
286

GAIA 33/3 (2024): 286 – 294

RESEARCH

In-migration for transforming peripheral locations 
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Experiment insights on location decisions in the medium-sized city of Görlitz, 
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A real-world experiment was implemented in the city of Görlitz to gain knowledge about the requirements for, and the opportunities of, 
in-migration to revitalize urban areas and increase local capacities for sustainability transformation.
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Abstract 

Many cities, in particular those in peripheral locations, are dependent on 

in-migration to compensate for the negative population development 

often experienced due to demographic and economic change. In 

addition, the necessary transformation towards urban sustainability 

requires appropriate know-how and innovation potential. A real-world 

experiment to stimulate the revitalization of existing urban areas and  

to enhance the local potential for sustainability transformation through 

targeted in-migration was implemented in the city of Görlitz, Germany. 

The aim of this article is to reflect upon the impact of such an experiment 

with special regard to learning effects for individuals, municipalities,  

and transdisciplinary collaborations. It explains that there is great value 

for the future development of a city in the long-term consideration and 

co-productive work of various stakeholders, but this is also associated 

with challenges.

Keywords

migration, real-world experiment, real-world lab, transdisciplinary 
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Shrinking cities as challenges for sustainable 
development 

Smaller cities across Europe, in particular in peripheral loca
tions, are facing ongoing population declines due to demograph
ic change and economically induced outmigration, or are strug
gling to cope with the impacts of shrinkage in the last decades 
(Hollander et al. 2009, MartinezFernandez et al. 2012, Wolff and 
Wiechmann 2017). This has led to the emergence of certain chal
lenges for sustainable development. For example, vacant build
ings and underutilized infrastructure have negative impacts on 
the resource and energy efficiency of urban structures (Blum et 
al. 2022, Umweltbundesamt 2023). Decreasing labor potential 
and brain drain can lead to socioeconomic decay and an in
creased lack of a skilled workforce (Kühn 2018, Stein 2013). More
over, imbalances in development and construction dynamics are 
often accompanied by social consequences, such as spatial po
larization, increasing injustice, and a sense of marginalization 
(Chouraqui 2021, Haase et al. 2014). Conversely, a stable popu
lation development is the basis for revitalizing vacant historic 
buildings, providing attractive public infrastructure, as well as 
retaining labor potential, and maintaining a lively and engaged 
urban society (Ročak et al. 2019). Simultaneously, revitalizing ex
isting cities and their urban structures also contributes to a re
duction in increasing building demands, and therefore reduc
es the implications for land use, CO2 emissions, resources, and 
energy consumption (Umweltbundesamt 2023).

Thus, affected cities are dependent on inmigration to com
pensate for the decreasing population, in order to bring existing 
vacancies and building resources back into use and to ensure a 
vibrant and innovative urban society. Many cities try to attract new 
people or bring back former residents through various market
ing activities. Little research has been conducted on the expec
tations these potential residents have regarding the location or 
the desired urban conditions that incentivize their decision to 
relocate.

In light of the competition to attract skilled workers and res
idents, it is crucial to understand the requirements of potential 
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new residents, and which possibilities or constraints arise from 
the local conditions in order to be perceived as an attractive place 
to live and work. A number of migration studies focus on mi
gration to agglomerations or their suburban surroundings and 
less on migration to peripheral cities (Sander 2014, Münter 2012). 
Most studies also focus on people who have already made the 
decision to migrate and analyze their reasons and motivations 
(Bauer et al. 2005, Buch et al. 2014, Ehrich and Werchosch 2022). 
Factors that have prevented people from deciding to move are 
not surveyed and individual factors that influence residents’ de
cisions to move to a certain location are rarely addressed. 

In the city of Görlitz, Germany, a new approach was imple
mented to gain more knowledge about the relevance of individ
ual location factors based on experiences within a realworld 
experiment. By temporarily trying out a potential new location, 
people were able to make their decision based on individual 
firsthand impressions. Through scientific monitoring and eval
uation, insights could be obtained on why people choose to come 
to Görlitz and how they perceived and evaluated local conditions 
(Knippschild et al. 2020, Zöllter et al. 2021). As an experiment in 
which reallife experiences are collected and analysed, the Testing 
the City project series also contributes to deriving operational 
strategies for local urban development. Furthermore, the long

term implementation of such an experiment shows the many 
opportunities and challenges of knowledge generation in a real
world lab context.

The Testing the City project series

Görlitz is the easternmost city in Germany and lies directly on the 
border with Poland. It is known for its rich and wellpreserved 
historical building stock. The city has been affected by demo
graphic and economic change over the last 30 years, which con
tinues until today. Between 1990 and 2005 Görlitz lost about a 
quarter of its population (Stadt Görlitz 2009). Currently the pop
ulation has stabilized at around 56,000 people. To ensure the ad
herence to a sustainable development pathway, it is important 
for authorities in Görlitz to resolve vacancies in the inner city 
and foster the revitalization of the existing building stock (fig
ure 1). From a socioeconomic perspective, knowledge, skilled 
workers, and labor capacities are necessary to ensure a steady 
development and a vibrant community. As physical and societal 
revitalization goes beyond physical refurbishment, urban author
ities need information about current and future requirements 
on residential locations and places of work in order to attract new 

FIGURE 1: Historic building stock in Görlitz, Germany. Side by side of vacant, run-down buildings and renovated ones. 
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residents and users, and to develop appropriate urban develop
ment strategies and measures. 

To get insights into the needs and demands of potential new 
residents in a city affected by shrinkage, an experimental project 
approach has been implemented since 2008. By inviting people 
to live for one week in a historic building in the old town of Gör
litz, the project aimed to raise attention to the historical building 
stock and to gain knowledge about the perception of the build
ings, and the future needs for improvement (Pfeil 2014). Since 
2015, the Leibniz Institute of Ecological Urban and Regional De
velopment (IOER) has taken up this approach and continued 
with the Testing the City project series, which includes three dis
tinct project phases to date. Selected participants are provided 
with furnished apartments free of charge by the municipal hous
ing association for a certain time period. Additionally, in the last 
two project phases, working spaces have been provided by local 
civil society associations, research institutions, and enterprises 
(table 1). The research institution acted as an initia tor (includ
ing the acquisition of funding) and a coordinator for the partner 
network.

In each project phase, people applied following an open call. 
They were asked to indicate why they wanted to participate, 
which connection(s) they potentially have to the city, and which 
expertise or ideas they want to bring to the city of Görlitz. 

The selection of participants was based on criteria represent
ing the objective of the individual projects. Primarily, the partic
ipant’s intention to move, as well as a serious and plausible in
terest in testing a new location played a crucial role throughout 
the series. In the two most recent projects, which also covered 
the topic of working, the motivation, suitability, and feasibility of 
the envisaged activities were reviewed. Sociodemographic cri
teria and origins were also considered as additional criteria. The 
aim was to display a wide variety of demographic groups and cov
er people coming from both bigger and smaller cities, or even ru
ral areas. As the prerequisites and operational issues increased 
(e. g., duration of stays), the recent project phase conducted in
terviews with the selected applicants to clarify opportunities and 
expectations, as well as practical issues. Based on this and to
gether with practice partners, final decisions were made. Addi
tionally, practical and coordination issues needed to be consid
ered (e. g., preferred time, requirements of small children, etc.). 

Each of the individual projects within the series attracted a 
lot of attention and interest nationwide and beyond. This open 
call was not based on a representative sample of participants, 
but it was possible to identify potential target groups for reloca
tion through the applications.

In each project, approximately three times as many applica
tions were received than there were spots for people to partici
pate. The very high level of interest (up to 70 % of applications) 
from people who currently live in a large city (above 100,000 in
habitants) was remarkable. Applicants often named their reasons 
for wanting to move were due to tight housing markets, wors
ened living conditions, as well as bad environmental conditions 
in their hometown. People wanting to start families or young 

families (persons between 30 and 39 years old) were particular
ly interested in the projects. This was closely followed by people 
between 50 and 59 years old. In this age group, people had al
ready established themselves professionally, and were looking to 
reorient themselves since their adult children had moved out 
(Zöllter et al. 2017, 2023, 2024, Zöllter 2023). Other socioeconom
ic indicators of the applicants showed a wide range, so that no 
other specific conclusions can be drawn about the remaining 
groups interested in the Testing the City project series.

Scientific monitoring has provided insights into why people 
came to Görlitz and how they perceived and evaluated the local 
conditions based on their experiences during the stay. The scien
tific monitoring was enabled by a mix of quantitative and quali
tative data collection methods. Questionnaires were used to ask 
the participants about their expectations at the beginning of their 
stay. During final, indepth interviews, participants reported on 
their experiences and individual conclusions regarding a relo
ca tion decision to Görlitz. It was thus possible to scientifically 
evaluate the evolution of personal perspectives (Knippschild et 
al. 2020, Zöllter et al. 2021). In the most recent project (Testing 
the City of the Future) within the project series, the perspective 
of the local society was also included. Therefore, group discus
sions were organized between the participants, host initiatives, 
and selected stakeholders from the urban society in order to com
pare inside and outside perspectives. Here, it was possible to co
productively gain initial insights about the effect of the city’s pro
filing towards climate neutrality, as well as the willingness of the 
local society to take up innovations. Being confronted with expec
tations and observations from outside, local stakeholders could 
reevaluate their standard practices and solicit inputs from lo
cal perspectives, thereby triggering new discussions and proac
tive action. 

The Testing the City project series as a  
real-world experiment

As part of the Testing the City project series, people from outside 
the city of Görlitz came to live and work in the city temporarily, 
thus gaining their own experiences and contributing to new per
spectives and ideas towards urban development. By virtue of its 
experimental core, the projects can be considered as an example 
of a socalled realworld experiment, which has been discussed as 
a framework for knowledge generation in sustainability research 
for some years now (Schäpke et al. 2017, Parodi et al. 2016, Wag
ner and Grunwald 2015). The project series is implemented against 
the background of a strong transdisciplinary collaboration, ini
tiated by the Interdisciplinary Centre for Transformative Urban 
Regeneration (IZS), a research and transfer facility located in Gör
litz. The IZS, run by the IOER and the Dresden University of 
Technology, provides a longterm infrastructure for implement
ing realworld experiments. It follows the ambition to be a real
world lab. By understanding realworld experiments as one ele
ment or approach to implement realworld labs (Parodi et al. 2024), 
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we understand the project series as one core activity of the local 
realworld lab. 

Within the framework of realworld labs, science and practice 
interact through a process in which knowledge from academia 
and practitioners is combined (codesign and coproduction). Ide
ally, they work together through the steps of a scientific data col
lection process from the definition of the research question and 
the selection of methods, to the discussion and distribution of the 
research results. The two different perspectives should be con
tinuously interlinked and reflect on each other (Schneidewind 
and SingerBrodowski 2015). 

The Testing the City project series focuses on inviting poten
tial residents to try out the Görlitz location for a certain time 
period (table 1). Over the years, the approach has evolved from 
simply trying the residential location (Zöllter et al. 2017) to try
ing the location for both living and working (Zöllter et al. 2023), 
to finally combining the stays with a thematic focus (i. e., being 
a climateneutral city until 2030). These further improvements 
were developed in close cooperation with the project partners – 
in particular the city of Görlitz and the housing association. The 
basis for this evolution were the results discussed here and the 
new topics arising from the previous projects. 

According to Schneidewind (2014), realworld labs fulfil the 
following criteria: a transdisciplinary understanding of research 
with a broad disciplinary spectrum and a coproduction of the 
research process with civil society actors, a longterm monitor
ing of the research design, as well as a continuous methodolog
ical reflection, and a coordinating support by institutions expe
rienced in transdisciplinary processes. Beecroft and Parodi (2016) 
supplement the normative orientation towards sustainability and 
see realworld labs as an opportunity to implement sustainabil
ity experiments and initiate transformation processes in a geo
graphically defined social context. These experiments can subse
quently help to catalyse the establishment of scientific and social 
learning systems. Wanner and colleagues (2018) add to their de
fined eight key components of realworld labs a cyclical learning 
process, in which new insights are generated through continu
ous reflection. In the project series, the continuous further de
velopment resulted from the cooperation of all partners, who 
derived new questions and adaptations each time for a followup 
project from the knowledge and impulses of a previous project.

Learning, based on the Berlin declaration on Education for Sus-
tainable Development (UNESCO 2023), means empowering peo
ple to make informed decisions. In the context of the project se
ries, it is about taking individual and collective action to ensure 
a vibrant urban society in a mediumsized city affected by shrink
age. Therefore, we see learning as the translation of experienc
es from local projects into general knowledge (Smith and Raven 
2012). People from different backgrounds and disciplines talk 
about their own experiences and respond to the opinions of oth
ers so that they can reach a common understanding of current 
challenges and how to address them. The source of learning and 
knowledge generation are the individual differences and expe
riences (Van Mierlo and Beers 2020). 

Experiences on learning in a real-world 
experiment

In this paper, we refer to learning processes in a realworld ex
periment within the Testing the City project series carried out in 
Görlitz, Germany. The aim is to better understand the precondi
tions and barriers for inmigration into peripheral smaller cit
ies and the subsequent impacts on individual decisions, as well 
as on urban development. We examine the findings of the code
signed project series from the perspective of learning on three 
different levels (based on Barth and Michelsen 2013):
 Individual: How can temporarily testing a location inform 

individual migration decisions? 
 Municipality: What insights can cities and municipalities 

gain from the experiences and evaluations of inmigrants 
to improve their urban development strategies? 

 Transdisciplinary research projects: What opportunities do 
transdisciplinary collaborations offer in the development 
and implementation of a realworld experiment?

Contributions to learning

In the following section we describe how the experiment of try
ing a location for a limited time period contributes to learning 
on the “individual” and “municipality” scales, and what we have 
learned from inter and transdisciplinary collaborations in a real
world lab.1

Individual scale
The Testing the City project series offered those willing to move 
the opportunity to try out a new location without immediately 
having to make a final decision. Many participants also used this 
opportunity as a personal discovery to gain more clarity about 
their housing needs and requirements in a location. Participants 
reported that the opportunity to live temporarily in one place en
abled them to examine their own options, reduce possible prej
udices, and rethink existing, longestablished routines. After the 
stay, decisions for or against a new residential relocation could 
be made, based on much more detailed information than is typ
ically the case in interregional migration processes. 

The results have made clear that location decisions are per
sonal and emotional decisions that are not exclusively made 
based on the presence of specific location factors and are always 
made consciously and thoughtfully. In this case, the individual 
decision process started with the application, which entailed the 
active exploration of a potential new location. After being select
ed, the participants showed a high level of willingness to take on 
this experiment, as many organizational and personal issues had 
to be clarified before participation. During their stay, the partic
ipants intensively analysed their location requirements and the 

1 Detailed results will not be presented here. They can be found in dedicated 
publications (Zöllter et al. 2017, 2023, 2024).
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potential new Görlitz location. They often proved very willing 
to get actively involved in local networks, and thus gained a de
tailed insight into potential future fields of activity. Some par
ticipants described how their participation initiated a longer
term process of thinking about moving to a smaller town (which 
did not necessarily have to be Görlitz). The experience contrib
uted to their desire to change their current living environment 
– particularly in terms of finding a more attractive environment 
with less pressure, noise, rush, and more access to green and 
recreational areas. Nevertheless, some participants described the 
periods as too short to really be able to make a relocation deci

sion. In addition, many individual factors, such as family status, 
age, or professional activity, played a role in the decisionmaking 
process. What was very often evident after the participants’ stays 
was a connection to the location and the local people. Some par
ticipants (around 10 % per project phase) decided to move per
manently to Görlitz. Additionally, some participants returned to 
the city from time to time for project activities, to remain in con
tact with the local networks and the research institute, and they 
reported being open to imagining a second residence in Görlitz 
in the future.

Municipality scale
The individual projects within the series were developed against 
the background of necessary inmigration for physical and soci
etal revitalization, to learn more about the demands for location 
factors and to derive conclusions for appropriate urban develop
ment strategies. The city administration and the housing asso
ciation gained detailed insights into the expectations, percep
tions, and experiences of outsiders regarding several aspects of 
urban development, such as the quality of public spaces, specific 
aspects of mobility, the provision of infrastructure and housing, 
and the quality of the urban environment and the surrounding 
landscape. Additionally, a greater awareness of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the city was created, which has become the basis 
for sustainable urban development policies through the imple
mentation of tailored urban development measures. Based on 
the project experiences, all partners developed joint recommen
dations for urban development undertakings in Görlitz that are 
innercity orientated and promote the inmigration of new resi
dents (Projektverbund Stadt der Zukunft auf Probe 2024). These 
were presented at a city council meeting in January 2024 and 
stimulated an intensive debate among the city council members. 
A resolution has also been planned for the city council, which 

will consolidate the recommendations developed as a guideline 
for future urban development. 

Furthermore, it has become clear that potential new inhabi
tants come from varied backgrounds, representing different hab
its, lifestyles, and models of living. Reflecting upon this variety 
and its associated requirements in an urban environment might 
help local policy makers and administrators open their minds 
to novel and unexpected demands, compared to the established 
local population. The research team can provide statements and 
information about the requirements of potential newcomers as 
a result of the longterm monitoring. Based on the findings, a 

workshop for interested people from the housing sector was or
ganized together with the city’s business development agency 
to reflect on future residential location requirements.

In 2019 the newly elected mayor claimed to make the city of 
Görlitz climate neutral until 2030, the recent Testing the City of 
the Future project was linked to this topic. Assuming that this 
objective would need innovation and human resources, potential 
participants were asked to provide a concept on how they would 
like to professionally support Görlitz on its pathway towards cli
mate neutrality. Local initiatives, companies, research institutions, 
and the city’s administration profit from this engagement by gain
ing knowledge, building networks, establishing concrete collab
orations, and initiating joint activities. This showed that tem
porary stays as part of a realworld experiment can bring new 
inputs and ideas to the city. Nevertheless, it is clear that the im
plementation of these new inputs and ideas cannot be easily as
similated. In some cases, there is a lack of time, financial and hu
man resources to continue ideas after the projects. In addition, 
the project team also observed differentiated levels of openness 
among the local urban society to embrace and try these new ide
as. Even though the project concept was supported and developed 
by all participants, conflicting views emerged over its course, par
ticularly between civil society actors and city administration, as 
to how generated data should be handled or what significance it 
should have in further urban development. Easier implementa
tion of findings from coproduced projects, as described by Jahn 
et al. (2012), could therefore only be partially confirmed in the 
Testing the City project series.

Transdisciplinary research projects
The cooperation between science and practice (city administra
tion and municipal housing associations), which has lasted for 
years, contributed to a common understanding of the project se

Our transdisciplinary approach generated new knowledge about complex socially  
relevant problems through a continuous exchange and cooperation between science 
and practice – mutual understanding was enhanced, methods were reflected upon, and 
experiences were incorporated into further project develop ment.



292 Constanze Zöllter, Stefanie Rößler, Robert Knippschild

GAIA 33/3 (2024): 286 – 294

RESEARCH

2 https://neulandia.de

ries’ ideas and objectives. Through the continuous integration 
of further actors from civil society and the economic sector, it 
was possible to react to emerging challenges and to include their 
perspectives. This transdisciplinary collaboration is the precon
dition for the ambitious development of a realworld experiment 
as part of a realworld lab. 

In addition to the many opportunities and broader perspec
tives that can be incorporated into such an approach, there are 
also limitations, particularly in terms of practical implementa
tion (see Conclusion). Evaluations by all partners after each project 
on issues such as structure, process, and knowledge production, 
inspired the conception of the following projects. The partners 
were also involved in the development of further research ques
tions, which were based on the knowledge previously gained. The 
experiments were also a learning process for the project team. 
Additionally, established discussion formats from the research 
institute were used to foster the debate around shaping future 
urban development pathways in Görlitz. This constant develop
ment of the realworld lab approach proved to be quite demand
ing. The role of science as the project initiator and coordinator 
presented the challenge of getting other participants to actively 
participate in the coproduction of the projects. A joint exchange 
on research questions, approaches, and interpretations of the 
results must be learned over many years. In addition, framework 
conditions such as time and financial resources, both on the sci
entific side and on the side of the (partly) voluntary stakeholders, 
made intensive coproductive cooperation more difficult.

The opportunities and challenges of cooperation between ac
ademics, administrative staff, cultural workers, freelancers, and 
volunteers became apparent. These were reflected in terms of 
interpersonal dynamics and available human resources, but also 
with regard to one’s own contribution and perceived benefits 
from the cooperation. Personal bonds and established trust be
tween the project partners made it possible to overcome these 
hurdles.

The Testing the City project series has now been established 
in Görlitz since 2008. It has received great attention locally, na
tionally, and internationally. Further initiatives in Germany and 
in other European countries have been inspired by the project se
ries (e. g., Summer of Pioneers2). But a comparative analysis showed 
that the scientific monitoring of the needs and demands of the 
participants, as well as on the effects within urban society, are 
unique so far (Rößler et al. 2023). This monitoring is challeng
ing, but crucial to ensure that the knowledge gained in a real
world experiment can be used, implemented, and transferred to 
other contexts. 

Ultimately, the project series shows that the realworld exper
iment approach has initiated a process that involves more than 
just knowledge building and learning. As proposed by Norström 
et al. (2020), the coproductive process was also able to build trans
formative capacities, form networks, strengthen social capital, 
and in some cases implement actions that contribute to increas

ing sustainability in the city of Görlitz. However, the project se
ries, which has now been running for nine years, also shows 
very clearly that this requires a longterm time frame in which 
sufficient trust in the cooperation must be fostered.

Conclusion

The Testing the City project series offered interested people the 
opportunity to try out a new location for a limited period of time. 

The project series has the character of a realworld experiment 
within a realworld lab, as described in the literature, in which 
new knowledge is generated on a transdisciplinary basis and in 
longterm partnerships between science, city administration, busi
nesses, and civil society associations. The experimental charac
ter of the individual projects is created by temporarily relocating 
people from outside Görlitz, to try the city as a potential place 
to live and work. The insights of “strangers” and the testing of 
something new (which in this case was testing the city of Görlitz 
as a potential place to live and work) are components that have 
not been addressed in other realworld lab approaches. The long
term collaboration between a research institution, city adminis
tration, and local initiatives is a unique selling point of such a 
realworld lab and significantly improves trust between all par
ticipants. However, the willingness to accept different perspec
tives is a precondition for the success of such approaches.

The project series created a variety of opportunities for learn
ing processes and knowledge generation, assumed to be crucial 
for realworld labs, for all actors involved. First, the experimen
tal situation – observing real time feelings and perceptions in a 
new location – allowed insights into individual assessments and 
decisions in terms of individual learning. Second, a wide spec
trum of knowledge addressing the municipality and local com
munities could be identified and explored. Third, conclusions 
for transdisciplinary research could be derived through contin
uous coproductive exchange and reflection by and between all 
partners. Learning processes took place not only between science 
and local practitioners, but also among (and with) the external 
participants. Furthermore, it is a transdisciplinary approach in 
which new knowledge about complex socially relevant problems 
is generated through a continuous exchange and cooperation be
tween science and practice. Through this constant exchange, mu
tual understanding was enhanced, methods were reflected upon, 
and experiences were incorporated into further project develop
ment. This is an important insight for future research to con
sider as well.

The knowledge being generated within the project series, re
garding individual location decisions, significantly complements 
existing migration studies. Based on realworld experiences and 
in advance of the actual relocation decision, additional findings 
regarding factors preventing relocation, as well as individual and 
very personal reasons for location decisions can be identified.

Since the voluntary participation in the projects was based on 
an open call, followed by a criteriabased selection process, the 

https://neulandia.de
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sample represents a group of people who are in general willing 
or interested in moving to the city or a comparable setting. Being 
an experiment, aspects such as actual opportunities for individ
uals to settle in Görlitz were not considered. Also, the projects 
did not favor somebody in terms of access to job or flats. 

Nevertheless, insights from outsiders assessing the current 
situation provide valuable and uncommon knowledge which 
might improve urban development policies and decisions. Be
sides, approximately 10 % of the participants from each project 
phase decided to relocate to Görlitz, which means the project 
provided an active contribution to the housing stock revitaliza
tion.  
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