
Well-being in the city: Quality of life, sustainability and local identity 

The module presents and discusses three topics  - quality of life, sustainability and local identity - as 

determinants of different levels of well-being in cities and as key factors in developing urban 

attractiveness.  The module is organized in four seminars.  

The first seminar (Giampaolo Nuvolati, University of Milan  Bicocca) will focus on the notion of quality 

of life. The success of such definition is due to its ability to express the complexity of the problems that 

characterized contemporary societies, both in material and immaterial perspective. However, although 

the extensive use of the concept and the definition of popular rankings among cities according to 

different levels of quality of life, this topic is controversial and ambiguous. In general, it refers to a 

situation in which the basic needs have been satisfied and the community can aim for higher levels of 

well-being.  The literature and the investigations developed on the quality of life have focused especially 

on cities, because the urban context is the place where the complexity related to the quality of life is more 

evident, but also because cities are the places where the solutions to livability problems may reach the 

higher level of innovation. The lecture will explore this ambiguity and propose some methodological 

tools to define and measure the quality of life in urban context. 

The second seminar (Roberta Cucca, University of Milan  Bicocca) will focus on urban sustainability. 

Sustainability is another piece of rhetoric characterizing the recent urban agenda. The reasons are several: 

cities are the places where most of the population is concentrated; secondly, they represent important 

social and economic systems polluting and consuming resources; thirdly, they are social organisations 

potentially more oriented towards green modernisation. Additionally, sustainability has become an 

effective urban brand for cities competing in the global arena, especially in terms of their ability to attract 

people and resources. However, for all its ubiquity and broad acceptance, the concept of urban 

sustainability remains largely non interrogated and suitable to promote unexpected consequences in terms 

of urban inequalities, such as processes of eco-gentrification and unequal distribution of social, economic 

and environmental resources among citizens. The lecture will focus on the opportunities and threats that 

this rhetoric represents for  urban policies, and the challenges that the social investigation may face in 

approaching these issues. 

The third seminar (Giorgio Osti, University of Trieste) will focus on local identity and belonging in 

contemporary cities. The aim of the lecture is dual. On the one side, it will question if, in an increasingly 

geographically mobile and globalized society, a sense of place is still a strong marker of identity and 

central to people’s knowledge and understanding of themselves and others. On the other hand, it will 

focus on the role of local identity and belonging in shaping cohesion and integration in contemporary 

city, or, on the opposite side, in fostering tensions and conflicts. 

The theme of the smart cities is becoming a crucial issue in many political debates as well as in many 

research projects, both at international and local level. The fourth seminar (Anne Lorentzen, University 

of Aalborg) will therefore concern smart cities as a combination of possible strategies and practices oriented 

to improve quality of life, sustainability and identity of local communities. In particular, the lecture will 

analyze, through a comparative approach, the best practices performed in different cities and finalized to 

link ICT, governance and participation processes. 
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