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1. Introduction

Urban areas are subject to continuous spatial and structural changes. Obviously, for
their inhabitants, the most important issue is that these changes do not harm the space
they live in. For this reason, it is an increasingly frequent case that the literature on urban
studies includes descriptions of the research focused on the actual state of the elements of
urban environment and the quality of urban areas.

Due to the different degree of urban development, it is very difficult to indicate the
best way to create a city with high spatial quality or to strive for sustainable development.
It is easy to agree that, despite the complexity of the quality of urban space definition, it
is possible to outline the areas that influence this quality, including: transportation, land
use, environmental protection, social equity, green building, safety, accessibility and spatial
order [1,2].

When paraphrasing the definition that the American Society for Quality (ASQ) placed
on its website [3], the quality of urban areas includes some characteristics that affect their
ability to meet the identified or presumed needs of their users. Moreover, this space should
be free from any deficiencies in equipment and infrastructure. Thus, there are at least two
threads (of space as a whole and its individual components) that can be the subject of a
variety of research: (i) technological research leading to the definition of the methodology
for measuring the quality of urban space; (ii) social research checking the influence of the
quality of urban space on the quality of life of its inhabitants; (iii) economic research related
to costs caused by insufficient quality of urban space.

An analysis of research hotspots was performed in order to check how the authors
of the publications on urban quality included in the Special Issue entitled “The quality of
urban areas: new measuring tools and methods, impact on quality of life and costs of bad
design” fit into the worldwide research. This is a simple and effective method that helps in
identifying topics that are particularly frequently discussed [4].

2. Materials and Methods

The authors decided to base their conclusions on the analysis performed with the use
of the VOSviewer programme [5] which is quite common in similar studies [6–9]. The data
necessary for its performance was taken from the Web of Science Core Collection [10]. This
specific database was chosen because: (i) it has an excellent reputation in the scientific
community in terms of indexing high-quality peer-reviewed publications; (ii) it provides
detailed information that enables accurate results to be obtained with bibliometric analysis
software; and (iii) it indexes a sufficient number of publications on the broadly understood
quality of urban areas to determine general trends in global research on this subject.

The data collection was through the use of the Web of Science platform. The core words
that authors searched for in publications and used as a query were: quality, urban and area.
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When creating the query, it was taken into account that the word area could appear in the
plural form areas, and that these words could have been written in various configurations
(quality of urban area, quality of urban areas, urban quality, urban area quality and urban areas
quality). Moreover, it was found that it did not matter whether they were used in the
title, abstract, as keywords, in the name of the source, or in some other field describing
the publication. In the end, the query looked like this: ((((ALL=(“quality of urban areas”))
OR ALL=(“quality of urban area”)) OR ALL=(“urban quality”)) OR ALL=(“urban area quality”))
OR ALL=(“urban areas quality”). The search was conducted on 30 June 2021.

The database thus generated was reduced to publications as articles, proceeding papers
and book chapters. Furthermore, it required additional manual elimination of the themati-
cally unrelated works and finally 490 publications remained. These were subjected to a
simple quantitative analysis and the search results were exported to a text file. After import-
ing the data to VOSviewer, a graphic analysis of links between the keywords describing
these publications was performed. The programme analysed the keywords used by the
authors to describe the publications and extracted additional keywords for the analysis
from the titles of the publications and abstracts. Then, the map of knowledge on the quality
of urban areas was created, which looked like a network. The analysed keywords were
located at the nodal points of this network, while the lines forming it indicated the overall
presence of linked keywords in the analysed documents. The size of the nodal point symbol
depended on the frequency of occurrence of a given keyword and on the number of links
to other analysed entries.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Quantitative Analysis

The first two articles on urban quality indexed in the Web of Science date back to 1976.
They were published in the French magazine “L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui” and concern
recovering urban quality [11] and return to urban quality [12]. Until 2000, publications in
this field were searched rather sporadically (from zero to two per year). After this year, an
upward trend was observed. In 2007, the annual number of publications for the first time
exceeded 10. The maximum annual number of publications so far was 58 in 2019.

Most publications were written in English (413), but there is also a large group of
papers written in Spanish (29) and Italian (22). Other languages account for about 5% of all
the searches.

The authors or co-authors of 112 publications are affiliated in Italy. This is almost
23% of all the works. Another group consists of the authors from the United States, who
published just over 10% of the publications found. Interestingly, these two nations have
not published jointly any of the Web of Science papers on urban quality so far.

The analysed works were published in 382 different sources. Most publications come
from the Italian journal “TeMA—Journal of Land Use Mobility and Environment” (18). It
is an interesting fact that although only nine papers were published in the “Landscape and
Urban Planning” magazine, the first five most cited publications came from it. The authors
of these research papers are affiliated in the Netherlands [13], Belgium [14], the United
States [15,16] and Germany [17]. Four publications deal with different aspects of research
related to green spaces. However, the most frequently cited one contains the results of
literature research carried out in order to create a multidisciplinary conceptual framework
for environmental quality and quality of life for the development of, e.g., urban areas.

As far as the quality of urban areas is concerned, the Americans are the most frequently
cited (1223 citations). Authors from Italy (653) and the Netherlands (651) follow. It is worth
adding that the Dutch placed third in this ranking, having published 27 works and took
fifth place in the list of publications on the quality of urban areas indexed in the Web
of Science.

It should also be mentioned that 145 of the analysed studies (almost 30%) were
assigned to the urban studies category. Other represented research fields included envi-



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9582 3 of 6

ronmental studies (75), environmental sciences (59), architecture (56) and regional urban
planning (52).

3.2. Keywords

The authors of the analysed publications described them using 1436 different key-
words. Taking into account the additional words that VOSviewer had identified out of
the remaining metadata describing the documents, the number of analysed keywords
increased to 1991. However, not all of them were used to determine mutual links.

The selection was started by extracting only those words that occurred at least seven
times. Then, in order to make graphic analyses more readable, it was decided to exclude
the expressions used in the Web of Science search engine, words describing the research
area, as well as those referring to quality of life and quality in general. They included: areas
(8), city (36), cities (39), of-life (9), place (9), quality (10), quality of life (42), quality-of-life
(12), urban (18), urban quality (43) and urban quality of life (45). As a result, 44 words
remained, and the links between them were checked by determining how often the pairs of
words occurred in the data describing the publications in total. As a result of the analysis,
a network of keywords was created that took into account both the number of occurrences
of individual words and the links between them. It is illustrated in Figure 1.
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The analysed words were divided into five thematic clusters, which are marked with
colours in Figure 1. Using such a keyword network, it is easy to identify the issues on the
quality of public space that are most often discussed in the literature: cluster 1—model(s),
indicators and framework of the quality of urban areas, which are analysed primarily with the
use of GIS tools for the management and development of these areas; cluster 2—perceptions
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of the quality of urban areas through the analysis of satisfaction and happiness with accessi-
bility and neighbourhood among residents; cluster 3—ways to improve the quality of urban
areas, such as urban planning and urban regeneration for sustainability of these areas; cluster
4—factors influencing health; cluster 5—ecosystem services available to residents of urban
areas, such as green space, landscape or parks.

In order to document the thematic division of the literature on the quality of urban
areas, each cluster was assigned publications selected using the keywords that were the
most important for this cluster. Thus, for cluster 1, publications were found describing
analyses integrating various data (including remote sensing) in order to measure the
quality of urban space [18] and the quality of life in urban space [19] using GIS tools.
The most representative publications for cluster 2 are publications on surveys, which
help to understand the relationship between the attributes of the urban environment
and the subjective sense of the quality of urban space [20,21]. The publications whose
keywords come from cluster 3 most commonly describe procedures of urban planning
and revitalisation [22,23]. Works matching the keywords from cluster 4 focus on health,
and in fact mainly on air quality, which can have a large impact on overall health [24].
The publications related to cluster 5 mainly concern aesthetic aspects resulting from the
introduction of greenery to cities [25] and the influence of this greenery on the well-being
of their inhabitants [26].

As is visible in the keyword network, when searching for publications matching a
specific cluster, it was noticed that there were many research works that were described
with keywords from several clusters. For example, there was a publication on preferences as
to the usefulness and quality of green space [16], or GIS tools facilitating social participation
in urban regeneration [27].

4. Conclusions

Despite the visible research hotspots, the created keyword network is very consistent.
The points that make it up are evenly distributed in space and their size is similar. This
is due to the fact that in the collection of the analysed papers it is very difficult to find
any that could be assigned to one network cluster only. This undoubtedly proves the high
complexity of the research problem of the quality of urban areas and the multidisciplinarity
of this issue.

With reference to preliminary predictions, it should be noted that clusters cover both
technological and social research. The lack of a clear indication of economic research does
not mean, however, that these aspects are completely ignored by the authors dealing with
the quality of urban areas. In the keyword network, the keyword prices can be found,
which has been assigned to cluster 4. It occurs nine times in the analysed publications and
is linked to 11 other keywords. These publications mainly concern the value of real estate
as an indicator of urban quality [28] or the influence of the factors affecting this quality of
urban space on the value of individual real properties [29,30].

It should also be noted that the method of searching for publications for the analysis
brought very limited results. This resulted in a situation where the review lacked a broader
perspective. For this reason, the analysed documents did not include research papers
published in the Special Issue, which this editorial paper is summary of. Nevertheless,
there is a clear relationship between these research papers and the topics discussed in the
analysed documents. Noise, which was a springboard to the performed research described
in [31] and which is part of cluster 4, occurred seven times in the analysed documents
and is linked to seven other keywords. Green space, which is the subject of the analysis
in [32], occurred in the metadata nine times, has 16 links and was assigned to cluster 5.
Walkability, the new measurement method of which is presented in [33], was the subject
of research described in eight publications from the analysed set, is linked to 15 other
words and is part of cluster 2. Article [34] uses GIS tools (cluster 1, 17 links, 21 occurrences)
to analyse the quality of life, which is related to the quality of urban space to a great extent.
The indicators used in this research (cluster 1, 20 links, 20 occurrences) were, e.g., the
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previously mentioned noise and green space. Urban design, which occurs in 12 documents
and is linked to seven other keywords, and which can be found in cluster 3, was in turn a
contribution to the analyses described in [35]. It is worth to notice, that the articles accepted
for the Special Issue are representative of each cluster, that is, a group of issues related to
the quality of urban space.
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