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Abstract. Mainstream discourses on urban climate adaptation leaders have focused on large and medium-sized
cities. Drawing from the urban governance literature, we identify four leadership characteristics: (1) structural
advantage, (2) high levels of institutionalised climate policy, (3) showcase projects, and (4) visibility of adapta-
tion actions to the outside world (domestic and international). To develop a leadership typology for small towns,
we systematically compare these characteristics with climate adaptation efforts in two small towns in Germany.
The chosen municipalities developed adaptation approaches within the scope of a third-party-funded project.
A mixed-methods design was developed to examine their adaptation activities. Our findings reveal that small
towns, despite the lack of structural advantage, were successful in pioneering participatory adaptation action that
is anchored in the everyday lives and lived experiences of residents. Some institutional mainstreaming did occur
into existing administrative structures, whereas showcasing was not as important. Instead, exchanging knowl-
edge with other small-town peers over challenges and how to develop hands-on solutions were considered more
important. In this sense, small towns have proven highly creative in their efforts to implement adaptation action
with few formal resources. Small towns take very different paths to tackle climate adaptation locally than main-
stream adaptation leaders, who often follow a more institutionalised strategic path of adaptation planning. Given
the growing need for mixed adaptation (a combination of planned and self-organized adaptation), small towns
could serve as catalysts for initiating this process from the bottom up, anchoring it in everyday adaptation. In
the context of imperfect conditions, small towns have the potential to significantly enhance our understanding of
what constitutes “leadership”.

1 Climate leadership debates and small towns – a
history of non-representation

Some cities take on a special role in political and scholarly
discourses as they circulate (good or best-practice) models to
respond to challenges such as the sustainable transformation
of our economies and societies (e.g. McCann, 2011; Peck and
Theodore, 2012). These cities are often labelled as pioneers
or leaders for innovative policies (Kern, 2019; Wurzel et al.,
2019b). Other cities follow their example to solve societal
challenges (WBGU, 2016; Wurzel et al., 2019a). Looking at
climate change adaptation (climate adaptation henceforth),

Rotterdam, London, and Cologne are among those cities that
regularly appear as pioneers or leaders in climate adaptation
(e.g. Hölscher et al., 2019). However, a growing body of lit-
erature has emphasised that smaller municipalities are unable
to follow the examples of these leading cities (Kern, 2019).
Indeed, only very few smaller municipalities are among the
best-practice cities of public and scientific debates (Kern,
2019), and they hardly ever appear in climate policy rank-
ings or typologies.

A steadily growing body of literature has explored climate
adaptation activities and practices of large and mid-sized
cities. This includes qualitative small in-depth case studies on
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local responses and strategies (Heinelt and Lamping, 2015;
Haupt et al., 2023; Mahlkow and Donner, 2017) as well as
quantitative large systematic surveys and analyses of adap-
tation plans and institutional arrangements (Göpfert et al.,
2019b; Otto et al., 2021b; Zölch et al., 2018). In contrast, re-
search on how small cities and especially towns prepare for
and deal with climate impacts is still very much in its in-
fancy (Eckersley et al., 2023; Fila et al., 2023; Fünfgeld et
al., 2023; Häußler and Haupt 2021; Schanze et al., 2021).

Germany, with more than 10 000 municipalities and strong
local self-government (“kommunale Selbstverwaltung”), is
no exception. The majority of the countries’ municipalities
are small towns (“Kleinstädte”) of 5000 to 20 000 inhabi-
tants (Steinführer et al., 2021); only marginally fewer peo-
ple live in the totality of German small towns than in the
80 largest German cities that do all have a population of
more than 100 000 inhabitants and are also referred to as
“Großstädte” (Porsche et al., 2019). Additionally, there are
medium-sized towns (“Mittelstädte”) with populations of be-
tween 20 000 and 100 000 inhabitants and where around one-
fifth of the German population resides. Small towns are resi-
dential locations but also account for a large share of Ger-
many’s economic and labour market supply (Milbert and
Porsche, 2021). Just like medium-sized and large cities, they
must cope with demographic, economic, and technological
changes and challenges while at the same time protecting in-
frastructure and residents from the impacts of a changing cli-
mate (Schanze et al., 2021). While urban heat island effects
might be less strong in smaller towns compared to densely
populated cities, a larger share of their residents might suf-
fer from extreme heat. Many small towns, particularly those
located peripherally, are characterised by ageing societies
(Teebken, 2024). This shift in the age structure affects lo-
cal communities’ vulnerability to climate change since older
residents show a higher sensitivity to climate impacts such as
extreme heat and heavy rainfall (Prina et al. 2024).

We argue that the described lack of scholarly attention
cannot exclusively be explained by the fact that small towns
might be less accessible for many scholars. In our view, the
main issue is that small towns’ climate adaptation activities
are less visible than those of larger cities. For one thing, exist-
ing adaptation activities and practices might not be labelled
and communicated as such, e.g. maintenance of green space
or public health policies (Eckersley et al., 2023). However,
more importantly, most small towns do not have a formal cli-
mate adaptation or heat action plan, and neither do they have
dedicated municipal units (e.g. climate coordination depart-
ments) or staff (e.g. climate managers or adaptation officers)
to tackle adaptation locally (Eckersley et al., 2023). Climate
adaptation activities tend to be much more dispersed, frag-
mented, and less perpetual than in larger cities that have man-
aged to widely institutionalise climate policy (Göpfert et al.,
2020; Haupt et al., 2023). Due to a lack of financial and
human resources and often unclear administrative compe-
tencies (e.g. health management responsibilities during heat

waves), anticipatory and strategic climate adaptation often
does not systematically make it onto the political and admin-
istrative agenda in small towns (Fünfgeld et al., 2023; Schüle
et al., 2016). Schanze et al. (2021) emphasise that budgetary
constraints leave little room for financially weak municipal-
ities to address the issue. Moreover, the tasks of adminis-
trative staff are comparatively broader in small towns and,
increasingly, positions cannot be filled due to a shortage of
specialists (Milbert and Porsche, 2021). Thus, administrative
capacities for climate adaptation action are often very low
in smaller towns. While capacities do not (by any means)
equal action or delivering results, they are often their precon-
ditions. Although the Federal Climate Adaptation Act (2023;
Bundes-Klimaanpassungsgesetz, KAnG, in German) has es-
tablished a binding framework for the federal, state, and mu-
nicipal levels to develop climate adaptation plans, in practice,
however, the responsibility remains a sort of voluntary task
for many municipalities, unless the states mandate otherwise.
Handling such an additional voluntary task can, therefore,
be considered rather unrealistic for many small towns. This
means that climate adaptation may be tackled only occasion-
ally (if at all) by municipal staff or the town mayor, e.g. on a
project level.

Conversely, larger cities often have an extensive repertoire
of academic support – sometimes from domestic universities
or research institutes – and guidance from planning offices,
as well as knowledge and experience exchange in a multitude
of networks at their disposal. Additional knowledge stems
from active and continuous participation in various city net-
works (Eckersley et al., 2023; Haupt et al., 2020; Otto et al.,
2021b). The situation is very different in small towns, es-
pecially in peripherally located eastern German ones. Here,
local administrations have so far hardly used these knowl-
edge channels for local adaptation to climate change (Otto et
al., 2021b). Moreover, important and expensive climate- and
population-related data such as urban maps of central clima-
tological functions, tree populations, socio-spatial processes,
and the like can hardly be generated by small towns alone.
The same applies to time-consuming and costly vulnerabil-
ity analyses (e.g. detailed and customised heat or heavy rain-
fall maps) that are not available to most small towns (Jassin,
2021; Steinführer et al., 2021). Yet, strongly engaged civil
societies in smaller towns may provide important alternative
resources for innovative local approaches to climate adap-
tation (Mitchell et al., 2022, 2024). A strong connection to
one’s place of residence and a high number of volunteers
might provide new opportunities to explicitly address so-
cial and ecological problems and provide support to local
administrations (Homsy, 2018). These processes are, how-
ever, widely understudied since current climate adaptation
research is mostly “financed by public authorities embed-
ding an explicitly output-driven application focus in project
design” (Schäfer et al., 2024).

Given the described shortcomings, challenges, and lack of
academic studies, our exploratory research aims to put cli-
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mate adaptation practices of small towns on the map and
thereby questions the universality of existing leadership ty-
pologies. To do so, we explore climate adaptation activities
in two small eastern German towns: Uebigau-Wahrenbrück
and Boizenburg/Elbe (henceforth Boizenburg). We selected
these municipalities for two main reasons. First, they both
show clear ambitions to address climate adaptation locally,
e.g. by pioneering smaller local experiments in a real-world
laboratory (RwL) setting. Second, they approached the topic
in a way that reflects many typical characteristics of smaller
towns and can be described as innovative and highly par-
ticipatory. We critically examine if and to what extent these
small towns show characteristics of adaptation leaders.

We draw on urban climate governance literature that has
focused on common activities and practices of supposedly
successful large and mid-sized cities that are also referred to
as climate leaders (Kern, 2019; Wurzel et al., 2019a, b). We
systematically compare these activities and practices with
the ones of the presented small towns. This helps us to as-
sess whether and to what extent established leadership con-
cepts might be helpful for understanding and theorising small
towns’ adaptation activities and practices.

2 Climate adaptation activities and practices of
leading cities

This section discusses the literature on climate leadership
and summarises leading cities’ key activities and strategies
in tackling climate adaptation. In a nutshell, previous stud-
ies have highlighted the fact that climate leaders are usually
structurally “advantaged” cities that institutionalise climate
policy, develop showcase projects, and put significant effort
into gaining (international) visibility. These key activities and
strategies are summarised in Table 1 and explained in more
detail in the following section.

2.1 Leaders are usually structurally “advantaged” cities

While potentially every city can become a climate leader (To-
bin, 2017), some are (much) more likely to do so than others
(Wurzel et al., 2019a). The reason for this is that their mu-
nicipal staff can work under conditions that are particularly
favourable for local climate governance (Haupt et al., 2023).
To start with, leaders are usually larger cities, in many cases,
visible international metropolises (Kern, 2019). A growing
body of literature has emphasised how a set of structural
conditions, particularly economic, socio-economic, socio-
demographic, and political ones, often decisively influence
cities’ climate policy pathways. To start with, economic
preconditions are usually quite good in leading cities, in-
comes of employees are comparatively high, and unemploy-
ment rates are relatively low (Zahran et al., 2008; Krause,
2011; Bedsworth and Hanak, 2013). Leaders are usually
growing cities with an above-average formally educated and
below-average aged population (Zahran et al., 2008; Krause,

2011; Bedsworth and Hanak, 2013; Haupt and Kern, 2022).
Cities with these socio-demographic conditions often have a
stronger and more active civil society that pushes for more
ambitious climate action (Hoppe et al., 2016; Homsy, 2018;
Haupt and Kern, 2022). This can be observed in many uni-
versity cities, where climate pressure groups such as Fridays
for Future or Extinction Rebellion are particularly strong
(Buzogány and Scherhaufer, 2022; Eckersley et al., 2025).
Moreover, physical proximity to universities and research in-
stitutions often results in exchanges and collaborations be-
tween research and city administration (Bery and Haddad,
2023; Eckersley, 2018; Keeler et al., 2019). Furthermore,
these cities can often recruit future climate policy special-
ists directly from the university to work for the city admin-
istration after graduation (Irmisch et al., 2022; Haupt et al.,
2023). Lastly, green parties or, more generally, parties or can-
didates that give higher priority to environmental and climate
issues, achieve significantly better election results (Irmisch et
al., 2022; Haupt et al., 2023). Lastly, there is often substantial
mayoral support for climate action (Bedsworth and Hanak,
2013; Hoppe et al., 2016). In contrast, right-wing populist
parties that tend to share climate-sceptic views are usually
comparably weak or even not represented at all (Haupt et al.,
2023). Yet, differences in climate change opinions manifest
through various other contextual factors, such as a divide be-
tween urban and rural, prospering and declining regions, and
East and West (Mewes et al., 2024). This shows that some of
the systematic polarisation is much more fine-grained locally
and connected with historical, cultural, and political aspects
such as uneven regional development and past environmental
legacies (Mewes et al., 2024).

While these listed characteristics heavily influence
whether a city manages to become a leader, there are nev-
ertheless a few examples of cities that work under widely
unfavourable conditions but manage to substantially put for-
ward local climate action (Wurzel et al., 2019b). Such places
are also referred to as unlikely pioneers (Homsy, 2018). We
still know little about unlikely climate pioneers and their ap-
proaches, but previous research suggests that a general lack
of local capacity was often compensated by strong individual
actors. Among other things, these actors (municipal staff and
climate managers) have succeeded in attracting third-party
funds or setting up partnerships with research partners to fi-
nance climate action (Haupt and Kern, 2022).

2.2 Leaders institutionalise climate policy

Cities that have been visible as climate (adaptation) leaders
and that are referred to as such in the mainstream literature
have institutionalised climate policy into their administrative
structures and processes. Leaders are typically characterised
by high capacities for action (Haupt et al., 2023; Irmisch et
al., 2022; Kern, 2019). Thus, these cities usually have created
dedicated positions such as climate (adaptation) managers or
advisors (Haupt et al., 2023; Wamsler, 2015). They change or
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Table 1. Common activities and strategies of leading cities.

Working under favourable conditions – Often economically strong, large, and internationally visible cities
– Higher education levels, younger populations, active civil society
– Proximity to universities facilitates public–science collaboration and staff recruitment
– Strong green or eco-friendly political representation, weak populist opposition

Institutionalising climate policy – Creating permanent administrative structures for climate governance
– Employing dedicated, permanent staff (e.g. climate managers)
– Developing adaptation plans and risk maps (e.g. heat or flood maps)
– Adopting heat action plans focused on protecting vulnerable groups

Developing showcase projects – Implementing pilot or demonstration projects (e.g. green roofs, urban greening)
– Integrating climate adaptation with modern urban design
– Activities are part of broader urban development and city branding strategies

Gaining visibility – Actively participating in international city networks
– Hosting study tours to showcase policies on site
– Competing for awards and recognition (e.g. European Green Capital)
– Aiming at inspiring imitation and positioning themselves as climate leaders

introduce new administrative structures, e.g. by establishing
or reorganising administrative units (Göpfert et al., 2019a, b;
Haupt et al., 2023). This may include a dedicated climate co-
ordination unit that is subordinate only to the mayor (Haupt
and Kern, 2022; Haupt et al., 2023). Moreover, many lead-
ers have appointed municipal climate advisory committees
that typically consist of representatives from politics, city ad-
ministration, and civil society (Göpfert et al., 2019b). Fur-
ther aspects of institutionalising climate policy are the devel-
opment and implementation of dedicated climate adaptation
documents. Leaders have usually developed in-depth adapta-
tion plans that include a climate exposition and vulnerability
assessment for the city as well as a set of suggested mea-
sures and policies (Göpfert et al., 2020; Otto et al., 2021a,
b). In-depth analyses of these documents show that leaders
are distinguished from other cities by their significantly more
ambitious and more comprehensive (written) plans (Heidrich
et al., 2013; Otto et al., 2021a, b). Some leaders have also
developed context-specific and extensive risk maps, such as
climate function maps, urban heat island maps, or heavy rain
hazard maps (Haupt and Kern, 2022). As of late, some have
also adopted heat action plans that coordinate administrative
responses to extreme heat events and mainly focus on aspects
of health, particularly the protection of vulnerable groups
(Kemen et al., 2020).

2.3 Leaders develop showcase projects

Leading cities often want to be seen as unique places that
have managed to pioneer new approaches and that have
paved the way for other cities (Wurzel et al., 2019b). To
meet these expectations, many leaders have put consider-
able effort into developing showcase projects (Growe and
Freytag, 2019; Jönsson and Holgersen, 2017). Focusing on
climate adaptation, examples include green roofs or verti-

cal greening demonstration projects (Beatley, 2016; Cidell,
2017), as well as urban greening and green infrastructure
projects (e.g. green belts; Amati and Taylor, 2010). Often,
these projects are characterised by a combination of adap-
tation measures and modern urban design, such as in Mi-
lan’s vertical forest skyscraper complex (“Bosco Verticale”;
Di Paola, 2021). Previous research has highlighted that such
showcase projects are often key elements of leaders’ green
city branding strategies (Growe and Freytag, 2019; Jönsson
and Holgersen, 2017; Haupt, 2021). In some leading cities,
(several) showcase projects are elements of a larger strate-
gic plan as well as of a larger city branding strategy. Exam-
ples include the resilience plan of Rotterdam (Spaans and
Waterhout, 2017) and Copenhagen’s cloudburst management
plan (Haupt, 2021) that help to position both cities as liveable
and (climate-) resilient places. Branding strategies that heav-
ily incorporate marketing elements, or in some cases even
greenwashing, should be approached with caution, as not all
of them may truly serve the primary goal of adapting cities
to climate change. More generally, a critical debate on best
practice or showcase logics is necessary but at the same time
exceeds the scope of our paper. Nevertheless, we find it nec-
essary to emphasise that there are entire literate streams that
rightfully discuss the sense (or non-sense) of such practices
(see, for example, Andersson, 2016; Nagorny-Koring, 2018).

2.4 Leaders gain visibility

As stated beforehand, leaders aim to attract followers who
are inspired by their seemingly innovative policies or show-
case projects (Wurzel et al., 2019a). They need to be visible
for other cities, and to do so, they apply various strategies and
use different platforms. One is to join international networks
(Haupt et al., 2020; Kern and Bulkeley, 2009), particularly
high-profile networks (Acuto and Ghojeh, 2019; Sancino et
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al., 2021). Previous research suggests that visible participa-
tion in city networks can help to popularise a city’s policies
and make its climate efforts more recognisable (Haupt et al.,
2020). Another strategy is to invite policymakers from other
cities to their cities to study certain policies on site. This is
increasingly being done by high-profile leaders through the
organisation of so-called study tours (Haupt, 2021; Montero,
2017). Lastly, many leaders enter contests and put great effort
into winning renowned awards or prizes such as the Euro-
pean Green Capital Award (Demazière, 2020; Haupt, 2021).
All listed strategies are often part of distinct city branding
strategies.

3 Case study design, methods and context

3.1 Case selection and methods

As mentioned in the previous section, every city can poten-
tially become a climate governance leader. Nevertheless, the
presented common characteristics of typical leaders strongly
suggest that climate governance leadership corresponds with
the realities that are more likely to be met by big cities
(e.g. comparatively young and growing populations, sound
economies, strong civil societies, and a strong representa-
tion of green and eco-friendly parties). Socio-demographic,
socio-economic, and political conditions are often different
in small and, especially, in peripheral small towns. However,
as highlighted above, there is a need to tackle climate adap-
tation locally in small towns as well. We focus on two of
such small towns and present two governance models of cli-
mate adaptation developed in small peripheral eastern Ger-
man towns.

Our cases, the small town of Boizenburg, located in a rural
area of the federal state of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania,
and the small town of Uebigau-Wahrenbrück (Elbe-Elster),
located in a rural southeastern part of the federal state of
Brandenburg, do not fit the typical climate leader characteris-
tics (see Fig. 1). Both are small towns; Boizenburg has a pop-
ulation of 11 436 and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück a population of
5178 (Wegweiser Kommune, 2021a, b). Both are also rapidly
ageing communities. Additionally, Uebigau-Wahrenbrück is
a strongly shrinking town located in a structurally weak area.
Despite all this, both have pioneered model-like adaptation
activities.

Grounded in critical social science research, our field
study followed a mixed-methods design to empirically ex-
amine the adaptation activities in Boizenburg and Uebigau-
Wahrenbrück. The data include two separate qualitative in-
terview surveys, public documents, and field notes from in-
coming participation (“zugehende Beteiligung”). The first
survey was conducted in spring 2019 and included a total
of 27 interviews with residents of Boizenburg and the Elbe-
Elster region. These problem-centred interviews focused on
local vulnerability and resilience constructions, and on how
residents more broadly perceive climate vulnerability and

adaptation. The interviews aimed at collecting different per-
ceptions related to increasing climate change impacts, the ex-
tent to which climate change is a topic of local concern, and
what adaptation efforts are already being undertaken by the
local community. The interviewees were not interviewed as
representative of social actors but to gain insights on the dif-
ferent experiences with and perspectives on climate change
(adaptation). The interview findings critically informed the
real-world laboratory activities of both case study regions.

In spring 2021, we conducted another 12 qualitative
problem-centred interviews with residents of both towns.
This time, the interviewees were selected based on their ties
to different parts of the municipal community and their po-
tential overview of broader changes in the city. This survey
aimed at generating insights on people’s visions of the future,
the nature of ongoing climate adaptation activities, whether
people felt engaged or excluded from adaptation activities,
and if these activities adequately addressed local concerns.
This survey also provided insights on how and why people
choose to participate and the role citizen engagement plays
in creating a liveable future. Interviewees provided insights
from different sectors and areas, such as local civil society,
the social sector, politics, political administration, and the
economy. The interview length was usually between 1 and
1.5 h. We conducted both interview surveys in the German
language and voice-recorded, transcribed, and analysed them
thematically using the software MAXQDA. For both sur-
veys, and due to the exploratory nature of the research aims,
for which little secondary literature was available at the time,
the data were coded inductively. For the first survey, two
researchers analysed vulnerability and resilience construc-
tions thematically, exploring similarities and differences in
local perceptions and practices of citizens related to climate
change adaptation. For the second survey, two researchers
again engaged in open coding (independently of each other)
to identify core themes and patterns regarding the nature of
adaptation activities, the role of citizens within them, and
citizens’ critical assessment of these activities. To examine
the development of adaptation practices over time, we also
conducted two in-depth qualitative interviews with the cli-
mate adaptation coordinators in Boizenburg and Uebigau-
Wahrenbrück in the summer of 2022. Interview questions fo-
cused on local characteristics and preconditions that impact
common perceptions and visions of the future and adaptation
processes. Moreover, the interviewees were asked about the
outcomes, impacts, and local developments that occurred as
a result of the platforms.

Further, we collected publicly available documents on
climate adaptation activities in Boizenburg and Uebigau-
Wahrenbrück. Some of these documents were created in the
context of project activities, such as a climate mitigation
plan, municipal websites, and over 50 local press articles
on climate adaptation activities in both municipalities. Ad-
ditionally, publicly available documents not necessarily con-
nected to project activities (e.g. strategic reports) were con-
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Figure 1. Location of Boizenburg/Elbe and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück
in Germany.

sulted. Although a systematic content analysis of these docu-
ments was not carried out, they were examined to capture lo-
cal activities and conditions for climate adaptation and relate
them to the interview findings as well as the overall percep-
tion of climate adaptation and the activities that took place lo-
cally. We employed a theme analysis, which builds upon the
description of leader agency (see Sect. 2). The theme anal-
ysis allowed us to identify and analyse recurring themes or
patterns related to the agency demonstrated by leaders.

In addition to the interviews and document analysis, field
notes were collected throughout the project duration (2016–
2024). These notes were part of the project’s “incoming
participation” approach. Incoming participation is a low-
threshold method that aims to bridge science and society. It
fosters dialogue across boundaries by using flexible and ac-
tive participation formats linked to local events. In this way,
the formats are embedded in local cultural spaces. This ap-
proach is not only a key methodological pillar of the project
but also helps to connect adaptation activities to culturally
established events. It is especially useful for municipalities
and actors with limited formal capacities, as it allows them
to meet citizens and local actors where they already are.

3.2 Case description: real-world laboratories (RwLs) in
Boizenburg and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück

Both towns have developed their adaptation approaches
within the scope of a third-party-funded project (2016–
2024). The project’s main goal was to increase the resilience
of small towns and their residents to the impacts of climate
change. When the project started in 2016, most small and
medium-sized German municipalities had hardly been con-
cerned with strategic adaptation policymaking. There was
and, in many ways, still is very low administrative capacity
for strategic climate adaptation and the implementation of
measures in most small German towns (Bausch and Koziol,
2020; Fünfgeld et al., 2023; Fila et al., 2023). The project
aimed to address these shortcomings in an RwL setting (see
Renn, 2018; Schäpke et al., 2018) that foregrounds a small
town’s needs and preconditions right from the beginning. The
project team, at the time consisting of the researchers and
a communication agency, looked for potential partner towns
that had to meet specific criteria such as a specific population
size (< 20 000 inhabitants), being peripheral in terms of geo-
graphical location and administrative consensus (the admin-
istration being willing to join the project), and demonstrating
openness for innovative local experiments. In May 2016, the
project team approached more than 15 small towns with the
offer to develop the project together in an RwL setting. Due
to a lack of administrative capacities of the enquired towns,
only Boizenburg, Uebigau-Wahrenbrück, and Bad Lieben-
werda displayed significant interest in joining the project.
Despite facing challenges very common for small towns,
both showed an openness to join this project that advanced
the research and development of the recent topic of climate
adaptation. This can be considered a first argument for their
singled-out role as leading municipalities. From 2018 up un-
til 2024, the project offered them the opportunity to receive
national funding for a full-time project coordinator position
and support from the researchers, as well as communication
and participation experts.

Over the course of the project, the researchers were in-
volved to varying degrees in the real-world laboratory activi-
ties of Boizenburg and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück. At the begin-
ning of the project, researchers were more present on site and
actively involved in setting up the RwL with the local project
coordinators. With the onset of the coronavirus pandemic,
this was no longer possible, and a division of labour was es-
tablished whereby the municipal partners raised issues they
wanted to address within the RwL setting, and the project
team joined online to discuss possible ways and means of
helping the municipalities to find solutions on their own. The
project coordinators then went on to develop local activities
with the citizens and local stakeholders in their respective
towns. The scientific partners were able to take on an ob-
servational role in this process and were, in most cases, no
longer involved in the development of local adaptation activ-
ities in later phases of the project. The results presented here
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are therefore largely based on the conducted interviews that
took on a second-order perspective of the local adaptation
processes. Nevertheless, the researchers’ own involvement in
the project gave them access to the interview partners and
to additional documents for contextualising the results (e.g.
strategy documents etc.).

The researchers deliberately chose a low-key involvement
in the RwL activities in order to determine the extent to
which climate adaptation can be implemented collectively,
building on social practices and existing capacities in the
examined cases. It was always considered possible by the
project team that the whole process could collapse and fail;
however, it was the aim that the collaborative approach to cli-
mate adaptation would work independently from the third-
party funding and reflect small town practices and capaci-
ties. In this respect, the individual activities of Boizenburg
and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück may be unique; however, the pro-
cess of collaborative climate adaptation has generalisable and
transferable aspects.

Boizenburg is located in the UNESCO biosphere reserve
“Flusslandschaft-Elbe” and has been increasingly affected by
climate change impacts. Even though the last major flooding
event of the river Elbe occurred in 2013, Boizenburg has fre-
quently been affected by minor floods (NDR, 2025). Also,
droughts and heat waves have hit the town in the past few
years. Despite Boizenburg being a small town with a high
green space ratio, the urban climate analysis of 2021 revealed
a significant area of bioclimatic stress in the urban centre, af-
fecting especially the heat load of the old town and commer-
cial areas compared to adjacent green spaces (City Boizen-
burg/Elbe, n.d.). It is not surprising that Boizenburg is recur-
rently among the hottest towns in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern
and hit a record high of 39.4 °C in 2022 (NDRMV, 2025).

The increase in average temperature has resulted in dis-
ruption across various areas (e.g. an increase in invasive
species and vector-borne diseases). Amongst other things,
climate projections show a further increase in temperature
(between 0.4 and 3 °C), summer days, and tropical nights
across all emission reduction scenarios (Pfeifer et al., 2021).
Interviewed officials described the key challenges of Boizen-
burg as low administrative capacities, a skilled-labour short-
age, and a lack of digitalisation. Maintaining social cohe-
sion and integrating newcomers to the town are tasks that are
strongly connected with the challenge of town core revitali-
sation. Town officials, such as the mayor and the head of the
building department, saw the project as an added value for
the municipal administration as it had the intention of sys-
tematically and strategically taking up the topic of climate
change and citizen engagement at the same time.

Uebigau-Wahrenbrück is located in the Elbe-Elster region.
It is part of the Liebenwerda Association Municipality, a new
administrative unit formed in 2020. The Elbe-Elster region
is strongly affected by structural and demographic changes
as well as annually recurring climatic extreme events such
as drought, heat, storms, heavy rain, floods, and wildfires.

Forest fires and heavy storms have been significant areas of
concern. The state of Brandenburg is leading federal forest
fire statistics: in 2018, 2019, and 2022 the number of for-
est fires reached the highest levels since 2003 (BMEL 2022,
MIK 2023). In 2022 alone, Brandenburg experienced more
than 500 forest fires (MLEUV, 2023). Additionally, storms
in the region have been observed to become stronger and
more frequent in recent years. For instance, Hurricane Niklas
(2015), Hurricane Frederike (2018), and Hurricane Sabine
(2020) have led to civilian casualties and extreme damages
to property, buildings, and critical infrastructure (Blaulichtre-
port Elbe-Elster, 2017). Initially, Uebigau-Wahrenbrück and
Bad Liebenwerda intended to realise the project in a joint
partnership. Due to the administrative and financial burden
caused by the administrative restructuring process, this could
eventually not be realised. Instead, administrative units that
had previously handled climate policy were dissolved. As
a consequence, competencies and experiences gained in en-
ergy transition (“Energiewende”), climate change mitigation,
and adaptation that had been built up over many years were
in danger of being lost. Thus, the project was carried out by a
non-profit civil society organisation supported by the munic-
ipality of Uebigau-Wahrenbrück. During the project, a new
organisational structure evolved based on the local prereq-
uisites. In the course of the project, both towns developed
two distinct approaches to tackle climate adaptation. These
approaches responded to their respective most pressing lo-
cal challenges. In the following subsection, we describe these
two approaches and systematically compare them to the com-
mon activities of climate leaders (as shown in the existing
literature).

4 Climate adaptation activities and practices of
ambitious small towns

In this section, we focus on the empirical findings of our
fieldwork in the two case study towns. We structured our
findings according to the common activities and strategies of
typical leading cities and systematically compared these to
the activities and strategies we examined in Boizenburg and
Uebigau-Wahrenbrück.

4.1 Institutionalising climate policy?

According to the climate leadership literature, progressive
cities have widely institutionalised climate policy into their
administrative structures and processes. Criteria for institu-
tionalisation are the development and formal adoption of
adaptation plans (Otto et al., 2021a, b), the creation of ded-
icated administrative positions (Wamsler, 2015; Haupt et
al., 2023), the establishment of administrative climate units
(Göpfert et al., 2019a, b; Haupt et al., 2023), or the appoint-
ment of climate advisory committees (Göpfert et al., 2019b).
To do so, political support and commitment but also the nec-
essary financial means are considered crucial.
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In our case studies, the institutionalisation of climate adap-
tation proved to be very different from what we know from
bigger cities and climate leaders. As part of their involve-
ment in the project, both towns agreed to develop inclusive,
co-creative, and participatory adaptation processes rather
than top-down planning processes. Initially, they sought to
achieve this aim by initiating a participatory visioning pro-
cess implemented through a set of different local experi-
ments. After several workshops with the residents in both
RwLs, this very ambitious and demanding approach was
abandoned for a small-scale and hands-on procedure. Never-
theless, the take on local adaptation remained the same. The
two RwLs put high emphasis on the residents’ preferred top-
ics, favourite places, and narratives. They were used as start-
ing points and helped to explore linkages to local adaptation.

Collaborative activities were coordinated through “gover-
nance platforms” for climate adaptation. These platforms in-
stitutionalised climate adaptation in both towns by applying
a network governance approach. The two platforms, PLATZ-
B in Boizenburg and Leuchtturm LOUISE in Uebigau-
Wahrenbrück, worked as initiators and anchors for different
local and regional networks that evolved around bottom-up
adaptation projects. They provided multiple supports to re-
alise projects, often bridging the citizen-based ideas and ad-
ministrative requirements.

In both case studies, the platform approach led to the in-
stitutionalisation of climate adaptation. Since the creation of
a permanent climate (adaptation) manager exceeded the ad-
ministrative and financial capacity in both towns, there were
extended efforts to integrate adaptation policies into existing
administrative processes. This integration was strongly sup-
ported by the creation of temporarily funded coordinator po-
sitions (platform coordinators for PLATZ-B and Leuchtturm
LOUISE) that served as an interface between administration,
civil society, and further local stakeholders.

Initially, the institutional integration of climate adaptation
through the development and implementation of a distinct
adaptation plan was beyond the scope of small towns like
Boizenburg and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück. Indeed, even many
larger towns and cities in Germany do not have such a dis-
tinct adaptation plan, although almost all have a mitigation
plan (Otto et al., 2021b). Nevertheless, as part of their in-
volvement in the project, both towns tried to include climate
adaptation in existing plans. In Uebigau-Wahrenbrück, this
has been done by linking the topic of adaptation to topics of
the already existing “integrated urban development concept”
(INSEK). In Boizenburg, the platform coordinator integrated
the topic into municipal policy by initiating the adoption of
a principle resolution on climate and environment protection
and by the acquisition of funding for a climate mitigation
manager. Thus, it was the climate mitigation plan that pro-
vided linkages for the integration of climate adaptation.

Our two case studies revealed quick reactions to windows
of opportunity and a strong preference for visible results
over lengthy strategy development and planning processes.

While strategic (planned) adaptation and self-organised (ev-
eryday) adaptation are often perceived as the opposite of
each other, both types are crucial for increasing resilience,
with their interplay becoming more important (Maskell et al.,
2025). Strategic plans might be larger in scope and scale with
greater institutional support (Maskell et al., 2025), but con-
sistent and participatory RwL activities with quick visibility
enabled a strong integration of climate adaptation into the
daily lives of the residents. The function of the governance
platforms in that process was to coordinate activities initiated
by the residents and to support the implementation of those
adaptation activities. Examples include an orchard meadow
and tree planting activities. Rapid project implementation –
at least compared to strategic plans – can create a sense of
self-efficacy and might even strengthen a sense of belong-
ing in the community (e.g. Mittermüller, 2020). Focusing on
the necessity of visible impacts and fast success stories to
keep the interest in the topic alive and the co-creative climate
adaptation activities ongoing, an interviewee from Uebigau-
Wahrenbrück summarised the approach as follows:

“Well, I would say that is part of the process; a con-
stant drop wears away the stone. This is an activity
that is also plausible, it conveys things even to the
very young users. (...) People want to see ways of
how to make a change, and then it will be done. It
doesn’t pass by without a trace.” (I-1 EE, 2020)

The attempt to establish climate advisory boards, increas-
ingly common in larger cities, failed in both towns. However,
the coordinators in both towns put great effort into building
supportive networks comprising local and regional actors to
help to realise adaptation activities. In Boizenburg, the ex-
tended network of supporters built up by the governance plat-
form helped to expand local climate knowledge. Boizenburg
became part of a research project that provided the town with
a precipitation analysis by the Climate Service Centre Ger-
many (GERICS). Students of the Eberswalde University for
Sustainable Development supported residents in their efforts
to make Boizenburg’s municipal park climate proof. As part
of their student project, they mapped and discussed possi-
ble climate adaptation projects in the park with residents and
presented their results to politicians and selected administra-
tive staff. The coordinating platform had a crucial role in this,
mainly through forging project-specific alliances while also
providing credibility in expertise. Or, as the coordinator of
PLATZ-B highlighted:

“So, what really worked with PLATZ-B as a plat-
form concept was the transparent information on
the topic. The perception from politicians or res-
idents was not independent but trustworthy, filled
with expert knowledge. So, there was this trust and
the knowledge that ‘here, you can get informed,
and this information is not biased or filtered’.” (I-
11, 2022)
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Figure 2. Participatory mapathon “Together Search Days” kick-off
event to explore favourite places in Boizenburg. Photo: PLATZ-B,
Beatrice John.

4.2 Pioneering showcase projects?

Many leading cities have developed showcase projects such
as green roof projects, vertical greening projects (Beatley,
2016; Cidell, 2017), or green infrastructure projects (Am-
ati and Taylor, 2010). What these projects usually have in
common is the focus on (changes on) the built environment.
Showcase projects of such size usually require advanced
planning capacities and/or a significant amount of funding
readily available in municipalities. In both towns, this was
not the case at the time of the project and would have ex-
ceeded the scope of the studied RwLs.

Again, as for institutional integration, bottom-up participa-
tory approaches were central to Boizenburg’s and Uebigau-
Wahrenbrück’s take on climate adaptation. Both towns tried
to tackle adaptation by initiating collaborative practices that
used residents’ daily lives and routines as starting points.
This resulted in a set of small but visible projects and land-
mark projects that were kicked off shortly after the start of
the RwLs. In Boizenburg, for example, various walks were
organised cooperatively by residents as part of a summer
festival to discover climate-relevant places or paths in the
town and to exchange ideas about climate adaptation (see
Figs. 1–3). Places associated with well-being, for example
shady places in summer and the ice cream shop, were iden-
tified by the residents and marked on a publicly accessible
map. This not only led to a lively exchange about town de-
velopment, but the residents also collected data that Boizen-
burg’s administration would hardly have been able to gather
alone. The residents who collected and entered places on the
online map during the walks stayed in contact and formed
civil society networks that jointly developed long-term adap-
tation projects. One of these networks is a group of watering
sponsors who look after the trees marked on the map. An-

Figure 3. Stand-up paddle expedition to explore favourite places in
Boizenburg. Photo: PLATZ-B, Beatrice John.

Figure 4. Expedition barrier-free Boizenburg: barriers in the old
town and on the ramparts. Photo: PLATZ-B, Beatrice John.

other network established after one of these walks is dedi-
cated to adapting the abandoned city park to a changing cli-
mate and trying to raise its biodiversity.

The combination of the walks and the digital mapping
led to snowballing effects and initiated further local adapta-
tion activities. However, even though citizen-based activities
are rather small scale, the online map allows relatively wide
publicity and provides a sense of self-commitment. The ap-
proach has raised interest in other small municipalities that
are keen to replicate this.

Another example of iterative adaptation activities are the
citizen-based initiatives that evolved around the renaturing
of the river Schwarze Elster in Uebigau-Wahrenbrück (see
Figs. 4 and 5). Even though the scopes and adaptation effects
of most of the citizen-initiated projects were limited, both
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Figure 5. Residents discussing the planned renaturation of the river
Schwarze Elster. Photo: Leuchtturm Louise/Andreas Claus.

towns put considerable emphasis on increasing their visibil-
ity in the networks of neighbouring towns and in their region.
This was done by reaching out to the local press as well as
the intensive use of social media (i.e. Instagram and Twitter
blogs). The main aim was to initiate snowball effects in the
local community. Since the realised climate adaptation ex-
periments were down-to-earth and close to people’s everyday
lives, and since they were the results of collaborative efforts,
they have also set examples for further activities. In this con-
text, one interviewee remarked:

“But if there’s an incentive that afterward there’s
something beautiful (...) where many people pass
by and say ‘Cool, it looks nice, we haven’t seen this
here before because nothing beautiful is usually
done here’, that was the first time I thought maybe
we have to approach the issue from a completely
different angle. Instead of going there and saying
‘You can’t do this anymore, and you must do this
now, and this is prohibited’, it’s more like ‘Look,
together we’re creating something cool, something
that benefits us all, where we can create beauti-
ful places, something that is sustainable and not so
massive that it becomes an insurmountable moun-
tain’.” (I-7 BB)

4.3 Gaining visibility?

Leaders typically aim to attract followers. To do so, they
need to gain visibility, e.g. by joining (international) net-
works (Haupt et al., 2020; Kern and Bulkeley, 2009). More
ambitious and larger German municipalities have joined in-
ternational climate networks such as Local Governments for
Sustainability (ICLEI), the Covenant of Mayors, or the C40
Cities Climate Leadership Group. Many other cities, also
those with only moderate ambitions, would join the Klima-
Bündnis (Climate Alliance), an international network that
has a strong membership base in German-speaking countries
(Otto et al., 2021b). However, both towns did not join any

Figure 6. Planting campaign along the river Schwarze Elster.
Photo: Leuchtturm Louise/Andreas Claus.

of these established climate networks. Instead, both created
informal networks of necessary actors to bring their adapta-
tion goals forward. Their network activities were less about
advertising or even upscaling their projects and approaches
to other municipalities and more about accessing potential
funding channels for their climate adaptation activities in
their region.

“And that these are really the approaches, that you
start talking in the region, you actually know each
other, you also know the local problems, and there-
fore you need to communicate and try to get talk-
ing to each other, because there are really impor-
tant approaches.” (I-3-EE)

To gain or increase visibility, many leaders try to win cli-
mate awards or prizes, preferably those that help to build
up an international reputation, such as the European Green
Capital Award (Demazière, 2020; Otto et al., 2021b). While
international awards are way beyond the scope of Boizen-
burg and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück, both have been successful
at a national scale. As an example, the Leuchtturm LOUISE
civil society platform approach in Uebigau-Wahrenbrück
won Blauer Kompass, a highly competitive national award
managed by the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Na-
ture Conservation, Nuclear Safety and Consumer Protection
(Bundesumweltministerium, BMUV) and the German En-
vironment Agency (Umweltbundesamt, UBA). Over 13 000
public votes were collected for the Leuchtturm LOUISE civil
society platform approach (see Fig. 6). This mobilisation of
votes also illustrates the support that the project had in the re-
gion. Receiving this award as a smaller municipality should
not be underestimated, given that national awards are often
dominated by the usual suspects: larger and also interna-
tionally visible cities (Otto et al., 2021b). Furthermore, the
PLATZ-B administrative platform from Boizenburg made it
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Figure 7. Bus touring by residents to mobilise votes for win-
ning the federal competition “Blauer Kompass”. Photo: Leuchtturm
Louise/Andreas Claus.

onto the best-practice database of the recently established na-
tional centre for climate adaptation (Zentrum KlimaAnpas-
sung, ZKA). This means that PLATZ-B is among one of only
three best-practice examples developed in small towns (as of
October 2023), while a large part of the practice database
includes practical examples from large and medium-sized
cities (27 examples) as well as regional associations and
counties (five examples).

5 Climate adaptation activities and practices of
ambitious small towns: discussion and
concluding remarks

We have explored climate adaptation approaches of the two
small German towns Boizenburg and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück.
While highly visible and institutionalised adaptation still
mainly appears to be a bigger cities’ business, both places
have shown unusual ambitions for small towns and did pi-
oneering work in participatory local adaptation in an RwL
setting. Given that different adaptation types are crucial for
building resilience (Maskell et al., 2025), formally planned
adaptation should not be overestimated, and the potential
of self-organised responses that draw from the lived expe-
riences of residents should not be underestimated. The latter
can indeed drive and/or inform planned adaptation, enabling
a mixed adaptation type that can ultimately lead to more ef-
fective adaptation pathways (Maskell et al., 2025). Examples
from small towns may also be viewed as a starting point to
initiate this process and as leading examples for complemen-
tary adaptation action.

Our findings reveal that ambitious small towns take very
different paths to tackle climate adaptation locally than am-
bitious larger leading cities do (see Table 2 for an overview).
While leading cities usually have institutionalised and for-

malised adaptation policies, smaller towns lack comparable
administrative capacities and long-term planning perspec-
tives. However, this does not necessarily mean they do not
have strategies to institutionalise climate adaptation policies.
Both have put significant effort into integrating activities into
already existing administrative processes (including plans)
and have also widened their scope beyond typical administra-
tive activities. In that regard, our results demonstrate that the
coordinating unit to complete this task can be placed within
an administration, as in the RwL PLATZ-B in Boizenburg,
or work outside of administrative structures, as in the RwL
Leuchtturm LOUISE in Uebigau-Wahrenbrück.

Moreover, mainstream adaptation leaders have often de-
veloped larger showcase projects that mainly focus on the
built environment and often require advanced planning and
engineering capacities (Jönsson and Holgersen, 2017). In
contrast, Boizenburg and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück tried to in-
crease the visibility of their adaptation activities through
small-scale, quick, and highly visible projects that were de-
veloped and carried out in co-creation between municipal
administration, civil society, and further interested local ac-
tors. Their efforts were well anchored in the everyday lives
and lived experiences of the residents. Other than mainstream
city leaders, our case study towns did not join national or in-
ternational networks. Instead, they focused their activities on
building their own regional and municipal networks to pro-
mote their projects as well as passing on knowledge. Such
networks were created or joined to learn from each other
in terms of exchanging knowledge on how to overcome lo-
cal difficulties, what hands-on approaches are available, and
how to gain access to funding and not simply showcase suc-
cessful adaptation work to other municipalities. In that sense,
small towns have proven highly creative in their efforts of
successfully implementing adaptation action with few formal
resources.

Despite lacking the capacities usually ascribed to climate
city leaders, some “leader-like” behaviour could be observed
in Boizenburg and in Uebigau-Wahrenbrück as well. Exam-
ples are the inclusion of a local project into a good-practice
database of a nationwide climate adaptation agency (Boizen-
burg) and the efforts to win a competitive national climate
adaptation award (Uebigau-Wahrenbrück). Indeed, gaining
visibility and attracting followers are key motivations of cli-
mate leaders (see Kern, 2019; Wurzel et al., 2019a).

Although Boizenburg and Uebigau-Wahrenbrück do not
qualify as climate leaders as understood in the literature
(Kern, 2019; Wurzel et al., 2019a), both might have never-
theless developed models that other small towns could fol-
low – models mainly because they consider the specific re-
alities and conditions of smaller towns. In many peripheral
small towns in Germany, there were and, in many ways, still
are very low administrative capacities for climate adaptation
policy (Bausch and Koziol, 2020; Fila et al., 2023; Fünfgeld
et al., 2023). Participatory approaches that focus on creating
and maintaining links between municipal administration and
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Table 2. Common activities and strategies of larger leading cities compared to the activities observed in ambitious small towns.

Larger leading cities Ambitious small towns

Institutionalising climate policy
– Creating permanent administrative structures for climate gov-
ernance
– Employing dedicated, permanent staff
– Developing adaptation plans and risk maps
– Adopting heat action plans focused on protecting vulnerable
groups

Approaching climate policy incrementally
– Building climate governance on existing roles and personal
commitment
– Maintaining limited formalisation, with responsibilities em-
bedded in broader duties
– Relying on temporary funding and project-based positions
– Less frequent use of formal risk or adaptation planning tools

Developing showcase projects
– Implementing pilot or demonstration projects
– Integrating climate adaptation with modern urban design
– Activities are part of broader urban development and city
branding strategies

Focusing on pragmatic solutions
– Implementing small-scale and low-cost projects
– Focusing on tangible local problems
– Framing projects as practical solutions rather than visionary
experiments
– Use of pilots is less embedded in strategic development

Gaining visibility
– Actively participating in international city networks
– Hosting study tours to showcase policies on site
– Competing for awards and recognition
– Aiming at inspiring imitation and positioning themselves as
climate leaders

Seeking selective recognition
– Engaging in regional or national networks
– Aiming to be a model for other municipalities in the region
and the country but with limited international visibility
– Selectively seeking recognition to gain legitimacy and attract
funding
– Visibility is often pursued to support internal advocacy or
inter-municipal cooperation

civil society and thus aim to establish adaptation as a shared
task might be a promising alternative approach, especially for
smaller towns with a lack of political will and limited finan-
cial and human resources. This is where small towns might as
well be considered leaders in the pursuit of mixed adaptation
responses that are grounded in everyday adaptation.

Certainly, such approaches are not without their down-
sides. First, the lack of permanent funding and reliance on
external and project-based funds put the long-term coordi-
nation of the activities into question. And second, civil so-
cieties concerned with environmental and climate issues are
usually far less active and considerably weaker in smaller
towns compared to (university) cities (Haupt and Kern 2022;
Hoppe et al., 2016; Homsy, 2018). However, as the exam-
ple of Boizenburg shows, self-organised participatory adap-
tation may be a starting point for the development of a for-
mal adaptation plan. The first issue will remain a permanent
challenge and can probably only be addressed by the con-
tinuous acquisition of third-party funds, which again ties up
scarce municipal human resources (e.g. writing grants, docu-
menting the use of money to the funding bodies). The second
issue, however, can be addressed by the proactive mobilisa-
tion and inclusion of residents as done by Boizenburg and
Uebigau-Wahrenbrück. Third, as the topic of climate adap-
tation is receiving more attention, also in light of the most
recent federal climate adaptation law (adopted in 2023, with
implementation starting in 2024), the pressure for municipal-
ities to adapt is rising and with it the demand for materialistic
responses that can be showcased. Climate adaptation is still

not a mandatory task for German municipalities, even though
the law requires municipalities of a certain size to develop a
climate adaptation plan. It will be up to the respective federal
state (“Bundesland”) to determine whether smaller munici-
palities can be exempt from this obligation, provided that a
plan already exists at the county level (“Kreis”). More impor-
tantly, the law does not specify the (urgently needed) desig-
nation of climate adaptation as a mandatory municipal task,
including the urgently needed corresponding allocation of fi-
nancial resources. Yet, because climate adaptation is still not
a mandatory task for German municipalities, it will continue
to be considered an extra but urgent task, and the new law
might even exacerbate regional inequalities.
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