engineering
firms. By forming project consortia, the exchange of
knowledge is facilitated between science and practice.
The partner institutions provided practice input and
critical reflection, helping to link the results to their
respective fields. In the Junior Research Groups, so far,
more than 10 PhD dissertations have been successfully
completed and defended (Table 2). Several of the former
PhD students and postdocs are now working in key
positions of public health and urban development.
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Table 2. Completed (German-language) PhD dissertations within the Junior research groups funded by the Berg Foundation, in

chronological order.

Author Affiliation Year Title of the dissertation Access
Vélker, University of Bonn: Geography 2012 Urban-blue health - Aspects of human well-being at urban water bodies (via
Sebastian libraries)
Heiler, Angela University of Bielefeld: Public 2016 The perception, use and health significance of public green spaces Abstract &
Health summary;
full text
Baumeister,  University of Bielefeld: Public 2017 Blue Governance - An opportunity for health-promoting urban Abstract &
Hendrik Health development summary;
full text
Reyer, Maren  University of Stuttgart: Economic 2017 Built environment and everyday activity: Walkability as an opportunity ~ Abstract &
and Social Sciences and risk for older people walking in everyday life summary;
full text
Schiile, University of Bremen: Human and 2017 Neighbourhood context and its contribution to urban health inequalities Abstract &
Steffen Health Sciences summary;
Andreas full text
Sieber, Technical University (TU) 2017 Health-promoting urban development. An analysis of urban planning Summary;
Raphael Dortmund: Spatial Planning instruments including the setting approach to health promotion Volltext
Shrestha, University of Twente (NL): Geo- 2018 Interactive map-based support systems — Supporting social learning and  Full text
Rehana Information Science knowledge co-production on environmental health issues
Matros, Rhenish-Westphalian Technical 2019 Open space-specific well-being factors for the perception, use, and Abstract; full
Jasmin University (RWTH) Aachen: appropriation of urban open spaces text
Architecture
Penger, Goethe University Frankfurt/Main: 2020 Everyday mobility outside the home in old age - The role of mobility- Full text
Susanne Psychology and Sports Science related flexibility and routines
Géraldine
Waegerle, Technical University (TU) 2021 Health-related urban conditions and justice. Insights into woven practices Abstract; full
Lisa Dortmund: Urban and Regional of thinking and knowing text
Planning
Ahmadi, Technical University (TU) Berlin: 2023 Thermal comfort as a design factor for urban squares: Age- and climate- (via libraries)
Yasaman Planning, Building, Environment adapted urban open spaces using the example of two city squares in
Stuttgart
Conrad, Technical University (TU) 2023 Everyday mobility of older people in the context of spatial and climatic ~ Full text
Kerstin Dortmund: Engineering environment

Annual conferences ‘City of the Future’

Another aim of the research program was to promote
the issue and to support the research groups by orga-
nising conferences on an annual or bi-annual basis.
Additionally, public health topics were to be dis-
cussed in a broader audience with participants from
science and practice, thus establishing a national
platform of inter- and transdisciplinary urban public

health. For Germany, this was an innovation. Since
the start of the program, a total of 10 conferences
were held in 8 cities (Table 3 and Figure 2). Due to
the pandemic, the conference in 2021 was held
online, organized by the Universities of Bielefeld
and Hamburg. Some of the conferences were com-
prehensively documented, e.g., the 7th conference
20212

Table 3. Ten Conferences within the ‘City of the Future’ funding program of the Berg Foundation since 2011, which were
organised annually by the funded research groups or by members of the scientific advisory board.

Location Year Organising institution Conference topic
(1) Hamburg 2011 HafenCity University of Hamburg, Dept. of Urban Planning and City of the Future: Green and Healthy? Sustainable and
Regional Development health-promoting development of urban environments
in the 21 century
(2) Bozen 2012 Free University of Bozen-Bolzano (ltaly), Faculty of Science and City of the Future: Green, healthy, livable
Technology
(3) Wuppertal 2013 Institute for Climate, Environment, Energy Ltd. Urban change as an opportunity - for climate,
environment, health and quality of life
(4) Bielefeld 2014 University of Bielefeld, Faculty of Health Sciences, “Environment ~ Health-promoting urban landscapes of the future

and Health” working group
(5) Dortmund
Regional Planning
(6) Stuttgart 2017

Chair of Sport and Health Sciences |

2016 Technical University (TU) Dortmund, Department of Urban and

University of Stuttgart, Institute for Sport and Exercise Science,

City of the Future: Promoting Sustainability and Health
Together - New Methodological Approaches

Shaping the city of the future: Lifelong mobility in all
weathers

Health and sustainable urban development in a field of
tension: analyses, initiatives and planning practice

Urban health landscapes of the future. Health |
Architecture | Environment

(7) Bielefeld/ 2021 University of Bielefeld, Faculty of Health Sciences, and University
Hamburg Medical Center Hamburg-Eppendorf (UKE)
(online)®
(8) Essen 2022 Institute for Urban Public Health at Ruhr University Duisburg-Essen;
Institute for Urban Planning and European Urban Studies at
Rhenish-Westphalian Technical University (RWTH) Aachen
(9) Bonn 2023

Hospital Bonn

(10) Bochum 2024 University of Applied Sciences for Health, Bochum

GeoHealth Centre, Institute for Hygiene & Public Health, University Therapeutic urban landscapes under stress. Conservation,

development opportunities and risks of change in
a transforming world
Healthy, sustainable Metropolises

?Jointly with the 5th Hamburg Symposium on Regional Healthcare.
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Fachtagung

Stadt der Zukunft:
Green and
' Healthy?

Nachhaltige und
gesundheitsfordernde
Entwicklung urbaner
Raume im 21. Jahrhundert

Hamburg, 13. Oktober 2011

Juniorforschungsgruppe ‘-l "‘
,Stadtlandschaft & Gesundheit' d
[t llfe e

Internationale Fachtagung
Gesundheitsférderliche
StadtLandschaften der Zukunft
IV. Fachtagung der Reihe
.Stadt der Zukunft*

Inter- und transdisziplindre Konferenz
Jufo-Salus Konferenz in Dortmund|

STADT DER ZUKUNFT: Nachhaltigkeit und

am;3:/4. November2014 Gesundheit gemeinsam fordern

Fakultit filr Naturwissenschaften und Technik

25.0ktober 2012

D Wuppertal Institut
e Kiima, Ui, Erergie
Gt

Freie Universitat Bozen

Einladung und Programm zur Fachtagung

Libera Universita di Bolzano
Stadtwandel als Chance
Facolta di Sience e Tecnologie ‘ fiir Klima, Umwelt, Gesundheit und Lebensqualitit

25 ottobre 201
Vielen Dank fiir hre
Mitwirkung an der Wuppertaler

FACHTAGUNG - CONFERENZA .

J

- Neue methodische Ansdtze|

im Zentrum for interdisziplinare
Forschung (ZiF) der Universitat Bielefeld

gefordert durch die Fritz und Hildegard Berg-Stiftung
im il for die Deutsche

09. Juni 2016 / TU Dortmund
Rudolf-Chaudoire-Pavillon|

. Stadtder Zukanits o Stadtwandeltagung 2013!
griin, gesund, lebenswert / )
La citta del futuro: / _[
verde, sana, a misura d'uvomo k/“\r AL
|
Digitale hhalti df dheit":

Konferenz ,Stadt der Zukunft* ‘

7%
- otsuoe, wacyHabuTeR METRoroLew | 181121

5. Hamburger Symposium
FTen

Gesundheit und Versorgung der Zukunft
- wie sind Stadt und Land aufgestellt? Analysen, Strategien & Praxis

unterschiedichen Herausforderungen. wennja;au

-17.00  Zieder. Konfe

Fortbidung der betelgten Discpinen 2 benennen.

Fehr,Prof,Or. Prf,

Landesverband BKK-Nordwest, DAK Gesundhei
Info: s hamburg:symposum com

noen @ s

Inzusammenabetmit:  Fiche B (

08. - 09. November 2022
UNESCO-Wetterbe Zoliverein, Essen

DIE STADT DER ZUKUNFT

URBANE

GESUNDHEITS-
LANDSCHAFTEN
DER ZUKUNFT

Gesundheit | Architektur | Umwelt

Veranstalterinnen
Universitat Duisburg-Essen
Universitatskinkum Essen
Institut fir Urban Public Health
Prot. Dr. Susanne Moebus

0

RWTH Aachen Unkersty
Institut for Stadtebau und
europaische Urbanistk

Prof. Christa Reicher o

autonorf'obil

10. Konferenz
.Stadt der Zukunft”
[Gesunde, nachhaltige Metopolen |

25. & 26. November 2024
Zeche Holland, Bochum-Wattenscheiq

Figure 2. Flyers of the (bi-)Jannual conferences within the “City of the Future” program.

Institute for Urban Public Health (InUPH)

On one occasion, in 2020, the funding format was
opened beyond Junior Research Groups and included
the alternate option of funding institutional develop-
ment. As a consequence, the Institute for Urban Public
Health (InUPH) at the Ruhr University Duisburg-
Essen was launched. In this process, the existing
Centre for Urban Epidemiology (CUE) was re-
opened as a new institute at the University Hospital
Essen, dedicated to Urban Health issues. This scienti-
fic institution focuses on salutogenic factors of urban
systems, enabling and supporting the development
and maintenance of human health. This encompasses

spatial, political, social, and ecological characteristics
of the city, each with regard to specific population
groups in terms of age, gender, socio-demography,
migration, work, and illness.

Project ‘Building bridges between scientific
disciplines and societal sectors’

Research on Urban Health comprises a multitude of
subtopics, often located at the borders of several scientific
disciplines. Similarly, numerous institutional actors con-
tribute in practice to protecting and promoting the health
of urban populations. In this situation, both the
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integration of knowledge across disciplines, and an inte-
grated view of actors and activities across sectors, are
highly desirable.

Also, within the program ‘City of the Future’ itself,
there is a need to integrate the results of individual
research projects. In addition, the research groups and
consortia within the program - as elsewhere - tend to be
ephemeral. A need was seen to support continuity of the
work. This includes, for example, maintaining access to
results, over time.

As indicated by its name, the ongoing project
‘Building bridges,” located at the University of Bielefeld,
pursues the task of fostering integration and continuity
both within and beyond the program ‘City of the Future.’.
For this purpose, the project arranges and maintains
contacts both within the program and externally. It has
initiated a book series, coordinates additional publica-
tions, curates two dedicated websites (English,
German), contributes contents and suggestions to the
series of conferences, and is engaged in launching spin-
off activities.

The ‘Sustainable Urban and Regional Health’ book
series forms a core element of the project. These
volumes bring together authors from academia and
practice, helping to integrate specific findings. Part of
the motivation for the book series reflects our ongoing
usage of Urban Health books from the USA. However,
the German language is much more accessible for
practitioners in Germany. The book format facilitates
covering multiple facets and involving large numbers
of contributors with different backgrounds.

Up to now, seven volumes have been published,
including several cooperative case studies on health and
sustainable development in cities (Hamburg) and regions
(Ruhr area) (Table 4). Several of these volumes have
originated from the program °City of the Future’
Others were contributed from outside researchers. The
number of authors per volume ranges between two
(Baumgart and Riidiger 2022) and 100 (Fehr and
Trojan 2018).

Spin-off initiatives

A key objective of this research program is to contribute
to, and strengthen, overdue transformations towards

a healthier and more sustainable future in local and
regional processes. Particularly, a focus of the program
was laid on transdisciplinarity and knowledge transfer to
practice. This was implemented by spin-off initiatives
which have strengthened the cooperation between
science and practice. We outline a few of such spin-off
initiatives in this section.

In recent years, the Ruhr area has evolved to be
a hotspot of transformative efforts towards sustainability
and health. Activities include the following: a range of
projects, e.g., ‘Innovations community Urban Health’
(ICUH) within the framework DATIpilot of the
Bundesministerium fiir Bildung und Forschung
(BMBF); a feasibility study on Urban Health in the
Ruhr area (MUHR),? and SalusTransform* focusing an
evaluation of interventions. The digital educational pro-
gram ‘Urban Health digiSpace” is built on principles
including an open educational program, transdisciplinar-
ity, a transformative character, equity and diversity, and
a focus on Ruhr area.

A key role for these activities is played by the
University of Applied Sciences Bochum which also
organized the 10th conference ‘City of the Future’ in
2024 and cooperatively produced a book on urban and
regional health in the Ruhr area (Kockler et al. 2024).
In a recent achievement, the same institution initiated
the Forum ‘StadtGesundheit Ruhr,’ facilitating
exchange processes in the area and coordinated the
‘Ruhr Charta on Urban Health’® which has been
signed by 25 regional institutions so far.

In the city state of Hamburg, at an early point of
time, a large group of experts from science and prac-
tice cooperated to contribute an integrative ‘case
study’ on sustainable urban health (Fehr and Trojan
2018), with topics including the local history, urban
epidemiology, health care provision, prevention and
health promotion, as well as ‘Health in All Policies’
(e.g. housing, transport, environment). What came to
light while preparing this volume was the existence of
a series of early predecessors of the integrative per-
spective on physiography, environment, population,
and health in Hamburg (e.g. Menuret 1797,
Rambach 1801).

Based on the 2018 case study, one of Hamburg’s
civil society organizations agreed to launch

Table 4. Published volumes of the ‘Sustainable Urban and Regional Health’ series (with original titles and in chronological order).

Editors/authors Year Original title Translated title

(1) Fehr & Hornberg (Eds.) 2018 Stadt der Zukunft — Gesund und nachhaltig. City of the future - healthy and sustainable. Building
Briickenbau zwischen Disziplinen und Sektoren bridges between disciplines and sectors

(2) Fehr & Trojan (Eds.) 2018 Nachhaltige StadtGesundheit Hamburg. Sustainable Urban Health in Hamburg. Inventory

Bestandsaufnahme und Perspektiven
(3) Westenhofer, Busch, Pohlan, von 2021 Gesunde Quartiere. Gesundheitsférderung und
Pravention im stadtischen Kontext
(4) Baumgart & Rudiger 2022 Gesundheit in der Stadtplanung. Instrumente,

dem Knesebeck, Swart (Eds.)

Verfahren, Methoden

(5) Fehr & Augustin (Eds.) 2022 Nachhaltige StadtGesundheit Hamburg II. Neue

Ziele, Wege, Initiativen

and perspectives

Healthy neighborhoods. Health promotion and
prevention in an urban context

Health in urban planning. Instruments, procedures,
methods

Sustainable Urban Health Hamburg II. New goals,
pathways, initiatives

(6) Klockmann, Heeg, von dem 2024 Gesundheitskompetenz urbaner Organisationen. Health competence of urban organizations.
Knesebeck, Harter, Liidecke (Eds.) Ein praxisorientiertes Handbuch A practice-oriented handbook
(7) Kockler, Hornberg, Rudiger, 2024 StadtGesundheit im Ruhrgebiet Urban Health in the Ruhr area I. Inventories and

Mekel (Eds.)

. Bestandsaufnahmen und Perspektiven

perspectives




a transdisciplinary working group ‘Sustainable Urban
Health’” which now provides a forum for debate. The
group enables exchange processes, including the pre-
paration of project proposals; it conducts workshops
and (public) meetings; and has contributed to
a second book on sustainability and health in
Hamburg (Fehr and Augustin 2022).

Another spin-off activity in Hamburg is the inter-
disciplinary working group ‘Urban epidemiology,’
coordinated by the University hospital Hamburg-
Eppendorf and the Hamburg Cancer Registry. The
group initiated an overview of recent epidemiological
studies concerning sustainable urban health in
Hamburg. It currently aims at comparing Hamburg’s
performance with a set of other European cities while
also exploring the strengths and weaknesses of such
‘benchmarking’ approaches.

Stimulated by the Berg Foundation initiative and
against the background of the various actors in research
and practice of health and medicine in the north Italian
Autonomous Province of Bozen-South Tyrol in the
southern European Alps, the Transdisciplinary
Environment and Health Research Network (TER) was
established in 2015. Funded by the Province, several
goals were achieved. Accordingly, a network with
research institutions in South Tyrol and beyond (e.g.
Laimburg Research Centre for Agriculture and
Forestry, Studtiroler Akademie fiir Allgemeinmedizin,
Fraunhofer Italia Research) as well as with health agen-
cies and departments, respectively (e.g. Claudiana
University for Health Professions, hospital in Bozen,
Alzheimer’s Association South Tyrol, Health Dept. of
the Autonomous Province of Bozen-Bolzano) was devel-
oped. Within this network information meetings were
organized, current research topics in public health iden-
tified, and information on funding programs for research
disseminated. Several interdisciplinary research projects
were established such as on urban green spaces in cities
of South Tyrol under climate-change conditions (e.g.
Speak et al. 2021a, 2022), ecosystem services and disser-
vices of urban green spaces and trees (e.g. Speak et al.
2018, 2021b), traditional medicinal plants, their use, and
perception (e.g. Petelka et al. 2020, 2022, Mattalia et al.
2023), heavy metal stress in urban green spaces (e.g.
Dadea et al. 2017), and edible green infrastructure in
cities (e.g. Russo ef al. 2017). In 2017, an international
conference on water as a resource in cities was organized.
Meanwhile, the network activities are under the respon-
sibility of the South Tyrolian Health Department in
Bolzano.

Discussion and outlook

This paper has presented the basic thrust and selected
details of the ongoing ‘City of the Future’ research pro-
gram. This program bears some similarities to large-scale
activities e.g. the multifaceted TRUUD® project and the
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GroundsWell’ initiative. The 6-year TRUUD project fea-
tured both a range of research strands on urban health
issues and diverse practical interventions in cities. The
ongoing GroundsWell initiative is focused on commu-
nity resilience building including, e.g. the countering of
violent extremism. For both TRUUD and GroundsWell,
the annual financial resources are roughly ten times larger
than for the program described here. Up to now, ‘City of
the Future’ operates with rather limited resources; it
thrives on the commitment of the groups involved and
on activities to ensure integration and continuity, includ-
ing the conferences, the book series, and the websites. In
our opinion, therefore, the main features as well as major
lessons learnt are essentially transferable to other coun-
tries. The key features of the program include a strong
focus on ‘integration’ across scientific disciplines and
urban sectors. In particular, the program initiated an
‘ecosystem’ of persons, projects, meetings, and informa-
tion infrastructure including a dedicated book series and
a bilingual website. All these components are meant to
foster Urban Health in a way which goes beyond tradi-
tional approaches and might contribute to the emergence
of a renewed paradigm for Urban Health, as described by
Grant et al. (2024). The program’s intensity and ambition
would be inconceivable without its fundamental rooting
in transdisciplinary co-production of knowledge, joint
learning, and direct knowledge transfer, as mentioned
above.

From its onset, the program has triggered a wide
range of reactions. The majority of reactions over
time, both from persons involved in the program
and from the outside, indicated agreement with this
approach, regarded as helpful to view initiatives and
projects in a broader context. A large fraction of the
persons formerly involved in research groups - be it
Ph.D. candidates, advisors, or practice partners -
keeps staying in touch, e.g. by attending conferences
or contributing website information.

Also, the book series (Table 4), covering publica-
tions both from within the research program and from
outside, elicits positive responses. To create ‘inte-
grated’ local case studies of status quo, unmet needs
and promising actions, the goal is to go beyond
‘anthologies’ and produce collective works, instead.
For some contributors, the demanding requirements
come as a surprise. Nevertheless, the first of such case
studies, for example, succeeded in integrating the
work of 100 authors. Many of them explicitly acknowl-
edged the ‘fresh’ perspective provided by this
approach, concerning both their own work and addi-
tional aspects of Urban Health. Incidentally, this
volume was shortlisted for the Hamburg city state
library’s annual book prize - not very common for
such a specialist book publication.

The spin-off initiatives mentioned above originated
from different contexts, but all of them are at least
partially connected to the City of the Future program.
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Analyzing their specific merits is beyond the scope of
this paper, but in summary, we take their existence to
indicate the overall program’s effectiveness. All pro-
gram modules keep being scrutinized and - where
appropriate — re-designed, often in close coordination
with the German Foundation Center. This funding
agency appreciates the emergence of this Urban
Health ‘ecosystem’ as mentioned above, and the
improved visibility associated with it. As
a consequence, this agency has been a lead force for
mobilizing continued funding.

In summary, we see five main lessons learnt from
this program, to date:

(1) A clearly visible, transdisciplinary Urban Health
research program can be established by bringing
together a plausible vision, several (PhD) pro-
jects, and some (straightforward) elements of
infrastructure, all of this with rather limited
funding. In our experience, researchers, practi-
tioners, and also sponsors are then willing to
continue their engagement beyond specific pro-
jects, and to establish a lively and diverse net-
work for Urban Health, supporting at least
medium-term cooperation and exchange.

(2) Academic excursions can help to deepen profes-
sional connections. In our own experience,
especially in the preparatory phase, field trips,
seminars, and student work - organized as
a joint activity of (student) planners and health
experts — also contributed to convincing the
addressees of the value of the initial program
proposal.

(3) Working with PhD students is an obvious
option. Hitherto, in our program, a high rate
of PhD dissertations was completed. Probably,
the small size and flexible structure of the
Junior Research Groups contributed to the
result. Some effort is required, of course, to
ensure that - in addition to completing indivi-
dual dissertations — an eye is also kept on the
respective research group and even on the
entire program. Nearly all PhD candidates and
their advisors have welcomed the fact that the
individual works are embedded in a larger
context.

(4) There is a considerable level of social cohesion
among all groups involved, which is reflected,
e.g. by attending the program’s conferences,
publishing together, contributing to the web-
sites, or launching new projects. This is true of
students, researchers, and practitioners
involved in the program as well as the advisory
board members.

(5) As described above: since the original launch of
the program, a number of new projects have

originated which build on the program’s experi-
ences and fit to its overall thrust, but receive
funding from other sources. We see these varied
spin-off developments as a substantial indica-
tion of the program’s value. Although, in real-
life, it is challenging to differentiate between
various strands of influence and origin, these
developments reflect the program’s overall
impact.

Without underestimating country-specific charac-
teristics, these experience-based lessons could be use-
ful for other countries, too. Tentative
recommendations include the following:

¢ In the absence of comprehensive funding for
a large-scale program, there is merit in bundling
smaller projects and support them with some
infrastructure. Some functions of larger pro-
grams like awareness-raising, networking, and
generating a range of creative innovations can
be achieved which might be missed without
such bundling.

e In particular, bundling individual PhD dissertations
into junior research groups of, say, five doctoral
students plus a post-doc leader can be recom-
mended as a useful format, because guidance and
support from academic advisors is facilitated and it
is also easier to establish consortia with practice
partners from administration or industry, support-
ing the work of the group. For the program as
a whole, we recommend appointing an advisory
board providing support and critical-constructive
guidance to the program.

e As for the infrastructure, we recommend intro-
ducing some elements which are identifiable as
belonging to the Urban Health program; e.g. a
longer-running event series. Publications (espe-
cially cooperative ones) should reveal that they
belong together in terms of content and program;
and there should be curated web content which
does not go down with individual projects. Not
only external visibility and continuity, but also
cohesion among participants and initiation of
new collaborative projects can all be supported
by such infrastructure.

As the titles of the program’s research groups, disser-
tations and conferences indicate, the topic of govern-
ance is clearly represented here. Nevertheless, to
promote ‘(Urban) Health in All Policies’, a better
understanding of governance problems and respective
solutions remains a key desideratum, involving actors,
legal bases, and methodological repertoires.
Scrutinizing specific contents of the dissertations
and conferences is beyond the scope of this paper.
Instead, this paper is hoped to elicit responses,



especially because the research program is still
ongoing and can take up suggestions from outside.
We are looking forward to an exchange on experiences
with similar programs, stepping into a constructive
discussion. In a nutshell, urban environments
throughout the world have to be improved as healthy
living environments for humans, involving all actors
and stakeholders in close cooperation with science.

Notes

1. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goalll

2. https://biecoll.ub.uni-bielefeld.de/index.php/nsg/arti
cle/view/1063/1128

3. www.hs-gesundheit.de/forschung/abgeschlossene-
projekte/muhr-urban-health-im-ruhrgebiet

4. https://gesundheitscampus.hochschule-bochum.de/
aktuelles/details/salustransform

5. https://urbanhealth-digispace.de/

6. https://gesundheitscampus.hochschule-bochum.de/
fileadmin/user_upload/Forschung/Stadtgesundheit/
Ruhr_Charta_StadtGesundheit_final_online.pdf

7. www.patriotische-gesellschaft.de/arbeitskreis-
nachhaltige-stadtgesundheit

8. TRUUD = Tackling the Root causes Upstream of
Unhealthy Urban Development, https://www.truud.
ac.uk/

9. https://www.groundswellproject.org/, https://grounds
wellfund.org/, https://groundswellactionfund.org/
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