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Abstract

European cities are at the forefront of addressing contemporary challenges 
and crises. The relationship between citizens and cities is often perceived as 
immediate, rendering the construction of resilient cities and communities 
essential in a dynamically changing world. Urban resilience is a complex 
and evolving phenomenon that encompasses both hard and soft factors. 
This article specifi cally examines soft factors related to urban resilience, 
with particular emphasis on communal culture and identity, and seeks to 
identify the positioning of selected European cities within this context. 
The fi ndings confi rm the signifi cance of soft factors in strengthening urban 
resilience and highlight their key role in addressing current challenges 
faced by the European Union. The article concludes by summarising the 
impact of the analysed factors on the future resilience of European cities, 
underlining their importance for a robust and resilient European Union.
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Introduction

Cities are complex entities that play a signifi cant role across the entire 
European territory. With their self-governing nature, they independently 
infl uence processes, infrastructure, and communities not only within 
the city but also in the wider region. Increasingly, urban theory and 
practice emphasise the tendency to actively develop soft elements, 
which, together with hard elements, produce synergistic effects for the 
sustainable development of the territory (Haarstad et al., 2024; Sim, 
2019). This shift optimises the execution of competencies and enhances 
the resilience of cities. The resilience and functioning of cities cannot 
be understood solely through hard infrastructure (pavements and streets, 
digital sensors, facilities, etc.); cities also require attributes in the form of 
soft infrastructure, which is shared among local communities, communal 
life, and the management of social capital.

This study aims to conduct preliminary research on the utilisation of 
cities’ culture through soft city infrastructure and the soft aspects of urban 
resilience. The research question seeks to analyse whether soft infrastructure 
and soft factors of resilience contribute to cities’ culture. Methodologically, the 
study employs a literature review and analysis of secondary data, examining 
the intersection of soft city infrastructure and the soft dimensions of urban 
resilience. Given the complexity of culture in cities, the study does not focus 
on all related components, such as branding, territorial marketing, image, or 
identity, but rather on the complex topic of soft resilience, which contributes 
to the overall resilience of European cities.

Subsequently, the study aims to identify the position of European 
cities in relation to these soft indicators, utilising the Resilient Cities 
Index. The theoretical section primarily addresses soft infrastructure in 
cities, urban culture, and the soft factors of resilience. In this respect, the 
study contributes to the expanding discussion on the importance of urban 
culture by exploring the intersection of two typically separate topics: soft 
infrastructure and soft resilience. 

The Importance and Challenges of European Cities: 
Hard and Soft Infrastructure

The signifi cant role of local self-government in modern democratic and 
legal states is affi rmed in all its forms by the constitution and related legal 
regulations (Brezovnik et al., 2019; Boeti et al., 2012). Self-government 
constitutes an integral part of the public administration system in 
contemporary democratic states.
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Local government, in contrast to the bureaucratic state administration, 
represents a component of public administration that seeks to create 
municipal public policies innovatively, exercise its competencies, and thus 
address current challenges (Fečko et al., 2024; Kennedy, 2024; Devrishaj, 
2023; OECD, 2019). Local government can be defi ned as a specifi c public 
function that is distinct from the state, focused on providing public 
services, signifi cantly impacting the quality of life of residents, and 
promoting democratic values within society (Orankiewicz, Turała, 2024; 
Mitaľ, 2018; Regulska, 2009).

A properly structured system of social governance guarantees the 
provision of genuinely desired public goods and services to citizens and 
helps to improve trust in municipalities and cities. The competencies 
assigned to cities and municipalities serve precisely to implement 
broader societal tasks, goals, outcomes, and outputs of municipal policies 
(Margaras, 2024; European Commission, 2020).

Villages and cities are complex living organisms that must function 
within a dynamically changing environment (Calheiros, Stefanakis, 
2021; Catalano et al., 2021; Diamond, Martin, 2021). In fulfi lling their 
competencies and responsibilities, they are typically infl uenced by a range 
of stakeholders, including individuals, local groups, private companies, 
and non-profi t organisations. This mutually benefi cial cooperation within 
the territory amplifi es the developmental dynamics of contemporary 
society. Local government must therefore be capable of responding to 
trends, challenges, and issues, the nature of which is constantly evolving.

Local government is often regarded as the fi rst point of contact for 
citizens who experience a sense of defi ciency or change in social reality, 
as well as for those who encounter unmet needs or seek adjustments to 
the scope, form, or quality of public services. Cities are thus seen as the 
component of public administration that is most closely connected to 
citizens and their needs (Manes-Rossi et al., 2023; Cortés-Cediel et al., 
2019). Changes within a municipality or city may be viewed as a direct 
consequence of ongoing trends and challenges that infl uence both the 
daily functioning of local government and the lives of local communities 
(Devan et al., 2021). For this reason, municipalities and cities must assess 
the impact of current trends and challenges on the execution of their 
competencies, thereby ensuring the continued delivery of high-quality 
public services.

The trends, challenges, and problems refl ected by municipalities and 
cities in the exercise of their competencies and the provision of public goods 
and services are characterised by a high degree of interconnectedness. On 
the one hand, this implies that resolving specifi c problems entails multiple 
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dimensions, and their impacts often affect a broad range of stakeholders 
within the territory. On the other hand, such interconnectedness 
creates opportunities for constructive and inclusive cooperation among 
stakeholders in the territory, aimed at establishing mutually benefi cial 
relationships and achieving the goals of local public policies.

From the broadest perspective, the urban world comprises a multitude 
of places and layers shaped by diverse climates, cultures, populations, 
landscapes, politics, governance models, fi nancial systems, and legal 
frameworks (Sim, 2019). Soft aspects of cities can be designed not only in 
small urban areas but also within the dense built environments of large 
cities and metropolitan regions (Franchino et al., 2024).

Collaborative decision-making processes in cities are vital for their 
future development (Hofstad et al., 2022). This soft infrastructure 
is permanently interconnected with hard infrastructure (Haarstad 
et al., 2024). The concept of soft and hard urban infrastructure has 
been developed to support experts and practitioners in exploring and 
enhancing the symbiotic relationship between these two facets of urban 
life (Dyer et al., 2019). If fully utilised through collaboration among all 
local stakeholders, hard and soft infrastructure have the potential to foster 
more sustainable and healthier urban environments (Caratù et al., 2023). 
When comparing soft and hard infrastructure, it can be argued that it 
is far easier to demolish or reconstruct highways, squares, or buildings 
than to transform culture or overcome ineffective processes within a city 
(Skelton, 2014).

The Resilience of Cities – 
Why Does Soft Resilience Matter?

In light of developments in the current decade, the preparedness of 
governments and public administration systems for the contradictory 
impacts of both anticipated and unforeseen crises is increasingly regarded 
as a fundamental prerequisite for the effective achievement of public 
policy objectives. Scholars and practitioners have begun to question whether 
governments, regions, cities, and communities are suffi ciently resilient 
to withstand the growing number of crises. Resilience has evolved into 
a multidimensional concept that addresses how complex systems operate 
under stress and pressure. It emphasises the capacity to absorb, recover from, 
and prepare for future shocks (European Commission, 2024; OECD, 2024).

The phenomenon of resilience presents a logical challenge for public 
administration in the context of a wide range of trends and disruptions. 
In recent times, states, societies, and public administration systems have 
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faced numerous crises. In a narrower sense, communal resilience refers 
to the maintenance of a certain level of well-being during times of crisis 
by ensuring equitable access to at least basic public services (Logan, 
Guikema, 2020). Building and strengthening communal resilience is 
a long-term process involving various actors within municipalities and 
cities (Profi riou, Nastacă, 2021; Koliou et al., 2020). In this context, 
strengthening stakeholder cooperation within the territory – particularly 
through participatory processes and social inclusion – is a key component of 
modern municipalities and cities, as well as resilient local democracies.

Another approach to defi ning municipal resilience describes it as 
a capacity comprising heterogeneous components that interact and coexist 
within municipal and urban territories in order to withstand external 
shocks and subsequently return to their original equilibrium or attain 
a new and qualitatively improved state of balance (Ribeiro, Gonçalves, 
2019; Bozza et al., 2017).

City resilience also encompasses soft urban elements, particularly 
social capital and community networks, which can be leveraged by 
understanding the interrelations among people, cultural practices, 
social relationships, urbanism, and historical context (Singh et al., 
2023). The complementary existence of soft factors that support the hard 
components of cities is essential for their functioning in contemporary 
conditions (Berger et al., 2023). Alongside investments in digital and 
technical infrastructure, the importance of investing in the soft domains 
of urban life is increasing – particularly in relation to welfare and 
social inclusion policies, culture, and education (Orłowski, Parsamyan, 
2024; Neirotti et al., 2014). Activities based on persuasion, network-
building, facilitation, deliberation, and collaboration typically align 
with the principles of soft governance in resilient cities (Haarstad et 
al., 2024; Bloomqvist, 2024). These processes can be examined through 
three primary perspectives: those of the institutional, communal, and 
personal (Dyer et al., 2019).

In summary, it can be argued that soft concepts represent the social 
software designed to infl uence complex socio-technical systems within 
urban environments (Skelton, 2014). The soft dimension of cities 
can be optimised and integrated with hard infrastructure within the 
conceptualisation, planning, and development of resilient urban systems 
(Wataya, Shaw, 2024).
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Soft Factors in Urban Resilience: 
A European-Cities Perspective

The Resilient Cities Index is frequently used as a benchmark for 
comparing risks, the responses implemented to address them, and the 
recovery processes in the context of municipalities and cities. Its structure 
allows for the comparison of urban resilience on a global scale. The Index 
was developed by the multinational organisation Economist Impact, which 
combines the analytical rigour of think tanks with the communicative 
creativity of media platforms to raise awareness of global challenges – 
enabling policymakers and stakeholders to make more informed public 
decisions.

The Index was created through an in-depth comparative analysis 
of 25 cities, with the aim of identifying how municipalities and cities 
perceive risk and development, how they prepare appropriate responses, 
and, crucially, how they learn from crises in order to better prepare for 
future shocks (Economist Unit, 2023a).

The Resilient Cities Index outlines specifi c performance criteria 
for municipalities and cities. These criteria make it possible to assess 
which cities are capable of anticipating change, responding and adapting 
effectively, and recovering from environmental, economic, social, and 
climate-related disruptions (Economist Unit, 2023b). Structurally, the 
Index is organised into four core pillars, which are further divided into 
19 indicators and 42 sub-indicators.

For the purpose of this analysis, primary soft indicators (see Table 1 
below) were selected to identify the positioning of European cities. The 
table presents each city‘s overall ranking, along with their performance 
and relative position in the selected indicators, compared to the other 
25 cities included in the Index.

Selected soft indicators of the Resilient Cities Index most closely align 
with the tendencies of cities to utilise soft infrastructure in the context 
of urban resilience. These indicators primarily contribute to the overall 
resilience of cities but also help strengthen the synergies between hard 
and soft infrastructure. We explore selected soft indicators in terms of 
their general positive impact and within the context of specifi c European 
cities included in the Resilient Cities Index. The authors’ aim is also to 
highlight the connection between selected indicators where European 
cities are recognised as global leaders and practical examples that 
demonstrate their innovative strategies. This approach seeks to show 
how these cities effectively leverage their strengths to foster a culture of 
resilience across different contexts.
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The importance of the Social Protection Benefi ts indicator is underlined 
by the public expenditures that include direct provision of public 
services for low-income households, the elderly, the disabled, the sick, 
the unemployed, or young people. These groups of citizens need to be 
perceived as an important part of the entire community that contributes to 
the city’s culture. Warsaw is recognised as a leader in the Social Protection 
Benefi ts indicator, featuring a Social Welfare Centre in each district. These 
centres are instrumental in assisting residents grappling with diffi cult 
life circumstances such as poverty, homelessness, unemployment, and 
disabilities, and they are prepared to offer support during various crises, 
including natural or ecological disasters (Warsaw, 2025b). This approach 
highlights how the city effectively utilises its resources to cultivate 
a culture of resilience among its citizens.

Subsequently, the Vulnerable Group Integration indicator stresses activities 
of cities concerning social integration of vulnerable groups such as refugees, 
migrants, the homeless population, and also those living with health issues. 
In 2022, Warsaw made an important commitment by signing The Diversity 
Charter, which underlines its dedication to promoting diversity within 
the workplace. This decision was backed by multiple projects designed 
to support the integration of foreigners into the community (Warsaw, 

Table 1. Soft Resilience Indicators for European Cities

Resilient Cities 
Index Indicator

Amsterdam
(overall 7)

Paris
(overall 

5)

Warsaw
(overall 

12)

London
(overall 

3)

Barcelona
(overall 9)

Munich
(overall 

10)
Social protection 
benefi ts 97.5 (6) 100 (1) 84.9 (8) 93.5 (7) 80.9 (9) 99.6 (4)

Vulnerable group 
integration 100.00 (1) 100.00 (1) 100.00 (1) 100.00 (1) 100.00 (1) 50.0 (10)

Culture 
of readiness 100.00 (1) 100.00 (1) 100.00 (1) 66.7 (13) 66.7 (13) 66.7 (13)

Health emergen-
cy response 50.0 (7) 50.0 (7) 50.0 (7) 100.00 (1) 50.0 (7) 100.00 (1)

Longevity 100.00 (1) 50.0 (13) 100.00 (1) 100.00 (1) 100.00 (1) 50.0 (13)
Work-life 
balance 100.00 (1) 100.00 (1) 56.3 (14) 72.5 (6) 72.5 (6) 100.00 (1)

Innovation 
ecosystem 18.8 (10) 41.6 (5) 3.7 (22) 100.00 (1) 11.5 (14) 14.4 (12)

High-skilled 
workforce 79.4 (10) 77.4 (14) 81.1 (6) 84.5 (3) 78.7 (11) 72.9 (21)

Source: the authors’ interpretation based on The Economist (2023c).
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2025a). The Integrating Cities Charter covers 52 cities including Amsterdam, 
Barcelona, Munich, London, Paris, and Warsaw. It stresses the importance 
of integrating vulnerable groups, and highlights the strong position of these 
cities in the Resilient Cities Index (Integrating Cities, 2025).

The Culture of Readiness indicator evaluates active initiatives and 
awareness campaigns in cities, focused on the development of socio-
institutional aspects and the mindset of cities’ populations to act in the 
case of natural, environmental, digital, or man-made disasters. The city 
of Paris has adopted the Paris Resilience Strategy, which seeks to build 
the capacity of individuals, communities, institutions, businesses, and 
systems within a city (Paris, 2018). The city of Amsterdam is actively 
implementing various initiatives focused on exploring and evaluating the 
impacts of climate change on urban life, with efforts aimed at enhancing its 
climate resilience and adapting to the challenges posed by environmental 
changes (Amsterdam Institute for Advanced Metropolitan Solutions, 
2025). Barcelona, London, and Paris are also part of the initiative 
100 Resilient Cities Network (Resilient Cities Network, 2025).

The Health Emergency Response indicator concerns emergency services, 
providing assistance and support to citizens in times of emergency and 
crisis. In connection with a city’s culture, the vitality of this aspect can 
make a difference in how the city handles a shock or crisis. London and 
Munich, as the top-rated cities in this indicator, have developed quality 
emergency response plans that help them govern any emergency effectively 
and proactively (The City of London, 2022; Messe München, 2024).

The importance of the Longevity indicator depends on campaigns and 
initiatives focused on promoting mental health and an active lifestyle, 
which help support healthy, happy, and productive populations in 
cities. The signifi cance of issues such as active longevity, ageing, and 
the perception of good health is evident in the existence of specialised 
centres in selected cities, including the Barcelona Ageing and Longevity 
Lab, the Unit for Active Longevity at Barcelona Medical Centre, and the 
Longevity Centre in Warsaw.

The balance between work and life of citizens is confi rmed by the Work-
Life Balance indicator. Cities should promote a healthy work-life balance 
among employers in the city, mainly to reduce stress and burnout, and to 
support stronger social networks and community bonds.

The Innovation Ecosystem indicator describes the level of innovation 
in cities. Innovation potential presents, among other things, mainly 
economic aspects based also on soft factors, such as the connectedness 
of the local economy, as well as the talent, experience, and knowledge 
of local communities. The ability of a city to contribute to and engage 
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in the development of an innovation ecosystem is important from the 
perspective of its development. In this context, the City of London offers 
several initiatives to support technology and green innovation (The City 
of London, 2024; The City of London, 2023).

The High-Skilled Workforce indicator focuses on the contribution of 
local government to advanced educational activities and the intention of 
cities to create synergies across sectors in the territory.

The aforementioned soft factors of cities’ resilience were selected 
because of their important contribution to the active formulation of cities’ 
culture. Active local public policies governed by cities should foster not 
only soft factors of resilience and soft infrastructure but also enrich cities’ 
culture. Creating synergies helps cities and local communities recover 
faster from shocks and crises, which are becoming important factors in 
the execution of competencies in European cities.

Discussion

The Resilient Cities Index confi rms that cities aspiring to be resilient 
must also consider soft indicators of resilience. The strong overall 
position of European cities refl ects their emphasis on the soft aspects of 
resilience. In this regard, soft indicators are not only important for a city’s 
ranking in the index but also reveal and highlight how cities can cultivate 
an environment of cultural communal identity, cohesion, and belonging. 
Figure 1 below illustrates the complementary relationship between soft 
infrastructure in a city and the soft factors of city resilience that infl uence 
and shape the character of a city’s culture.

Figure 1. Culture of a City Shaped by City Infrastructure and City 
Resilience

Source: the authors’ own elaboration.
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The overall resilience of cities depends on both hard and soft factors. 
Similarly, city infrastructure comprises hard and soft components. The 
culture of a city, regarded as its intangible capital, is shaped by both soft 
infrastructure and soft resilience. These two soft aspects, often treated as 
separate facets of cities, infl uence one another and jointly contribute to the 
co-creation of cities’ culture – primarily through the proactive approach 
of cities and their local public policies that encourage citizen engagement, 
participation, and collaboration.

The importance of soft factors in cities’ resilience is also confi rmed 
by several recent research studies addressing various types of crises. In 
the Polish context, soft resilience factors were highlighted regarding 
community cohesion in small and medium-sized cities, particularly in 
managing the migration crisis resulting from the war in Ukraine (Pachocka 
et al., 2025). Soft resilience factors have also been examined with an 
emphasis on emergency system management in smart cities (Costa et al., 
2022). The signifi cance of social issues is further emphasised by a study 
analysing social investments in cities (Scalise, Hemerijck, 2024), alongside 
research exploring the relationship between social vulnerability and 
energy resilience in the Netherlands (Song et al., 2024). Crisis situations 
and scenarios vary case by case; however, soft elements of resilience often 
demonstrate universally applicable qualities. Investigating these factors 
can provide valuable insights into how different communities, cities, 
and their unique cultures adapt to and confront challenges, ultimately 
strengthening their resilience and enhancing their capacity to respond 
effectively to future crises.

To sum up, resilience encompasses both robust and delicate qualities, with 
the soft elements of resilience being as vital as the hard ones. True resilience 
cannot be established solely through hard, grey infrastructure and factors; 
cities must also prioritise the soft aspects of resilience and infrastructure. Soft 
resilience indicators and infrastructure in cities help foster an environment 
where a city’s culture develops not merely through tradition and history, but 
through proactive public policies that promote engagement, participation, 
collaboration, co-decision-making, and co-creation.

Conclusions

The main contribution of this article lies in the assertion that cities’ 
culture and identity are continuously co-created through attributes 
described in theory as the soft aspects of cities and their resilience. 
The authors’ research identifi es a clear intersection between soft 
city infrastructure and the soft attributes of resilience, particularly 
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in relation to building community networks, social inclusion, social 
capital development, education, persuasion, facilitation, participation, 
engagement, collaboration, and co-decision-making.

The resilience of a city is fundamentally shaped by the resilience 
of its culture and identity. For European cities, cultivating a resilient 
culture and identity is crucial not only for overall resilience but also 
for their sustainable development in the future. Future research should 
systematically explore the synergies between soft infrastructures and 
the soft aspects of cities’ resilience, aiming to deepen understanding of 
their active role in fostering the culture and identity of European cities. 
Simultaneously, further studies should consider the connections to city 
branding and broader urban identity, topics which were beyond the scope 
of the present research. This study contributes to the growing discourse 
on the importance of cities’ culture by interlinking two often separately 
addressed themes: soft infrastructure and soft resilience.
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