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Abstract
This paper aims to answer the call for studies 

on smart transformation in small and rural munic-
ipalities. It focuses on the ‘smart territory’ concept, 
which includes all the features of the smart city but 
considers a larger and less delimited urban area, as 
well as the intricacy of effects among towns and cit-
ies. To address such a space, the authors conduct-
ed an in-depth analysis of the Province of Jaén in 
Spain through a content analysis of interviews with 
representatives from local associations of citizens. 
The results confirmed that a participatory approach 
supports the territory management thanks to the 
government-to-citizens interactions that allow get-
ting direct information: The citizens’ voice is about 
perspectives and opinions related to the status of 
different neighborhoods, towns, or villages, as well 
as the city, and real opportunities to shape a smart 
territory as theorized. The study’s contribution 
stems mostly from the category of actors involved, 
as the critical issues, as well as the opportunities in 
local development, are usually investigated by in-
volving either local administrations or politicians and 
citizens. Listening to citizens’ voices also addresses 
the intricacies of a territory overcoming the limits of 
an approach based on a single town or city. Further-
more, detecting problems and opportunities in an 
urban context in this way can help in planning local 
smart development.

Keywords: smart territory, associations of citi-
zens, citizens’ voices, participation, splintering ur-
banism.
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1. Introduction

The conceptualization of the urban context has evolved throughout the decades. Social 
and economic changes, including those due to globalization, have created several new 
challenges for local administrations (Chumakova, 2017). The European Commission, 
through initiatives and projects such as the Europe 2020 Strategy, aims to achieve ‘smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth’ (European Union, 2010). 

The smartization process considers the transformation of all aspects of everyday life for 
local growth based on six pillars (smart people, smart governance, smart living, smart envi-
ronment, smart economy, and smart mobility) and two transversal drivers (sustainability 
and ICTs) (Giffinger et al., 2007).

Scholars and practitioners proposed different approaches for cities, and urban areas in 
general, to confront these challenges (Kabisch et al., 2018). Considering new ways to listen 
to citizens’ voices is one of these challenges (Nguyen et al., 2022), even beyond what Living 
Labs offer, as the imbalance in entities’ power is at the core of such a challenge. Most of 
the interventions in the smartization of urban contexts aim at achieving better conditions 
by providing high-quality services to improve citizens’ quality of life (QoL) (Kabisch et al., 
2018). Additionally, new technologies have created a new scenario for cities, as services can 
be provided more efficiently, data can be analyzed for further improvements (Khan et al., 
2017), and citizens are more involved in the decision-making process together with other 
actors, such as local agencies and firms (Horgan and Dimitrijević, 2019). 

The concept of a smart city has a strong theoretical philosophy, but its concrete and 
complete application is still difficult; a solution might be to challenge such a concept to 
evolve toward the broader and more comprehensive concept of ‘smart territory’ (Garcia-
Ayllon and Miralles, 2015). Recent studies have highlighted the necessity of enlarging such 
objectives to a broader context, leading to the ‘smart territory’, namely, a complex system 
involving several different resources, including both urban and rural contexts (Robledo 
et al., 2014). Spicer et al. (2019) found that collaboration is essential for rural and remote 
areas pursuing smart development and can counteract the limitations of capacity, scale, 
and digital divides. In line with this, Navío-Marco et al. (2020) stressed the limitations of 
geographical boundaries in deploying smart initiatives; they observed the smartization of 
territories through a double perspective: (a) as an evolution of the smart city; and (b) as the 
opposite to the smart city. The former ‘implies the extension of the concept of smart city 
to a more comprehensive geographic scope, such as the surrounding territory, which is also 
more consistent with the very purpose of sustainability and efficiency of smartization’; the 
latter is ‘opposed to smart cities by association with non-urban spaces’ (Navío-Marco et 
al., 2020, pp. 1–2). Similarly, Ates (2020) stressed the relevance of smart territories due to 
the integration of connected smart areas (i.e., towns, villages).

One of the main difficulties in smart city projects is the integration of actors and ac-
tions at different levels to obtain comprehensive and coherent urban contexts. Single ini-
tiatives such as improving infrastructures or territorial governance programs are not effec-
tive when geographically limited (Garcia-Ayllon and Miralles, 2015).
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The development of smart cities via upgrading existing cities or designing new cities 
requires a comprehensive approach to service design and city transformations (Kumar et 
al., 2020). Thus, this research investigates the factors conditioning the smartization of the 
province of Jaén (Spain) through the cooperation of local citizens’ associations aimed at 
identifying: (1) What are the obstacles to smart development?; (2) Which are the levers 
catalyzing the smart transformation?

Furthermore, this research answers a call for studies on smart transformation in small 
and rural municipalities (Rivza and Kruzmetra, 2017; Desdemoustier et al., 2019), the role 
of multiple actors’ associations or contexts in this domain (such as Living Labs) in facil-
itating the improvement of daily lives through smart changes (McPhee et al., 2016), and 
changes’ effects on social inclusion and urban polarization (Gupta et al., 2019), with smart 
territories challenging the latter due to the innate limitations of smart villages or smart 
cities.

2. Literature review

2.1. The smartization of urban contexts
Scholars’ attention has favored the emergence of a wide debate over cities’ transfor-

mation, resulting in several definitions and labels describing how urban areas are set up 
to guarantee high-quality life conditions for people through the implementation of new 
solutions (i.e., cyber, virtual, digital, intelligent, eco, smart, sharing, sustainable) (D’Auria 
et al., 2018), although the large number of labels has created a terminological confusion 
that often emerges when one is scanning the literature. 

In conceptualizing a smart city, a reference to Giffinger et al. (2007) should be made, 
as they provided one of the most recognized definitions: as an urban context in which the 
combination of innovative interventions and citizen participation is vital to achieving local 
sustainable development. Within this framework, Martin et al. (2018) recommended pro-
moting social equity in smart cities by moving beyond current initiatives and favoring eco-
nomic equity (Gabriel and Painter, 2020) in which municipalities and hi-tech companies 
provide tools and spaces to make citizens heard (Wang and Clarke, 2021). The citizens’ 
voice has been proven to help prioritize needs (Charalabidis and Theocharopoulou, 2019) 
and understand local perceptions (Adikari and Alahakoon, 2021).

Also, firms have joined this debate, with a technology-based perspective, due to their 
core business. Cisco—a pioneer in this debate—proposed an ICT-based solution in part-
nership with the public agency in Milan (as in Vanolo, 2014). KPMG (2018) described 
smart cities as an example of the benefits provided by the Internet of Things (IoT), while 
EY (2015) framed the smart city as the context in which cloud technologies can improve 
QoL.

2.2. Beyond smart city borders: Smart territory and smart region
Recently, geographical borders have become more fluid due to social and political dy-

namics. Therefore, scholars have introduced the concept of ‘smart territory’, considering 
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all the features of smart cities in a less delimited urban area and describing ‘a smart and 
inclusive sustainable territory, above all oriented towards an intelligent fruition’ (Cialdea, 
2018, p. 26). This view became relevant in scholars’ debate, as it might counteract splinter-
ing urbanism. Indeed, splintering urbanism (Graham and Marvin, 2001; Coutard, 2008; 
Selod and Shilpi, 2021) is regarded as the widening of a problem known as peripheraliza-
tion, or polarization, as changes in central areas of a city might improve QoL and enlarge 
the gap with the outskirts. Vanolo (2014) offered considerations on what smart transfor-
mation can do for territories while avoiding the trap of splintering urbanism as he expand-
ed the discourse on the smart city toward sustainability. Thoroughly, he referred to the 
contextualization of interventions (i.e., smart interventions differ from one another), the 
managing of tensions between various local forces, and the construction of a smart identi-
ty, making smart interventions sustainable for the whole context instead of being centered 
on limited areas.

According to other perspectives, the smart territory is a complex system containing 
the city and its rural areas, exploiting and sharing resources in a sustainable perspective 
(Garcia-Ayllon and Miralles, 2015) and preventing migration flows toward urban zones, 
leading to the spooling of rural territories (Busso et al., 2021). A smart territory supports 
increases in efficiency due to the performance of effects on areas wider than city centers; 
therefore, the integration of villages (or towns) shapes a context overcoming geographical 
or administrative barriers, leading to greater effects than before (Ates, 2020). Similarly, it 
is about more than efficiency; widening the scope of interventions can positively affect the 
contribution of multiple actors. Nguyen et al. (2022) identified mechanisms to restore the 
balance among actors in decision-making processes, avoiding some voices being unheard 
and worsening the condition of peripheral areas. 

Another conceptualization widening the focus is the smart region (Morandi et al., 
2016), as this new configuration is broader, though still dependent on geographical or ad-
ministrative boundaries. This notion has 
been discussed from different perspec-
tives and recalling models already applied 
to modern conceptualizations of urban 
contexts. In general, ‘system’ is among 
the most common features in describ-
ing smart regions, in line with frame-
works such as the Triple-Helix model 
(Leydesdorff and Deakin, 2011) applied 
to cities to further innovate through 
multiple actors’ contributions (McPhee 
et al., 2016).

Interestingly, Jucevičius et al. (2017) 
shaped a smart region as an open social 
system consisting of three main areas and 
eight general characteristics (Figure 1).

 

Figure 1: The model of the smart region as a social system

Source: Jucevičius et al. (2017)
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In conclusion, as with the smart city, human capital, knowledge, and technology 
emerge as relevant features for the ‘smart region’, described as ‘a place that provides inspi-
ration [and] shares culture, knowledge, and life’ (Jucevičius et al., 2017, p. 3).

3. Aim and methodology

Stemming from the need for further research emerging from the literature review, a 
project was funded dealing with a territory, aimed at empirically understanding smart 
characteristics, the role of local actors’ voices in calling for interventions to improve QoL, 
and the linkages among various areas of a territory larger than a city to further the bal-
anced development for which scholars advocate (Graham and Marvin, 2001; Busso et al., 
2021). Scholars called for studies on smart transformation in small and rural municipalities 
(Desdemoustier et al., 2019), the role of multiple actors’ associations in improving QoL 
through smart changes (McPhee et al., 2016), and the effects on social inclusion and urban 
polarization (Gupta et al., 2019).

Due to these calls for research, the authors’ prior knowledge in the area, the ongoing 
smart transformation of the province, and the opportunity for research funding, the au-
thors chose the area of Jaén (Spain) and surrounding counties. Jaén is known as the World 
Capital of Olive Oil due to its many olive trees and the significant amount of olive oil 
produced, including world-prized varieties. The province counts 654,170 inhabitants and 
is divided into 97 municipalities and 10 counties. The capital city has 113,000 inhabitants. 
Its rural features, the existence of local citizens’ associations, and the risk of urban polariza-
tion—recalled above as splintering urbanism—make this context suitable for this research.

In line with the area’s territorial division, interviews were scheduled to investigate the 
interplay among actors and the intricacies of a territory. Thus, the research unit is rep-
resented by local citizens’ associations, as they are involved in amplifying citizens’ voices 
toward political institutions. Citizens associations consist of independent groups of peo-
ple joining over local issues in order to get bargaining power when asking institutions for 
support. They have been recalled in research in the social sciences, including on smart cities 
(e.g., Navarro-Galera et al., 2019). Although these associations serve many goals, one key 
concern is civic empowerment (Zandbergen and Uitermark, 2019), which has played a 
dominant role in smart cities. 

A semi-structured interview was proposed to focus respondents’ attention on certain 
issues and enable the emergence of issues depending on respondents’ role and perception 
(Schmidt, 2004), as in extant research on smart cities (e.g., Fernandez-Anez et al., 2018), 
proving its effectiveness. The themes in the interviews were derived from the literature. 
Two main themes per each smart characteristic were selected according to Giffinger et al. 
(2007), highlighting the key features, as listed in the interview guide (Annex 1).

Next, local citizens’ associations were identified. One association was selected to pilot 
the interview; after fine-tuning the questions, data collection started with answers from 21 
out of 47 local associations (response rate 44.68%). Reasons for missing answers included 
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unavailable respondents or no answer at all. The 21 associations providing answers repre-
sented a good variety, as most of the cities’ sub-areas were represented.

The interviews lasted 70 minutes on average, with the shortest lasting 48 minutes and 
the longest lasting 85 minutes; they were performed over eight months as face-to-face in-
terviews with at least two of the authors participating. The respondents were asked for 
permission to record their answers. Data analysis consisted of two levels: authors’ inter-
pretation, to offer an overview of the insights, and a confirmatory content analysis, with 
transcripts analyzed using NVivo (version 12.6.0.959) to provide an objective and unbi-
ased analysis (Cogin and Ng, 2016). The content analysis enables confirmation of what is 
already believed and what is affirmed or denied, besides implicitly (Krippendorff, 2004); 
thus, evidence from the software is shown to review the insights of the introductory anal-
ysis, balancing the shortcomings of manual coding to limit subjectivity. To that end, the 
authors ran a word frequency for every section, each representing the six characteristics of 
a smart city. The word analysis took place on ‘similar words’; thus, words with the same 
root were considered together. Due to the risk of considering together words with a similar 
root but different meanings, the authors double-checked the grouped words. Then a qual-
itative cluster analysis evaluated verbatims (Kelly, 1985); queries were launched on each 
section to grasp meaning from the relationships (Pearson index >0.8) among the words 
that the interviewees used. Finally, the analyses were run in separate sections to consider 
the questions’ sequence.

4. Findings

This section first presents the findings regarding the authors’ interpretation, then the 
evidence of the computer-aided content analysis with a confirmatory goal. The results are 
ramified in six sub-paragraphs, with evidence from data analysis—including excerpts—
and a content analysis to gain confirmation.

4.1. Overall interpretation of results
This section describes the interplay among actors and needs, and the intricacies emerg-

ing in the wide domain of a smart territory. Citizens’ associations expressed their voice 
on needs perceived, the assessment of previous and ongoing interventions, and social 
dynamics. 

Citizens’ associations are aware of their role and would prefer to be heard by local gov-
ernments (‘From the city hall none call us, we have to persist to meet someone or we solicit 
the opposition parties’: interview n. 1); their being in touch with citizens leads to better 
knowledge on local needs than local administrators. Needs are also emerging because of 
incomplete works (‘Our block consists of 27,000 people, but there is only one school, so 
either students move, or they have to opt for the private school’: interview n. 2), making 
more evident the misalignment with other districts. The same feeling arises considering 
outskirts and villages, mostly because of transport (‘Bus lines are being reduced, some 
roads are poorly maintained, while works are in progress in the capital’: interview n. 11), 
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tourism (‘There’s a sort of paralysis in tourism activities since the city councilor just fo-
cused on the castle recently’: interview n. 21), and culture (‘The investment in cultural 
activities is almost non-existent’: interview n. 10). In some cases, making the voice heard 
became useful in giving the associations a civic role, far from political power (‘Here we host 
meetings with any party and we told them whatever we needed, no matter [whether] this 
brought irritation, as politicians felt judged’: interview n. 14). 

Associations also contributed to assessing changes, thus evaluating the ongoing city 
transformation either positively (‘Recently, sidewalks and roads have been refurbished and 
trees were planted, the results are impressive’: interview n. 10) or negatively (‘The social 
center offered services, then its management was changed by the new mayor and now it is 
inactive’: interview n. 16).

4.2. Confirmatory content analysis

This second part of the analysis reviews previous insights and articulates the evidence 
recalling the six characteristics of smart cities (Giffinger et al., 2007) through a word fre-
quency and cluster analysis.

Economy

The word frequency highlighted both unexpected and expected results, as the most fre-
quent words are strictly connected to the business spheres (business, employment, firms), 
all frequently mentioned. 

The cluster analysis (Figure 2) shows two interesting results: the lack of support from 
public administrations and the low level of public investment. Accordingly, the con-
tent analysis shows that the strongest and most significant connections are ‘empresas’+ 
‘ayuntamiento’ (firms+local municipality), ‘puesto’+‘dinero’ (whose combination means 
to invest money), and ‘emprendedores’+‘apoyo’ (entrepreneurs+support). 

The following quotes confirm the evidence above, while the second shows the 
wide scope of expected interventions since different levels of public government were 
mentioned:

‘The support to local shops and their owners is almost nonexistent since this would 
contrast with what they recently did to favor the opening of new malls.’ [interview n. 3]

‘There is no support at all from the local and the provincial government; we stand with 
small shops in a demonstration they arranged, because they are very close to going bank-
rupt.’ [interview n. 6]

Moreover, the cluster analysis combines ‘trabajar’ (to work) and ‘vida’ (life), ‘trabajar’ 
(to work) and ‘local’ (local), and ‘trabajar’ (to work) and ‘negocios’ (business). These ties 
stress the need to improve working opportunities and conditions to improve QoL and 
the positive effect that work policies would have on the local context, including business 
opportunities. Some quotes describing these ideas are offered below. In both cases, people 
would prefer to have their life and job opportunities in their own areas rather than be 
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forced to move elsewhere for better conditions:

‘In order to improve the quality of life, work is a necessary element; currently, unem-
ployment is lowering, but the local government should act to have people staying in their 
own cities.’ [interview n. 12]

‘Skilled people, especially entrepreneurs, should be properly supported by the local 
government to start their business and create working opportunities in the local context. It 
is not easy to get this support.’ [interview n. 11] 

Environment
Regarding the second characteristic, some of the most frequently cited words describe 

physical areas (e.g., streets or districts), local places (e.g., Andujar and Úbeda), and lo-
cal institutions, actors, services, and related items and effects (e.g., education and waste 
management).

 
Figure 2: Qualitative cluster analysis of ‘economy’

Source: Authors’ own contribution
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Figure 3: Qualitative cluster analysis of ‘environment’

Source: Authors’ own contribution

The cluster analysis (Figure 3) displays the most frequently cited words.
In detail, the first tie is between ‘alcantarillado’ and ‘papeleras’ to highlight the need to 

dispose of both wastewater and wastepaper; the need for wastepaper bins is confirmed by 
the tie between ‘papel’ (paper) and ‘alrededor’ (around). This tie highlights an issue that 
the interviewees stressed, as they indicated bins are insufficient, which causes the paper to 
fall out. The following quotes describe both wastewater and wastepaper issues:

‘Boxes are a problem, because shops’ owners have to throw away several boxes in paper 
and the big ones are hard to fold, thus, either they fill the bin at once or they have to leave 
them around the wastepaper bins.’ [interview n. 17]

‘Renewing the sewage system is needed, there was a project to transform the old system 
into a new one to recover water, but nothing was done.’ [interview n. 5]
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While the considerations above are basic, the interviewees also combined ‘residuos’+ 
‘suficiente’ (passable general waste) and ‘ejemplo’+‘environment’ (example for environ-
ment), leading to additional considerations. The first tie describes the perception of suitable 
tools to favor waste collection, while the way operations are managed is not considered 
adequate. The following excerpts summarize associations’ perceptions of waste collection:

‘There is an adequate number of bins, but their location is not adequate; additionally, 
sometimes it is not a good sight to have them next to shops, attractions, or other public 
areas.’ [interview n. 12]

‘It often happens [that one] see[s] waste in the streets, because some bins got broken 
overnight or because people are not aware of how and when to throw away their waste: 
these are the problems since the bins and the frequency of collection are adequate.’ [inter-
view n. 10]

Regarding the second tie, the examples that other cities provided are considered good. 
Even small towns nearby can offer a good solution of partnerships with local agencies and 
new ways to collect waste and safeguard the environment. The following excerpts synthe-
sized these ideas and shed light on the advantage of integrating solutions instead of manag-
ing services in limited areas such as a village:

‘Cuenca is a city providing an example of properly managing an area next to a river, 
while taking care of the environment; they created an area for sports, a small beach, it is 
really lovely. The same happened in Villanueva de la Reina.’ [interview n. 8]

‘Close to where we are, the city of Andujar has exemplary waste management, with 
trucks going back and forth almost non-stop. They show how much they care about the 
environment.’ [interview n. 21]

Governance

Concerning the third characteristic, viz. governance, the most frequent words describe 
areas (e.g., parks, towns, and cities), local institutions (e.g., the provincial department), 
actors (e.g., citizens and local groups), local issues and effects (e.g., parking and infrastruc-
tures), and activities (e.g., citizens’ participation and governance). 

The qualitative cluster analysis (Figure 4) offers more insights through the analysis of ties.
The first ties on which to focus are ‘dinero’+‘centro’ (money+center) and ‘dinero’ 

+Jaén. These relations are relevant and mirror what the interviewees perceive about local 
agencies investing money as well as the problem in interventions leading to an area being 
smart (or not), thus ‘splintering urbanism.’ Indeed, people living in the outskirts complain 
about reduced funding compared to what is spent in the city center. Moreover, people 
from small towns feel under-considered in comparison to people from the city, showing 
the limitation of a smart transformation led in a bounded area like a city. The following 
quote offers more details:

‘The center is more taken care of than the blocks in the outskirts; the service taking care 
of gardens is good, but it is not enough.’ [interview n. 19]
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Figure 4: Qualitative cluster analysis of ‘governance’

Source: Authors’ own contribution

One more relevant tie consists of ‘reunión’+‘ayuntamiento’ (meeting+city council), 
as it shows the willingness of citizens—through local associations—to support the city 
governance in the decision-making process. Therefore, the associations describe how they 
tried to express ideas and report on ongoing issues. The following quotes describe their 
contribution:

‘Aiming at participating, we delivered documents to the city council, but no way, we 
didn’t have the chance to meet them. I personally asked to meet one of their representa-
tives, but he answered that he couldn’t do a single thing because he deals with the entire 
province and not just with our village.’ [interview n. 2]

‘The residents asked to participate, but the only meetings they can join are those of our 
association. When there is a decision to be made, they don’t participate, but they would 
like to, especially in meetings in which important issues are dealt with.’ [interview n. 5]
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The previous finding is enforced by another tie, namely, ‘participation’+‘ciudadana’ 
(citizens’ participation); therefore, associations care about participating because they 
know they can play a crucial role in helping local agencies plan interventions and report 
problems. They feel that political representatives do not hear them and, thus, that their 
voice is not listened to. Two more quotes support this understanding:

‘We don’t know if the issues they [the local agencies] debate about are relevant for us, 
because there is no way to claim something for the block we live in; thus, the level of partic-
ipation we would like to achieve is not understood by the local agencies. We simply don’t 
know what they decide.’ [interview n. 7]

‘Citizens hugely participated, but our association was ignored in a meeting with central 
institutions, thus they left. Recently, they have restarted attending our meetings.’ [inter-
view n. 12]

Living
Regarding living, the most frequently used words recall areas (e.g., districts or the city 

center), local places (e.g., Andalucía and Jaén), institutions, actors (e.g., people or associ-
ations), local issues and effects (e.g., health and education), and activities (e.g., theatres).

The analysis of the ties offers additional insights (Figure 5).
The first relations emerging from the qualitative cluster analysis depend on ‘trabajo’ 

+‘niños’ (work and babies) and on ‘trabajo’+ ‘personas’ (work and people). These relations 
offer different interpretations because the references to work are multiple, such as what 
is needed to decrease unemployment and the efforts undertaken to improve local areas. 
Thus, the relation with ‘babies’ expresses these efforts, while ‘work’+‘people’ refers to both 
unemployment and efforts undertaken. The following excerpts clarify these perspectives.

‘We propose a new role to the regional government, namely, some citizens may be em-
ployed to improve the level of safety in some areas; this would also offer a job opportunity, 
especially to the unemployed over 45 and to disabled people.’ [interview n. 2]

‘There are a lot of unemployed and they have to live with the support of their parents, 
but they receive no support from the public agencies.’ [interview n. 7]

‘Local associations are working to open schools after the ordinary timetable to give the 
chance to children to do sports and other cultural activities.’ [interview n. 11]

Two more ties offer additional information: ‘parques’+‘vecinos’ (parks and inhabi-
tants), and ‘dinero’+ ‘casas’ (money and houses). The first tie expresses the benefits of hav-
ing green areas and the need to protect them. Linking ‘money’+‘house’, the interviewees 
asked for support in refurbishing areas where houses are in poor condition, especially the 
outskirts—showing, again, unbalanced care for some areas. The following quotes describe 
these ties:

‘We miss some facilities for children, as well as sports areas; we have parks, we enjoy 
them especially in summertime, it is something we can’t complain about, but it is not 
enough for sports.’ [interview n. 1]
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Figure 5: Qualitative cluster analysis of ‘living’

Source: Authors’ own contribution

‘There are houses abandoned because some people are getting old; some others are 
young and do not have enough money to refurbish them and live there. We had a program 
some years ago to restore these houses and the results were very positive.’ [interview n. 20]

Mobility
Regarding mobility, the most frequent words are areas (e.g., city or streets), local places 

(e.g., Granada or Jaén), services (e.g., transports or technologies), and actors (e.g., inhabi-
tants or young people).

The qualitative cluster analysis (Figure 6) proposes additional information using the 
analysis of ties.

The first ties on which to focus are ‘ciudad’+‘barrio’ (city and block, district), 
‘trenes’+Linares (trains in a town), ‘trenes’+‘acceso’ (access), ‘ruedas’+ ‘barreras’ (wheels 
and barriers), and ‘baldosas’+‘problema’ (paving stones issue). These relations describe 
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what the interviewees consider to be missing or problematic, negatively affecting mobility, 
as part of smart development.

Concerning the relation between ‘city’ and ‘blocks,’ citizens’ perception depends on 
the road connections between the city center and the surrounding blocks; respondents 
complained about congestion and public transport, though they were quite enthusiastic 
about the parking spots. The following quotes deepen this evidence, though the two an-
swers are contradictory because the associations are from different areas:

‘Congestion is really problematic in the main avenue of our block and the crossroad 
is even more complicated. It is not a block with the congestion one can have in the city 
center, but there is enough parking and sooner or later something pops up at a walking 
distance from home.’ [interview n. 16]

‘The block is quite animated, especially after setting a track for amateur cyclists; any-
way, there is not enough space to park, but it is even more important to stress that it would 

 
Figure 6: Qualitative cluster analysis of ‘mobility’

Source: Authors’ own contribution
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be good to act to prevent accidents with new solutions because old ones such as road signs 
are not considered at all.’ [interview n. 9]

The ties related to ‘trains’ express inhabitants’ dissatisfaction with the cancellation of 
routes connecting with local towns—such as Linares—and routes leading to big cities in 
Spain. The changes negatively affect accessibility, thus reducing the role the city plays in 
the country, making the territory unbalanced. The following excerpts show this negative 
perception and the isolating effect:

‘There were few trains, they even canceled a route linking two towns to Jaén; addition-
ally, there is no maintenance.’ [interview n. 6]

‘The state of the railway network is poor; we often reported that, and this is how we 
achieved something concerning the routes to the two major cities close to our region. 
Waiting some more for the moment when transport issues will be solved means to keep 
watching our city being ranked last when compared to the rest of the country.’ [interview 
n. 20]

The tie ‘wheels’+‘barriers’ explains the relevance of barriers in the lives of people using 
wheelchairs; people say that many barriers, such as stairs and sidewalks, make travel diffi-
cult. The next quotes clarify such impressions: ‘There is still work to be done to solve the 
problem of accessibility since several barriers and sidewalks hinder the normal mobility 
of elderly as well as disabled people.’ [interview n. 18] ‘The barriers we found while mov-
ing around here are awful. It is also hard to move because of several holes in the streets. 
Nothing has been done to counteract the problem of accessibility.’ [interview n. 20]

Finally, another problem is the poor condition of ‘paving stones’; people complained 
because the situation is risky for everyone, especially the elderly. Additionally, they report-
ed on the need to support a firm addressing this issue, at least by making their voice heard.

‘We even discussed in a meeting what to do. There are rumors about a mobile app to 
be launched on an online store; this app should create the chance to report the problems 
you encounter through direct communication with the local agency. Unfortunately, these 
ideas were not implemented.’ [interview n. 9]

‘We had the chance to arrange a report with photos showing where the paving stones 
represented a problem. An old man fell down a few days ago because of a broken paving 
stone. We sent the photos, but nothing happened.’ [interview n. 17]

People
Regarding ‘people’, the most recurring words refer to areas (e.g., the province), actors 

(e.g., social groups), local institutions (e.g., the city council), local places (e.g., Linares, 
Baeza, or Jaén), activities, and words describing what people ask for or complain about 
(e.g., support and needs).

The qualitative cluster analysis initially offered an unsatisfying result. Thus, the au-
thors considered only 20 words. The two analyses are represented, one above the other 
(Figure 7).
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Figure 7: Qualitative cluster analysis of ‘people’ 

(70 most frequent words – up; 20 most frequent words – down)

Source: Authors’ own contribution
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The characteristic ‘people’ led to the highlighting of various ties, such as ‘ciudadanos’ 
+Jaén (citizens), ‘quiere’+‘ciudadanos’ (like), and ‘redes’+‘respuesta’ (networks and 
answer).

The first ties describe citizens acting with local agencies for their city or positively eval-
uating ideas or reporting issues at a regional or national level (thus showing participation 
in governance) and appreciating the efforts undertaken. Some excerpts offer additional 
details, including discrepancies between the local level and the wider territory:

‘It would be interesting and useful to show at the higher level of the government system 
what we need. This would solve our doubt about what our local government agencies are 
doing for us, namely, if the central government is aware of what we need. Moreover, we 
know our city is less considered by the central government, so our participation for our 
city may produce an effect.’ [interview n. 14]

‘We are all interested in the future of our block, no doubt about that. Anyhow, just 
20-30% of the citizens in this area are really involved, especially the ones joining local asso-
ciations. Even in that case, just one out of four would join meetings outside the association 
itself.’ [interview n. 1]

Finally, the interviewees were aware of the potential of new media, as they cited so-
cial networks as instruments to empower their reports and deliver them directly to local 
agencies. The following quote clarifies this evidence: ‘Nowadays we have a very powerful 
instrument: social networks. I got reports from other citizens and I forwarded them to the 
network to spread the news around. To do that, I always tag the representatives of local 
agencies. It is better if I know who supervises a certain issue. It is really effective; there are 
often answers, even if sometimes the issues are not solved.’ [interview n. 2]

5. Discussion 

In general, the local association representatives mostly highlighted two-speed develop-
ment both inside the same town (or among different areas or neighborhoods) and between 
the main cities and the town or villages. These differences mirror what scholars theorized 
as ‘splintering urbanism’ (Graham and Marvin, 2001; Vanolo, 2014). Furthermore, several 
differences in the efforts undertaken to favor local development and an improvement in 
QoL have been highlighted in different areas of the city of Jaén. The associations stressed 
that local administrations focus too much on improvements in the new areas, leaving out 
(partially) the historical center and the poorest neighborhood. The lack of support from 
public administrations and the low level of public investment are among the most critical 
issues the interviewees mentioned. Another critical issue is the management of the natural 
environment, especially regarding waste management and street cleaning; similarly, the in-
terviewees often mentioned the poor quality of buildings and blocks in the poorest areas 
and stated that they needed more care and refurbishment.

Other often-mentioned issues, highly affecting people’s QoL, are unemployment and 
the difficulties involved in carrying out business, often due to the lack of support among 
local administrations.
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Regarding two-speed development and splintering urbanism, the connections among 
the different geographical areas hinder the growth of some towns or surrounding blocks; 
moreover, concerning mobility issues, citizens complained about congestion and public 
transport, though the parking areas were quite appreciated.

Finally, local associations underlined the fact that citizens are even more positively eval-
uating the idea of proposing ideas and potential solutions at a regional or national level; 
they act as a channel to connect single citizens and local administrations. On the other 
hand, the interviewees mentioned that it is difficult to communicate and be involved in 
administrative decision-making processes; they wished to be more involved in the future.

In conclusion, the results pointed out that rural areas and historical areas are the most 
unfavored in smart development, affecting the smartization of the whole province. It must 
be considered that rural areas are a necessary component of living spaces for the popula-
tion, as this aspect is gaining attention both in the documents of EU institutions and in 
research, stressing the need to enhance and maintain rural areas’ viability. This latter is en-
sured—or at least facilitated—by employment opportunities and residents’ readiness for 
active and innovative economic activity (Rivza and Kruzmetra, 2017). 

6. Implications

6.1. Theoretical implications
This research is framed in the literature crossing QoL in cities and the transformation 

of services through the smart paradigm. Its contribution is threefold, though these results 
are mutually affected due to QoL. 

First, public services’ transformation affects various areas, leading to more complex de-
cision-making and management. This complexity mirrors what Cialdea (2018) proposed 
in dealing with resource scarcity and sustainability; it is expanded because of the interplay 
between multiple domains. Changes do not affect single domains; rather, repercussions 
arise in connected issues. Mobility affects the environment and the economy; the economy 
impacts living; living steers governance; and so on. Therefore, although social changes have 
been investigated (Gupta et al., 2019), these interplays are more evident.

Second, the notion of a ‘smart city’ is still relevant but its validity in terms of QoL is 
better understood with a focus on the smart territory (Garcia-Ayllon and Miralles, 2015), 
as the improvements in a city should be partnered with advances in the surrounding area 
to avoid the negative effects of splintering urbanism (Graham and Marvin, 2001; Selod 
and Shilpi, 2021). Thus, public service improvements should be aimed at achieving sus-
tainable balanced development as invoked by Robledo et al. (2014) and Navío-Marco et 
al. (2020). Such unbalanced progress occurs in multiple ways, jeopardizing smart transfor-
mation goals. This depends on what citizens experience and perceive in comparing areas, 
providing advances in studies about rural areas and municipalities (Desdemoustier et al., 
2019). This work confirms the existence of splintering urbanism that scholars (Graham 
and Marvin, 2001) highlighted as a phenomenon usually appearing in territorial trans-
formation or smartization. However, unlike what has occurred in practically all extant 
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research (see Coutard, 2008), it is based on the opinions of neighborhood association rep-
resentatives. Specifically, the same applies to the same town or village, between different 
towns, and between the capital city and some of its towns.

Finally, in line with the above contribution, people—mainly citizens and their associa-
tions—experience changes in QoL, so they can facilitate change if they are heard; current-
ly, it is hardly like this, though it might be useful according to scholars (Charalabidis and 
Theocharopoulou, 2019) and as this research confirms in multiple ways and areas. In any 
event, there is a lack of understanding on how to shape a level concretely affecting changes 
in cities, namely, a meso level acting as an agent between citizens and local agencies. 

6.2. Practical and policy implications
From a practical perspective, the authors encourage the creation of initiatives that 

nudge local governments. Living Labs emerged to develop proposals to solve—or at least 
alleviate—problems affecting both the city and rural areas. This arises even more signifi-
cantly in a ‘smart territory’ regarding bringing intelligence to the cities while stressing the 
need to integrate rural areas into a complex system.

Thus, citizens’ associations can represent levers catalyzing the change, as they create 
new ideas based on their experiences, perceive changes in QoL, and make decision-making 
easier. Regarding the latter, technology might be considered a plus and not a not-to-be-
missed feature. This consideration stresses the human side of cities’ transformation and 
should inspire mayors and local decision-makers to seek solutions to increase citizens’ par-
ticipation in suitable and multiple ways favoring social inclusion and avoiding polariza-
tion. Public services and smart initiatives cannot be developed without citizens’ collabora-
tion, as their voice allows for the detection of information, perceptions, and evaluations. 
For this reason, and as in previous calls for research, the authors chose to consider a whole 
province and not only the ‘city’.

This research also provides guidelines at the macro level because institutions should sup-
port processes leading to improvements in QoL, as the European Union stated (European 
Union, 2010). The acknowledgment of a role for local associations encourages their activ-
ities and paves the way to a knowledge-sharing approach, not only in terms of big data and 
data collection as in most contributions but also concerning ideas and perceptions to be 
integrated on-site. 

7. Limitations and further research

This research is different from others based on politicians’ perspectives, which tend 
to highlight improvements and advances but not the remaining problems, obstacles, 
and pending deficiencies that must be overcome to achieve complete territorial smarti-
zation. The distinctive element of this study is the category of the actors considered: the 
local association of citizens, an intermediate level between citizens and local administra-
tions. Consequently, this work breaks from extant research, as the degree of smartization 
of a territory was usually analyzed based on the opinions of political leaders and public 
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administrations (Chumakova, 2017) and not of citizens. On the other hand, although 
this study is based on insightful interviews with local actors, the information they pro-
vided is likely biased because of the interviewees’ potentially subjective perceptions of the 
politicians.

To deepen the results, another phase can be performed: fostering direct confrontations 
and debate among the representatives of the associations. Accordingly, the results can es-
tablish a basis upon which to create other initiatives to stimulate collaboration, involving 
several categories of actors to discuss proposals and critical issues to be solved to facilitate 
local development. Finally, other research contexts can be considered, aimed at shaping a 
framework to provide a theoretical contribution aside from the practical one.

References:

1.	 Adikari, A. and Alahakoon, D., ‘Understanding Citizens’ Emotional Pulse in a Smart City 
Using Artificial Intelligence’, 2021, IEEE Transactions on Industrial Informatics, vol. 17, no. 
4, pp. 2743–2751.

2.	 Ates, M., ‘The Role of Smart City Solutions on the Road to Smart Territories: Smart Solutions 
to Urbanization Problems’, in Palma-Ruiz, J. M., Sáiz-Alvarez, J. M. and Herrero-Crespo, Á. 
(eds.), Handbook of Research on Smart Territories and Entrepreneurial Ecosystems for Social 
Innovation and Sustainable Growth, IGI Global, 2020, pp. 1–18. 

3.	 Busso, M., Chauvin, J.P. and Herrera, N., ‘Rural-urban Migration at High Urbanization 
Levels’, 2021, Regional Science and Urban Economics, vol. 91, art. no. 103658. 

4.	 Charalabidis, Y. and Theocharopoulou, C., ‘A Participative Method for Prioritizing Smart 
City Interventions in Medium-sized Municipalities’, 2019, International Journal of Public 
Administration in the Digital Age, vol. 6, no. 1, pp. 41–63.

5.	 Chumakova, O., ‘Features of ‘Smart City’ Concept in Urban Paradigm of Globalization’, 2017, 
MATEC Web of Conferences, vol. 106, art. no. 01030, EDP Sciences.

6.	 Cialdea, D., ‘Smart Land: Regeneration and Sustainability in Lost Scenarios and New 
Performances’, in Papa, R., Fistola, R. and Gargiulo, C. (eds.), Smart Planning: Sustainability 
and Mobility in the Age of Change, Cham: Springer, 2018, pp. 15–36. 

7.	 Cogin, J. and Ng, J.L., ‘Computer-supported Qualitative Research’, in Townsend, K., 
Loudoun, R. and Lewin, D. (eds.), Handbook of Qualitative Research Methods on Human 
Resource Management, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2016, pp. 221–234.

8.	 Coutard, O., ‘Placing Splintering Urbanism: Introduction’, 2008, Geoforum, vol. 39, no. 6, pp. 
1815–1820.

9.	 D’Auria, A., Tregua, M. and Vallejo-Martos, M.C., ‘Modern Conceptions of Cities as Smart 
and Sustainable and Their Commonalities’, 2018, Sustainability, vol. 10, no. 8, art. no. 2642.

10.	Desdemoustier, J., Crutzen, N. and Giffinger, R., ‘Municipalities’ Understanding of the Smart 
City Concept: An Exploratory Analysis in Belgium’, 2019, Technological Forecasting and Social 
Change, vol. 142, pp. 129–141.

11.	European Union, ‘EUROPE 2020 A Strategy for Smart, Sustainable and Inclusive Growth’, 
2010, [Online] available at https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3 
A52010DC2020, accessed on December 16, 2019.



25

12.	EY, ‘Cybersecurity and the Internet of Things’, 2015, [Online] available at https://www.
ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/EY-cybersecurity-and-the-internet-of-things/%24FILE/EY-
cybersecurity-and-the-internet-of-things.pdf, accessed on September 20, 2021.

13.	Fernandez-Anez, V., Fernández-Güell, J.M. and Giffinger, R., ‘Smart City Implementation and 
Discourses: An Integrated Conceptual Model. The Case of Vienna’, 2018, Cities, vol. 78, pp. 
4–16.

14.	Gabriel, S. and Painter, G., ‘Why Affordability Matters’ 2020, Regional Science and Urban 
Economics, vol. 80, art. no. 103378. 

15.	Garcia-Ayllon, S. and Miralles, J.L., ‘New Strategies to Improve Governance in Territorial 
Management: Evolving from ‘Smart Cities’ to ‘Smart Territories’’, 2015, Procedia Engineering, 
vol. 118, pp. 3–11.

16.	Giffinger, R., Fertner, C., Kramar, H., Kalasek, R., Pichler-Milanovic, N. and Meijers, E., 
‘Smart Cities. Ranking of European Medium-sized Cities, Final Report’, Centre of Regional 
Science, Vienna University of Technology, October 2007.

17.	Graham, S. and Marvin, S., Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infrastructures, Technological 
Mobilities and the Urban Condition, London: Routledge Taylor and Francis Group, 2001.

18.	Gupta, P., Chauhan, S. and Jaiswal, M.P., ‘Classification of Smart City Research – A Descriptive 
Literature Review and Future Research Agenda’, 2019, Information Systems Frontiers, vol. 21, 
pp. 661–685.

19.	Horgan, D. and Dimitrijević, B., ‘Frameworks for Citizens Participation in Planning: From 
Conversational to Smart Tools’, 2019, Sustainable Cities and Society, vol. 48, art. no. 101550.

20.	Jucevičius, R., Juknevičienė, V., Mikolaitytė, J. and Šaparnienė, D., ‘Assessing the Regional 
Innovation System’s Absorptive Capacity: The Approach of a Smart Region in a Small 
Country’, 2017, Systems, vol. 5, no. 2, art. no. 27.

21.	Kabisch, S., Koch, F., Gawel, E., Haase, A., Knapp, S., Krellenberg, K. and Zehnsdorf, A., (eds.), 
Urban Transformations: Sustainable Urban Development Through Resource Efficiency, Quality 
of Life and Resilience, New York: Springer, 2018.

22.	Kelly, R.M., ‘The Associative Group Analysis Method and Evaluation Research’, 1985, 
Evaluation Review, vol. 9, no. 1, pp. 35–50.

23.	Khan, M., Babar, M., Ahmed, S.H., Shah, S.C. and Han, K., ‘Smart City Designing and Planning 
based on Big Data Analytics’, 2017, Sustainable Cities and Society, vol. 35, pp. 271–279.

24.	KPMG, ‘Security and the IoT Ecosystem’, 2018, [Online] available at https://assets.kpmg.
com/content/dam/kpmg/pdf/2016/03/security-and-the-iot-ecosystem-au.pdf, accessed on 
September 20, 2021.

25.	Krippendorff, K., Content Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology, New York: Sage 
Publications, 2004.

26.	Kumar, H., Singh, K.M., Gupta, M.P. and Madaan, J., ‘Moving towards Smart Cities: Solutions 
that Lead to the Smart City Transformation Framework’, 2020, Technological Forecasting and 
Social Change, vol. 153, art. no. 119281.

27.	Leydesdorff, L. and Deakin, M., ‘The Triple-helix Model of Smart Cities: A Neo-evolutionary 
Perspective’, 2011, Journal of Urban Technology, vol. 18, no. 2, pp. 53–63.

28.	Martin, C.J., Evans, J. and Karvonen, A., ‘Smart and sustainable? Five tensions in the visions 
and practices of the smart-sustainable city in Europe and North America’, 2018, Technological 
Forecasting and Social Change, vol. 133, pp. 269–278.



26

29.	McPhee, C., Tukiainen, T., Leminen, S. and Westerlund, M., ‘Smart Cities and Regions’, 2016, 
Technology Innovation Management Review, vol. 6, no. 12, pp. 3–5.

30.	Morandi, C., Rolando, A. and Di Vita, S., From Smart City to Smart Region: Digital Services for 
an Internet of Places, New York: Springer International Publishing, 2016.

31.	Navarro-Galera, A., Ortiz-Rodríguez, D. and Alcaraz-Quiles, F.J., ‘Un Impulso a la 
Transparencia Sobre Sostenibilidad en Gobiernos Locales Europeos Mediante Factores 
Poblacionales, Socioeconómicos, Financieros y Legales’, 2019, Spanish Journal of Finance and 
Accounting, vol. 48, no. 4, pp. 525–554.

32.	 Navío-Marco, J., Rodrigo-Moya, B. and Gerli, P., ‘The Rising Importance of the ‘Smart Territory’ 
Concept: Definition and Implications’, 2020, Land Use Policy, vol. 99, art. no. 105003. 

33.	Nguyen, H.T., Marques, P. and Benneworth, P., ‘Living Labs: Challenging and Changing the 
Smart City Power Relations?’, 2022, Technological Forecasting and Social Change, vol. 183, art. 
no. 121866.

34.	Rivza, B. and Kruzmetra, M., ‘Through Economic Growth to the Viability of Rural Space’, 
2017, The International Journal Entrepreneurship and Sustainability Issues, vol. 5, no. 2, pp. 
283–296.

35.	Robledo, J.G., Larios, V.M. and Gomez, L., ‘Living Lab for Smart Territory’, IEEE Guadalajara 
Internet of Things and Open Data Framework Working Groups, 2014.

36.	Schmidt, C., ‘The Analysis of Semi-structured Interviews’, in Flick, U., von Kardoff, E. and 
Steinke, I. (eds.), A Companion to Qualitative Research, London: Sage Publications, 2004, pp. 
253–258.

37.	Selod, H. and Shilpi, F., ‘Rural-urban Migration in Developing Countries: Lessons from the 
Literature’, 2021, Regional Science and Urban Economics, vol. 91, art. no. 103713.

38.	Spicer, Z., Goodman, N. and Olmstead, N., ‘The Frontier of Digital Opportunity: Smart City 
Implementation in Small, Rural and Remote Communities in Canada’, 2019, Urban Studies, 
vol. 58, no. 3, pp. 535–558.

39.	Vanolo, A., ‘Smartmentality: The Smart City as Disciplinary Strategy’, 2014, Urban Studies, 
vol. 51, no. 5, pp. 883–898.

40.	Wang, Y. and Clarke, N., ‘Four Modes of Neighbourhood Governance: The View from 
Nanjing, China’, 2021, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, vol. 45, no. 3, 
pp. 535–554.

41.	Zandbergen, D. and Uitermark, J., ‘In Search of the Smart Citizen: Republican and Cybernetic 
Citizenship in the Smart City’, 2019, Urban Studies, vol. 57, no. 8, pp. 1733–1748.



27

Annex 1

Smart city pillars Semi-structured interview topics Main references

Smart Economy
Entrepreneurship, productivity, and trade Rivza and Kruzmetra (2017); 

Chumakova (2017)Labor market

Smart Environment
Waste management and sustainability Garcia-Ayllon and Miralles (2015);

Kabisch et al. (2018)Public green spaces

Smart Governance
Citizens’ participation in decision-making Robledo et al. (2014);

Khan et al. (2017);
Horgan and Dimitrijević (2019);
Nguyen et al. (2022) Availability of local administrators

Smart Living
Culture (education, tourism, sport, and leisure) Jucevičius et al. (2017);

Kabisch et al. (2018);
KPMG (2018)Safety (security, health safety, housing quality)

Smart Mobility
Accessibility, traffic congestion, and mobility infrastructures Graham and Marvin (2001);

Giffinger et al. (2007);
Vanolo (2014);
Garcia-Ayllon and Miralles (2015)ICT infrastructures

Smart People

Social inclusion and gender issues
European Union (2010);
Martin et al. (2018);
Gupta et al. (2019);
Horgan and Dimitrijević (2019);
Wang and Clarke (2021)

Participation in public life


