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Abstract: Since the 1990s, reurbanisation has become an increasingly frequent tra-
jectory for urban development. Many formerly shrinking cities have been able to 
stabilise their population or even see new growth. Especially prominent in regions 
like Germany and the UK, but also observed across the whole continent, a lively 
debate on reurbanisation has developed as a reality of today’s, and a potential tra-
jectory for tomorrow’s, cities in Europe. 

Postsocialist Europe has not so far been central in the reurbanisation debate, ei-
ther empirically or theoretically. Subsequently, the postsocialist experience is miss-
ing in the discourse and the existing body of evidence. There is, however, some 
evidence that Czech and Polish cities are also seeing signs of new inner-city growth 
and a trend towards core city stabilisation.

Against this background, the paper scrutinises the issues of reurbanisation and 
new growth after the shrinking of postsocialist cities. The paper uses the approach 
of a contrastive comparison between cities in eastern Germany, where reurbanisa-
tion has developed as the predominant trajectory for many large cities, and for cities 
in Poland and the Czech Republic, where this trend is considerably less prominent. 
It analyses the development of reurbanisation in these cities and their urban regions 
over the last few decades, its characteristics and the determinants triggering or im-
peding it. The paper includes data on a national scale as well as from relevant case 
studies of cities and their urban regions. 

It argues, among other things, that there is no “postsocialist model” with regard 
to infl uencing factors for reurbanisation. Eastern Germany, due to its specifi c post-
socialist situation and transformation trajectory, can be viewed as an “outlier” or 
“hybrid” which exhibits characteristics typical of postsocialist and western welfare 
contexts and which is seeing especially dynamic reurbanisation after a phase of ex-
treme shrinkage. Although there are clear signs of inner-city reurbanisation in Polish 
and Czech cities as well, it seems relatively unlikely that this process will reach the 
same high levels as in East German cities within the coming years. 
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1 Introduction

Across Europe, reurbanisation has evolved as a new trajectory for urban devel-
opment. In different regions of the continent, formerly shrinking cities have either 
stabilised their population after a phase of decline or are seeing new population 
growth. This has manifold impacts both on their economic development and on 
jobs, but also on land use and housing markets as well as on the quality of life of 
the residents. Prominent examples of reurbanisation within the last few decades 
include cities in the UK and Germany, but also cities in other countries in western, 
central and southern Europe.

Reurbanisation is much less well-known and discussed with regard to cities in 
the postsocialist sphere, with the exception of eastern Germany, where many large 
cities have experienced new growth after a longer period of shrinking. There is, 
however, some evidence that Czech and Polish cities, despite continuously expand-
ing suburbanisation, are also showing signs of new inner-city revitalisation, new 
in-migration to these areas, and a trend towards stabilisation of the core city (Stein-
führer et al. 2010). 

Set against this background, the paper discusses whether reurbanisation also 
represents an issue or evolving trend of urbanisation in postsocialist cities. It fo-
cuses on the following guiding questions:

• How did reurbanisation evolve in the postsocialist contexts of Poland, Czech 
Republic and eastern Germany?

• Which factors infl uence the emergence and development of reurbanisation?

• How can the postsocialist reurbanisation perspective contribute to the gen-
eral debate?

The paper includes data on the national sample of cities and their urban regions 
as well as on relevant case studies of the cities concerned. Taking a comparative 
perspective, the paper presents analogies and differences between the three na-
tional contexts and discusses the role and impact of reurbanisation in the postso-
cialist realm/context. In this regard, the role of the hinterland has been investigated 
in this paper as an explanatory factor for the development of the central city (e.g. 
suburbanisation as a reason for shrinking). Some data from the case studies, in-
cluding the urban region, are presented in the annex. However, this paper focuses 
primarily on the development of cities and, therefore, does not explicitly address 
core-hinterland relations. 

The paper is structured as follows: after theoretical refl ections focusing on the 
three countries, and presentation of the materials and methods used, the develop-
ment is discussed at the national scale with reference to the ten largest cities per 
country. Subsequently, two local case studies per country/region are analysed in 
greater depth with respect to meso-scale developments, interactions between city 
and region, as well as drivers of reurbanisation. Finally, the relevance and impact of 
reurbanisation are assessed for postsocialist cities, and the fi ndings related to the 
international debate. 



Reurbanisation in Postsocialist Europe    • 355

2 Reurbanisation in the postsocialist sphere: discussions and debates

Reurbanisation: some comments on the general debate

Before dealing with reurbanisation in the postsocialist sphere, the following para-
graphs expand briefl y on the general debate about the phenomenon which has 
largely been dominated by western scholarly work. Reurbanisation (or “regrowth 
after shrinking”) is not a new issue in the debate surrounding urbanisation or urban 
population development. The idea of a revival of (inner or core) cities within the 
context of former decline has already been discussed by urban researchers and 
planners (in the 1960s and 1970s). 

Reurbanisation as a phase or stage of the urbanisation process appeared in ur-
ban life cycle models that were established in the late 1970s and in the fi rst half of the 
1980s (Berry 1977; Berg et al. 1982). At the time when the models were established, 
reurbanisation, was treated at a more theoretical or hypothetical level (because cit-
ies were mainly characterised by suburbanisation at that time), and reurbanisation 
only occurred when the core city, in contrast to its hinterland, displayed a relative 
or even absolute population (re)gain. The models, although still in use today, have 
been subjected to several improvements (Lever 1993) and criticism (Nyström 1992; 
Kabisch/Haase 2011).

Another strand of discussion deals with the reconcentration of population in 
(large) cities within the overall (regional) context of shrinkage. (Core) cities are seen 
as “islands of growth or stabilisation” within a largely shrinking urban landscape 
(Herfert 2007, on eastern Germany) or as winners in a context of continuous decline 
(Couch et al. 2009). According to these studies, (large) cities either remain as the 
only places with no decline, or initially recover, or become (in contrast to their hin-
terland and/or rural surroundings) destinations for in-migration due to their ameni-
ties and infrastructures. The fi rst comparative studies on this topic discuss impact 
factors, drivers and lessons that can be learnt from these cities about the reasons 
for the change they have been undergoing (Power et al. 2010; Carter et al. 2016; 
Rink et al. 2012; Kabisch et al. 2012). 

Other scholarly work on reurbanisation relates more to the impact of reurbanisa-
tion on the residential and economic level, as well as on housing changes in (inner) 
cities. These studies look at the foundations of reurbanisation and demographic, 
household, or housing change (Haase et al. 2010; Myers 1990; Mulder/Dieleman 
2002; Karsten 2014) or the role of (inner-city) revival in the context of urban re-
naissance policy or neoliberal urban development (Kujath 1988; Brühl et al. 2005; 
Cheshire 1995, 2006; Colomb 2007; Helbrecht 1996; Storper/Manville 2006). Gen-
erally, the debate on “resurgent cities” (Cheshire 2006) and the impact of (new) 
population growth on different “arenas” of urban development is unfocused and, 
to date, such systematisations (e.g. Haase et al. 2005; Brake/Urbanczyk 2012) have 
merely compiled a variety of associations and contexts that relate to regrowth or 
reurbanisation. 
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Reurbanisation as a topic in postsocialist Europe

Hitherto, the debate on reurbanisation has remained by and large a Western de-
bate. The postsocialist perspective on reurbanisation, which is the focus of this 
paper, is generally underrepresented in the international discourse except for the 
East German case. In the following, we briefl y specify how reurbanisation has been 
discussed in our three case study countries/regions, identifying similarities and dif-
ferences in the national debates. 

How did reurbanisation evolve as a topic of the national urban debate? 

In eastern Germany, reurbanisation was initially discussed against the background 
of the shrinking that affected most of the urban sphere during the 1990s. Reurbani-
sation became an issue when large university cities were facing new in-migration; 
these cities have become trailblazers for reurbanisation. Leipzig represents the most 
prominent example of this development because it experienced a phase of extreme 
shrinking and dynamic reurbanisation in just 25 years (Rink 2015). In Germany, re-
urbanisation has been discussed since the 1980s (Kujath 1988). Since the 2000s, 
the debate has focused on, amongst other aspects, the shift of eastern German 
cities away from shrinking towards new growth (Herfert 2007; Haase et al. 2010). 
Recently, the discussion has increasingly concentrated on the new “boom of cities” 
in Germany and, thus, more on a new trend towards spatial development than about 
reurbanisation itself. Reurbanisation, in particular with regard to compaction, also 
emerges as an issue in the debate on urban sustainability and resource-friendly 
development.

The situation is different in Poland. Reurbanisation has emerged in the urban de-
bate there, but no distinct focus has evolved so far. During the postsocialist period, 
the population trajectories of major cities have diversifi ed, but either shrinking or 
stabilisation was observed in most cases, (Steinführer et al. 2010). Generally, subur-
banisation has been the dominant trend within urban development and a key issue 
in urban debates. New growth of cities and/or inner-city districts is being discussed 
more in terms of a potential development; the use of the term reurbanisation is still 
relatively uncommon (Radzimski 2015). Instead, papers tend to focus on revitalisa-
tion (i.e. urban regeneration) or gentrifi cation processes; both terms are sometimes 
used in conjunction with each other (Grabkowska 2015). 

The situation in the Czech Republic shows greater similarities with that in Poland. 
Whereas urbanisation was the prevailing trajectory under socialism, urban regions 
have been experiencing deconcentration tendencies in the postsocialist period due 
to the shrinking of core cities (Sýkora/Posová 2011; Klusáček et al. 2009; Rumpel/
Slach 2012; Krejčí et al. 2011). Apart from recognisable but essentially weak coun-
terurbanisation (Šimon 2014), the process of suburbanisation was the most signifi -
cant urbanisation process in the Czech Republic, observed since the mid-1990s and 
peaking during the mid-2000s (Špačková/Ouředníček 2012; Sýkora/Mulíček 2014). 
Recent studies point to the decline of housing construction in the hinterland of large 
cities due to the economic crisis and a certain degree of saturation in the demand 
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for this type of housing (Kubeš 2015; Kährik et al. 2016). Reurbanisation was thus 
explicitly mentioned in only a few studies and to a limited extent in this context 
(Klusáček/Vaishar 2008; Ouředníček et al. 2015).

Which topics/aspects are discussed and which are not? 

In the eastern German case, research topics focused on the emergence and devel-
opment of reurbanisation, its scope and speed, (mainly young and non-traditional) 
households driving inner-city reurbanisation, as well as inner-city neighbourhoods 
and housing (Haase et al. 2010, 2012; Haase/Rink 2015); topics such as the effects 
of reurbanisation on housing markets and inner-city regeneration/upgrading as well 
as the urban economy and cities as educational hubs received less attention (Holm 
2012; Kujath 2012; Gerhard 2012). Topics addressed include comparisons with other 
national contexts (Rink et al. 2012; Haase et al. 2010 for a cross-European sample 
of four cities), land use and density issues (Wolff et al. 2016) as well as compilations 
of indicators for detecting inner-city reurbanisation (Kabisch et al. 2010). After 2010, 
the debate turned to focus on the recent “boom of cities”, with reurbanisation being 
perceived as part of this larger-scale process. 

The debate in Poland has largely focused on the specifi c features of gentrifi ca-
tion in Polish cities (Górczyńska 2015), the fragmentary and micro-scale character 
of the concentration of wealthier people in inner-city locations (Marcinczak/Sagan 
2011; Marcinczak et al. 2013), or studentifi cation in the Polish/CEE context (Murzyn-
Kupisz/Szmytkowska 2015). However, authors like to refer to the “marginal” (Gądecki 
2013) nature of gentrifi cation in Polish cities, pointing out that there are “no typical 
gentrifi ers” (Beim/Tölle 2008). Some authors interpreted in-fi ll developments as evi-
dence of reurbanisation running parallel to the dominant process of suburbanisation 
(Parysek/Mierzejewska 2005). Also, drawing on international debates, reurbanisa-
tion is sometimes placed in opposition to the process of gentrifi cation (Grabkowska 
2015). While reurbanisation often tends to be associated with the cyclical model of 
Berg et al. (1982), some recent contributions have also treated the new growth of 
cities as an empirical issue (Radzimski 2015) and noted rising dissatisfaction with 
the quality of suburban housing among younger age groups (Kajdanek 2012). Urban 
planning and policies still favour suburbanisation (Radzimski 2014). 

In the Czech debate, studies more often drew attention to inner-city regenera-
tion. Although neglected under socialism, inner-city neighbourhoods have attract-
ed investment and been targeted by new in-migrants in the postsocialist period. 
Numerous studies either discuss the general development of inner-city neighbour-
hoods (Špačková et al. 2016a) or elaborate in greater detail on processes such as 
revitalisation, gentrifi cation and brownfi eld regeneration (Sýkora 2006; Kunc et al. 
2014; Frantál et al. 2015). Or they discuss the conditions for, or actors involved in, 
inner-city change (Steinführer 2006; Klusáček/Vaishar 2008), or the development of 
particular neighbourhoods and their driving forces (Temelová 2007; Ilík/Ouředníček 
2007; Kubeš 2009). Some authors anticipate the development of reurbanisation and 
the weakening of suburbanisation in the future (Čermák  2009; Kubeš 2015). Quali-
tative investigations have revealed evolving residential preferences for inner-city 
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housing by some population groups, so-called transitory urbanites (Steinführer et 
al. 2010; Haase et al. 2012; Kährik et al. 2016). In addition, Ouředníček et al. (2015) 
emphasise the potential of the “back-to-the city” movement of representatives of 
the second generation of suburbanites (Ouředníček et al. 2015) in contrast to their 
parental generation (Špačková et al. 2016b).

Concluding and cross-referencing, it is apparent that the fact that reurbanisation 
has not been discussed to any great extent in the postsocialist realm is due to the 
lack of evidence or importance attached to the subject, and that other issues like 
suburbanisation remain the prevailing processes of urbanisation. Eastern Germany 
is an exception due to its distinct and specifi c trajectory after 1990. Clearly, no com-
mon “postsocialist debate” on reurbanisation has developed. While the German 
debate developed dynamically and had an international orientation, the Polish and 
Czech debates remain at an initial, “incipient” stage of describing potential or small-
scale new developments. In its empirical sections, the paper provides an overview 
of evidence on reurbanisation at the national level and selected cities of the three 
countries.

3 Defi nitions, materials and methods 

For the purpose of this paper, reurbanisation is understood as a signifi cant increase 
of the population of a city (in administrative terms), following a longer phase of 
decline/shrinking. In line with the urban life cycle models mentioned above, we 
use population development as the main indicator in order to identify where and 
when reurbanisation occurs. With reference to other scholarly work dealing with 
urbanisation trajectories in general and shrinking cities in particular, we consider 
population change to be a simple and frequently used indicator for representing a 
complex process. Moreover, it is readily accessible and comparatively easy to in-
terpret, allowing conclusions to be drawn about adjacent processes such as house-
hold change (Beauregard 2009), or economic growth, and/or the attraction of new 
investment (Turok/Mykhnenko 2007). In order to clearly distinguish reurbanisation 
from “simple growth as such” (Cheshire 2006: 1232), our defi nition focuses on a 
longer phase of shrinking that predates the period in which shrinking comes to a 
halt and the population increases (again). For our analysis, this means that regrowth 
has to be interpreted within the context of previous shrinking/decline. We are well 
aware that the phenomenon of reurbanisation is much more complex and affects 
the fi elds of economic and job growth, public and private investment, and funding/
support schemes at supra-local levels. The relationships between (new) population 
growth and these factors will be expanded on in the second part of our empirical 
section, based on case studies in the three regions. 

In order to meet the research objectives, we follow a two-step approach: a) First-
ly, we use quantitative data to show the development of the ten largest cities per 
country/region, incorporating the population development of cities and their urban 
regions as well as the dominance of natural and/or migratory growth (data are pre-
sented in the Appendix); we thus obtain a typology of trajectories that generalise 
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the population development of 30 cities into 5 types (Fig. 7). b) Secondly, we pro-
vide a more in-depth analysis of two selected case studies per country, including an 
examination of intra-urban developments, patterns of migration, and driving forces 
of reurbanisation. Using this two-dimensional approach, we believe we adequately 
refl ect the different ways in which regrowth emerges and develops in our case 
study regions.

a) For the quantitative analysis at the national level, we focused on the ten larg-
est cities per country in order to refl ect the different urban systems in Poland, 
the Czech Republic and eastern Germany, covering various city sizes and the 
diverging signifi cance of the cities within each country. In order to investigate 
reurbanisation phenomena and to shed light on the trajectories of each city, 
we used population data from 1970 to 2015 (every fi ve years; from 1990: 
yearly). However, some variations occur, caused by changes in the defi nition 
of the population during a census round that have not been recalculated by 
the national statistical offi ces. This is, for example, the case in Poland (espe-
cially in Warsaw), where, from 1999 onwards, a recalculation of population 
numbers by the statistical offi ce followed the 2002 population census defi ni-
tion), leading to variations between 1998 and 1999.1 In Germany, this is not 
the case because all data before the 2011 census are based on estimations. 
Following the 2011 census, Poland recalculated its fi gures which led to varia-
tions between 2009 and 2010. In Germany and the Czech Republic, variations 
occurred between 2010 and 2011.

  Total population data were collected for the core cities and the surrounding 
hinterlands, which were defi ned by the merging of all adjacent municipali-
ties (NUTS4; Poland: powiat, Czech Republic: okres, Germany: erweiterter 
Verfl echtungsraum2). All boundaries of the spatial units have been frozen in 
the most recent status (2015) for which recalculations have been made. This 
allows comparisons over time and helps explain the role the hinterland plays 
in the core city development, in line with urban life cycle models (Berg et al. 
1982; Cheshire 1995; Hall/Hay 1980). Finally, data on the natural evolution 
and migratory balance were used in order to allow conclusions to be drawn 
about the driving forces behind population growth and decline and, espe-
cially, about the turning points of development paths. We develop a typology 
of trajectories, including continuous population loss, reurbanisation, etc., for 
all 30 cities within the three countries in a cross-national comparison. This 
makes it possible to test our working defi nition because we take into account 
the previous development and compare it to the current situation. 

1 This was the fi rst census since 1988, and it revealed that, in some cases, the resident population 
differed signifi cantly from the actually recorded numbers.

2 http://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/Raumbeobachtung/Raumabgrenzungen/Grossstadtre-
gionen/Grossstadtregionen.html
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b) For the in-depth case studies, we chose two cities per country/region that 
are typical of some overarching trends and that are in line with the typology 
developed earlier. We chose two cities per country/region in order to a) com-
pare and/or contrast two cases and b) detect possible anomalies which may 
upset the comparative picture if just one city per country/region is selected. 
For the selection, we applied the following criteria: a) measurable popula-
tion loss of the city in the 1990s/early 2000s over at least 10 years; b) move 
towards reurbanisation within the last 5-10 years or at least visible potential 
for reurbanisation; c) signifi cant role for the country/region and d) existing 
expert knowledge and research expertise on the selected cities. For east-
ern Germany, we chose Leipzig and Dresden to demonstrate the prominent 
change from shrinking towards reurbanisation within only a few years in a 
number of larger university cities. In the Czech Republic, we consider the 
case of the capital of Prague because it represents a valid example that ex-
plains the character and driving forces behind population regrowth in the 
Czech context, and the city of Brno which represents a major, non-capital city 
with fewer dynamics and without the role and features of a capital city. For 
Poland, we present the cases of Wroclaw which shows emerging reurbanisa-
tion, and Poznań which, due to the population development of the inner city, 
is still shrinking but has exhibited potential reurbanisation of the core city 
within the last few years. For all six cities, we collected population data on the 
intra-urban level (districts) in order to answer the questions whether and to 
what extent reurbanisation is spreading homogenously over the city or not. 
Moreover, in order to better understand the stage and emergence of reurban-
isation as well as driving and hindrance processes, we present information on 
housing trends and preferences, local economic developments, large-scale 
investments and revitalisation projects and policies which is based on previ-
ous academic work, strategic documents, municipal statistics and analyses. 
Described trends are supported by fi gures where helpful or necessary, with 
no claim to their completeness. The type and structure of information given 
per case study follow a common scheme and logic without being complete-
ly identical. The main idea behind the case study descriptions is to provide 
comparable storylines that go beyond a national-scale quantitative analysis 
and illustrate the emergence and development of reurbanisation at the local 
level within specifi c city contexts, in a qualitative and explorative manner. 

4 Empirical results 

4.1 National scale

Poland
In the case of Poland, considerably divergent urban population developments can 
be observed in the postsocialist period. While cities like Łódź or Katowice expe-
rienced longer periods of shrinking, cities like Warsaw and Cracow experienced 
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growth. With an increase of 63,000 residents, Warsaw was the outstanding leader 
in terms of growth for the period 1990-2015, whereas Łódź encountered the stron-
gest decline (of 147,000 people). In a number of cities, including Wrocław, Poznań, 
Gdańsk, Szczecin and Bydgoszcz, we observe a moderate trend towards shrinking 
with or without growth interruptions. Wrocław and Gdańsk have been experiencing 
an episode of regrowth since 2010. Lublin, by contrast, continued to grow up to the 
late 1990s, when most other cities were already shrinking, but after 2000, it shifted 
from growth to decline. 

The natural balance contributed negatively to the population development of 
most cities, with the exception of Lublin (+7,400 persons) and, to a smaller extent, 
Gdańsk. This was mainly due to the very low birth rates which prevailed in Poland 
throughout the postsocialist period (1.32 in 2015). The birth defi cit reached its nadir 
between the mid-1990s and the mid-2000s. Several cities, including Warsaw, Cra-
cow and Poznań, recently achieved a birth surplus. The increase was driven by the 
effect of demographic waves, with baby boom cohorts entering childbearing age. In 
absolute terms, Łódź lost by far the largest number of residents due to the negative 
natural balance (-122,600 inhabitants). 

The overall effects of migration in Polish cities were mixed. While Warsaw, Cra-
cow, Wrocław and Szczecin took advantage of an infl ow surplus, the six other cities 
were confronted with a net loss. Warsaw was clearly ahead of all the other cities, 
with a net gain of +128,900 people. Poznań, by contrast, experienced the greatest 
net loss of -26,100 people. In most cities, out-migration started to predominate from 
the late 1990s onwards, and its negative effect tended to accumulate over time. 
More recently, this trend has been reversed, but for a number of cities (Bydgoszcz, 
Katowice, Lublin, Łódź and Poznań) the net effect was still negative.

Looking at the urban regions, in most cases the decline of the core cities was 
accompanied by a population increase in the hinterlands, resulting in a positive 
net overall change for the region. However, in Łódź and Katowice, the population 
declined also at the agglomeration level. The urban region of Warsaw experienced 
the largest gain of over 330,000 people. A substantial increase of almost 100,000 
residents also took place in Poznań’s agglomeration which is particularly striking 
given the ongoing shrinking of the core city. 

While a number of factors are likely to have affected the postsocialist demo-
graphic trajectories of Polish cities, the role of several key factors including the 
economy, education, consumption patterns, planning and policies should be un-
derlined here. In the early 2000s, the poor performance of the Polish economy, with 
unemployment rates peaking at 20 percent, triggered a wave of migration following 
the opening of labour markets in a number of EU countries. More recently, however, 
more favourable economic conditions again increased the incentives for migration 
to cities. The positive effects are, however, unevenly distributed. While cities like 
Warsaw and Poznań are actually facing a workforce defi cit, old industrialised cities 
like Łódź and Katowice are still struggling to restructure their economy (Marcińczak/
Sagan 2011). The economic success of Polish cities is strongly related to their per-
formance in higher education. As an outcome of social change and a higher reputa-
tion of university education, the number of university students in Poland increased 
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between 1990 and the late 2000s from 400,000 to almost 2,000,000, leading to a 
substantial migration towards cities hosting high-ranked universities like Warsaw, 
Cracow, Poznań, Wrocław and Gdańsk (Sojkin et al. 2012). In short, a solid base 
of knowledge-intensive economy combined with educational opportunities has 
been one of the key determinants of rural-to-urban migration in postsocialist Po-
land. More recently, foreign migration has also become an important factor. Ap-
proximately one million migrants from the Ukraine were counted in Poland in 2016, 
making them by far the largest group of foreign migrants. Most of these migrants 
have arrived in the last few years following the outbreak of war in eastern Ukraine 
as well as the related economic depression. It is, however, diffi cult to estimate the 
impact of foreign migration at the city level, as offi cial data are only provided at the 
regional level.

The positive migration effects of rural-to-urban migration were counterbalanced 
by a prevailing trend towards suburbanisation at the urban agglomeration level. 
Suburbanisation could be regarded as a spatial refl ection of changing consump-
tion patterns. For instance, the amount of outstanding mortgage debt in Poland has 
quadrupled in just a few years, refl ecting the strong demand for home ownership 
(Radzimski 2014). This trend, coupled with the increasing motorisation rate and a 

Fig. 1: Population development of Poland’s ten largest cities 1970-2015 
(1970/71 = 100)
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deregulated land use planning system (Halleux et al. 2012), created favourable con-
ditions for the growth of urban hinterlands.

Summing up, it can be concluded that only some of the largest Polish cities dem-
onstrate shrinking followed by regrowth (Fig. 1). Reurbanisation tendencies are not 
as clearly visible as in eastern Germany. While in some cities, like Warsaw and Cra-
cow, growth has prevailed for most of the post-transition period, other cities have 
encountered longer periods of shrinking. Recently, the migration balance has im-
proved in a number of cities. However, in only two cases (Wrocław and in Gdańsk) 
this increase has caused a change from shrinking to regrowth. While economically 
motivated rural-to-urban migration creates a potential for reurbanisation, this trend 
is counterbalanced by (continuous) residential suburbanisation.

Czech Republic
In the last half decade, Czech cities have experienced a variety of urbanisation pro-
cesses. Under socialism, strong state-led urbanisation related to the extensive con-
struction of housing estates was dominant in urban regions (Fig. 2). Cities gained 
population mainly through internal migration but also as a result of the positive 
natural balance (primarily in the 1970s due to propopulation measures). Suburbani-
sation was practically non-existent and only little investment reached municipalities 
in the hinterlands of large cities; both processes resulted in population losses in 
these areas, especially during the 1980s. 

After the breakdown of state socialism, almost all of the ten largest cities ex-
perienced population decline between 1990 and 2005 and lost between 2 percent 
and 8 percent of their 1990 population, with Ostrava and Ústí nad Labem suffering 
the most severe losses. The decline was driven by negative natural and migration 
balances alike. Two main reasons caused losses by migration. First, some cities 
found themselves in an unfavourable economic situation; economic decline primar-
ily affected the cities previously dependent on heavy industry or mining (Ostrava, 
Ústí nad Labem). Second, the suburbanisation process was responsible for out-of-
city migration fl ows; it started in the region around Prague but also around many 
second-tier cities in the second half of the 1990s. Signifi cant suburbanisation arose 
as a result of several factors. At the level of national policies, the state focused on 
supporting new housing construction through several measures (e.g. building sav-
ings, mortgages). The revitalisation of the pre-war housing stock was not a priority 
in the fi rst years. Also, the formerly strict planning system weakened, and every 
municipality gained considerable planning power. As a result, the rules for housing 
construction were, in most cases, more fl exible outside the core cities. Finally, the 
preference for a particular type of housing (e.g. a house with garden), which was a 
scarce resource under state socialism, was signifi cant on the demand side.

Since the second half of the 2000s, some of the large cities have shown re-
urbanisation tendencies. The population gains were mainly driven by migration, 
more specifi cally by positive migration balances of foreigners (mostly Ukrainians, 
Slovaks, Russians, and Vietnamese) while ethnic Czechs continued to leave for sub-
urbia. Furthermore, some of the cities’ population increase can also be ascribed to 
positive natural balance, although its importance and duration varied among the cit-
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ies. In the last decade, the urban population has experienced a “population boom”, 
connected to strong cohorts, born in the 1970s, reaching their childbearing ages. At 
the same time, however, suburbanisation even increased in intensity in this period, 
resulting in population growth in most of the urban regions. 

However, a few years after the start of the economic crisis in 2008, the growth 
trend was interrupted and the number of in-migrants (especially of foreigners) 
sharply decreased. In some cases migration losses only led to a reduction of popu-
lation gains (e.g. in Prague), while other cities began to lose population again (e.g. 
Olomouc). Suburbanisation also slowed down as a result of lower demand for new 
housing. Recently, a slow reversal of trends associated with the recovery following 
the economic crisis can be observed. The population development of cities that 
previously lost population seems to have stabilised: Their losses became increas-
ingly marginal (e.g. Brno) and some of them even turned towards reurbanisation 
(e.g. Plzeň). 

As already indicated, the population growth in cities was mainly connected to 
their economic performance and the need for additional workforce which brought 
international immigrants to the cities (Čermák 2009). Almost all large cities exhib-

Fig. 2: Population development of the Czech Republic’s ten largest cities 
1970-2015 (1970/71 = 100)

Source: Own calculation
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ited a positive migration balance for the group of foreigners in the postsocialist 
period; its intensity was highly dependent on the economic development. 

Apart from job-related migration, it was the specifi c housing preferences of 
the nascent middle classes that were responsible for continuous suburbanisa-
tion. These tendencies prevailed in most cities and their intensity was linked to the 
housing market dynamics (suburban housing construction). In the last few years, 
however, some cities also experienced stagnating out-migration juxtaposed with 
an increase in the number of in-migrants which led to a modest yet overall gain of 
population in recent years (especially in Prague, Plzeň, and Liberec). This could be 
considered a sign of changing housing preferences towards city-mindedness.

In sum, it should be stressed that both suburbanisation and emergent reurban-
isation have coexisted in most of the Czech urban regions in the last ten years. From 
the regional perspective, a variegated picture of population development can be 
observed in the ten largest Czech cities. Prague, Plzeň, and Liberec represent excep-
tional examples of (almost) continuous growth during the past ten years, followed 
by a shorter period of decline. Ostrava has been constantly losing population since 
the early 1990s and is likely to see this trend continue in the future. Other cities (Olo-
mouc, České Budějovice, Hradec Králové) experienced episodic decline. A fourth 
group of cities exhibited stabilisation of population development (Brno, Pardubice, 
Ústí nad Labem).

Eastern Germany
Reurbanisation in eastern Germany is clearly a product of the exceptional popula-
tion losses of its cities. Most of the large cities in the GDR (except Potsdam and 
Rostock) had already ceased to grow in the 1980s; Leipzig even began to shrink in 
the 1960s (Fig. 3). The reasons are basically decreasing birth rates since the 1970s, 
out-migration due to bad housing conditions in city centres as well as out-migration 
as a consequence of national industrial planning policies and environmental pollu-
tion. Since 1985, seven of the ten largest eastern German cities have lost popula-
tion. The exceptions are the capital Berlin and nearby Potsdam, and Rostock. With 
the exception of Berlin, 1990 saw the continuation and reinforcement of shrinking in 
every city – now dominated by East-West migration, state-funded suburbanisation 
and country-wide job-driven out-migration due to industrial erosion – all accompa-
nied by a sharp decrease in (already low) birth rates to the lowest levels. Shrinking 
had become the predominant trajectory of urban development in eastern Germany, 
exhibiting dramatic dynamics. Some cities lost more than 10 percent of their popu-
lations (e.g. Chemnitz, Leipzig, Halle, Magdeburg, Erfurt).

Around 2000, the trend started to change towards reurbanisation (Fig. 3). While 
in many core cities the population shrinking came to a halt and the population even 
started to grow again, suburbanisation nearly stopped and suburban communities 
even began to shrink. The reasons are basically rooted in changing national policies. 
First, housing and living conditions have been improved due to state benefi ts (tax 
relief). Second, state funded programmes such as Stadtumbau helped to stabilise 
the housing market. Both interventions led to affordable and attractive housing con-
ditions which pulled in new immigrants. Third, a lot of money was invested in the 
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infrastructure together with the increased relevance of universities as a guarantee 
of high earnings. 

In contrast to the shrinking, however, reurbanisation was very heterogeneous 
during the 2000s. Analysis of the trajectories of all cities reveals that, despite the 
general shrinking trends in the 1990s and stabilisation/reurbanisation in the 2000s, 
and even more so in the 2010s, the population dynamics of East German cities dif-
fer considerably. The most prominent examples of the new stabilisation and growth 
(albeit at moderate yearly rates until the late 2000s) were cities such as Dresden and 
Leipzig, but also smaller university cities such as Jena, Erfurt, and Potsdam (which 
have regrown, not at the rates, e.g., of Leipzig, but nevertheless steadily). Subse-
quently, these three cities now exceed their 1970 population by 125/140 percent, 
whereas the most prominent examples of reurbanisation, Dresden and Leipzig, ex-
ceed the 1970 population by only 8 percent (Dresden) or reached the 1970 level only 
in 2016 (Leipzig). However, other cities faced an even longer period of shrinking and 
only experienced low growth rates during the 2000s. The reasons are rooted in 
structural problems of the cities’ economies, the lack of births and the lack of avail-
able inner-city housing; relevant examples are Rostock (ship building) and Magde-

Fig. 3: Population development of eastern Germany’s ten largest cities 1970-
2015 (1970/71 = 100)

Source: Own calculation
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burg (machine construction). In contrast, shrinking rates declined in the second half 
of the 2000s, also in cities such as Halle that had belonged, Europe-wide, to the 
most dynamically shrinking cities until then. This shows that the duration and sever-
ity of shrinking have a considerable combined impact on how recovery takes place.

In the fi rst half of the 2010s, reurbanisation became the overarching trajectory 
for all large cities in eastern Germany. Yearly growth rates differed; whilst some 
cities, such as Halle, Chemnitz, or Magdeburg, exhibited either stabilisation or very 
modest growth from 2011 onwards, rates have skyrocketed in Leipzig (2.5 percent 
since 2011) and in Dresden (1.3 percent until 2015). Whereas cities such as Jena and 
Potsdam – but also Berlin and Erfurt – saw a comparatively short interruption of 
growth through shrinking, the cities of Halle, Chemnitz, and Magdeburg have sta-
bilised only recently at rates of approximately 80 percent of their 1970 population. 
The migration patterns of Germans are important for the reurbanisation currently 
being observed, but so, too, is legal international immigration – especially in larger 
cities – and refugees. Chemnitz is the initial arrival point for refugees entering the 
federal state of Saxony, which might have an impact on recent growth rates. Thus, 
for some cities it is not clear if reurbanisation is currently taking place as we have 
seen in Leipzig or Dresden, or if these are short-term stabilisation phenomena aris-
ing from national trends (e.g. distribution of refugees).

Thus, while the general trend towards reurbanisation is clearly due to a national 
trend in Germany as a whole, the differences in the time at which reurbanisation 
emerged and how modest/prominent the process was, depend to a marked extent 
on the specifi c situation of a city and show a clear connection to the previous period 
of shrinking. 

4.2 Zooming in: detecting the development in urban regions (case 
studies)

Poland (Poznań and Wrocław) 
Two contrasting case studies in Poland are discussed: Wrocław as an example of a 
recent shift towards regrowth, and Poznań where there appears to be potential for 
reurbanisation but where suburbanisation remains the predominant trend.

The population of Wrocław started to decline in the early 1990s, reaching its 
nadir in 2010 (631,000 residents). Subsequently, the number of residents increased 
again to 636,000 by 2015. The population increase due to migration between 1990 
and 2015 amounted to 20,000 people, i.e. more or less equal to the loss caused by 
natural decline. An increase in migration combined with an improving but still nega-
tive natural balance jointly contributed to the recent episode of regrowth which can 
be observed from 2010 onwards. Against the background of this change the local 
economy is thriving which has earned Wrocław a reputation as one of the most 
prosperous urban regions, not just in Poland but in Central and Eastern Europe 
as a whole. Recently, Wrocław’s agglomeration attracted a number of important 
investors including Amazon, Google, LG and Volvo. In 2015, the registered unem-
ployment rate was 3.3 percent. The role of the city as a centre of higher education 
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is important and growing, with 120,000 students enrolled at universities, making 
Wrocław the third largest academic city in Poland after Warsaw and Cracow. 

Looking at the intra-urban structure of the city, we fi nd continuous shrinking in 
the inner city contrasted by ongoing growth in peripheral districts (Fig. 4). It appears 
that in Wrocław, a substantial proportion of the suburbanisation is taking place 
within the boundaries of the city, which comprises an area of 293 km2. Wrocław was 
particularly successful in fostering regulatory planning: 57 percent of the city area 
is covered by regulatory plans, compared to 30 percent at the national level. With 
104,000 housing units approved between 2000 and 2016, the increase in housing 
supply in Wrocław was twice that of Poznań. At the same time, the population of the 
hinterlands increased by 60,000 which confi rms the importance of the suburbanisa-
tion process as the predominant tendency in the Wrocław agglomeration (Książek/
Suszczewicz 2017). However, the suburbs of Wrocław grew less dynamically than 
those of Cracow or Gdańsk, not to mention Poznań where the increase was two 
times higher. As for the inner-city districts, the lack of urban regeneration measures 
seems to be a major factor in the continuous out-migration. An urban revitalisation 
programme was launched in Wrocław in 2005. However, in 2016, the city spent 
roughly 2.5 million euros on revitalisation projects;this is a considerable amount 
but far from what could be regarded as necessary for achieving comprehensive 
regeneration of the inner-city districts.

In Poznań, the population has declined continuously in the postsocialist period, 
with a tendency to accelerate over time. Despite a birth surplus in the early 2000s, 
the overall contribution of the natural balance was negative (-14,000 people). The 
birth defi cit was coupled with a prevailing out-migration tendency which resulted 
in a loss of 26,000 people. In absolute terms, Poznań had the highest rate of out-
migration among the ten largest Polish cities. Between 2007 and 2010, the annual 
net loss due to migration exceeded 3,000 people per year. Recently, the migration 
balance has improved somewhat, but the loss still remains substantial. In terms of 
the economy and the labour market, Poznań ranks comparable to or even somewhat 
better than Wrocław, with a registered unemployment rate of 2.4 percent in 2015. 
Amazon, GlaxoSmithKline, Solaris and Volkswagen are among the most important 
investors in the urban region. With 116,000 students, Poznań continues to be one of 
the major academic hubs in Poland, although recently it surrendered its third posi-
tion to Wrocław. 

Poznań shows a similar pattern of change in the intra-urban structure to Wrocław, 
with growth occurring in the outskirts and shrinking continuing in the core districts 
(Fig. 4). In contrast to Wrocław, however, the overall effect of these changes remains 
negative. The peripheral districts of Poznań appear to have absorbed a comparably 
low proportion of suburban migration. With a 42 percent share of the city area cov-
ered by regulatory plans, Poznań performed better than the national average, but 
signifi cantly worse than Wrocław. The city also faces certain infrastructural defi -
ciencies in the peripheral districts (Radzimski 2011). The number of housing units 
approved between 2000 and 2015 amounted to 51,000, which is less than one would 
expect in comparison to other large Polish cities. In the same period, the population 
of the hinterland increased by 146,000 people, placing Poznań only behind War-
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saw in terms of suburban growth. Among the ten largest Polish cities, Poznań has 
the highest rate of suburban out-migration. This is probably caused by an insuffi -
cient supply of new housing on the one hand, and inadequate urban regeneration in 
the core districts on the other. Poznań adopted its fi rst revitalisation programme in 
2006, but for years the regeneration process was neglected on the political agenda. 
In 2016, the city assigned 1.5 million euros to revitalisation projects. 

Comparing the two cases, we conclude that the main difference between the 
population trajectories of Poznań and Wrocław was due to migration. With regard 
to the natural balance, both cities followed a similar trajectory, refl ecting the waves 
of the population pyramid, with the baby-boom cohorts of the 1980s entering child-
bearing age around the mid-2000s and boosting the number of births. The develop-
ment of migration was more differentiated and probably more dependent on local 
factors, as is also the case for suburbanisation. The currently prevailing demand on 
the housing market is driving further suburbanisation, which is likely to continue 
in the coming years. As we have shown for Wrocław, the proportion of suburbani-
sation a city accommodates within its boundaries might be a key factor shaping 
population trajectories. Considering reurbanisation in the inner-city districts, much 
will depend on the progress of urban regeneration policies and the measures taken. 
Also, international migration has recently emerged as an issue of potential impor-
tance for urban contexts, but little is known as yet about its spatially disaggregated 
effects, and its long-term signifi cance is diffi cult to predict.

Czech Republic (Prague and Brno) 
Whereas the reurbanisation process has not been generally strong in the last few 
decades, Prague represents a unique situation and can be considered a prominent 
example of a city which is regrowing after a short period of shrinking in the 1990s. 

Fig. 4: Population development in Wrocław and Poznań at the district level 
2000/2001-2015
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Brno, on the other hand, represents “an average city” that exhibits some reurbanisa-
tion tendencies but which are regularly interrupted by periods of population losses. 

After the completion of the last housing estates in the early 1990s, Prague start-
ed to lose population in 1993. The population loss was driven mainly by the nega-
tive natural balance (due to low fertility rates) and, from the late 1990s onwards, 
also by suburbanisation processes. The population decline continued until 2002 
and Prague lost 57,000 inhabitants (almost 5 percent of the 1992 population). Since 
2002, Prague has experienced relatively continuous population growth, with the 
most intensive gains occurring during the late 2000s. In total, Prague gained 107,000 
people over the last 13 years.

This development is primarily connected to the economic boom that attracted 
new residents (from both other regions of the country as well as from abroad) and 
to the positive natural balance evident since 2006. Even though Prague’s economy 
underwent a considerable transformation, related to deindustrialisation in the post-
socialist period, the city held an exclusive position. As a capital city, Prague rep-
resents a gateway to the Czech Republic and serves as a (Central East) European 
centre for selected global fi rms (e.g. Microsoft, Hewlett-Packard, IBM, the Siemens 
group). The intensive concentration of progressive economic activities makes the 
local labour market very attractive and the unemployment rate has traditionally re-
mained very low (Feřtrová/Temelová 2011); it reached 4.1 percent in 2016. In ad-
dition, Prague is the largest higher education hub with about 150,000 university 
students in 2014.

At the intra-urban level, the character of the population change has been rather 
varied (see Fig. 5). Some inner-city neighbourhoods started to gain population af-
ter the late 2000s, following an extended period of shrinking that was particularly 
intensive in the late socialist era and also continued under postsocialism due to the 
process of commercialisation. Population growth is recorded mainly in neighbour-
hoods with new housing construction. Indeed, the city’s planners have recently 
been articulating the need for brownfi eld conversion and support housing develop-
ments within the compact city (e.g. Metropolitní plán 2016). In addition, considerable 
suburban development took place within Prague’s loosely delimited administrative 
boundaries (comprising an area of 496 km2) and resulted in a dynamic population 
increase of 58,000. 

In the case of Brno, the population development was very similar to that of 
Prague under socialism and also during the 1990s. However, regrowth tendencies 
appeared later than in Prague and have been less stable. Brno started to gain new 
population only between 2008 and 2011. Subsequently, the city began to lose pop-
ulation again, although with less intensity, and, only from 2014 onwards did the 
population decrease seem to stabilise. Since the natural balance has been positive 
since 2006, the changes in population development are due to varying migration 
patterns.

First, the lower ability to retain a positive migration balance is attributable to the 
poor economic situation. Even though Brno was able to attract many companies 
from progressive economic sectors (e.g. IMB, Honeywell) its economy, which was 
dominated by industry at the end of the state socialist period, had diffi culties in 
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coping with restructuring. In addition, Brno was also more seriously hit by the eco-
nomic crisis that started in 2008. This is refl ected in the higher unemployment rate 
which has varied between 7.5-9 percent since 2010. 

Second, suburbanisation is also responsible for population losses, resulting in 
Brno’s hinterland growing constantly over the past 15 years. Compared to Prague, 
suburbanisation within administrative boundaries has been less intensive and only 
accounts for approximately 15 percent of the new housing construction since 2000 
(cf. 29 percent in Prague). In addition, the intensity of new housing construction is 
slightly lower compared to Prague; approximately 21,000 new housing units were 
completed between 2000 and 2015 in Brno compared to 84,000 units in Prague.

Third, because of the problem of (non)registration for permanent residency 
among certain sociodemographic groups, population gains may remain hidden in 
the offi cial statistics (Steinführer et al. 2010). Indeed, experts estimate that the ac-
tual number of new inhabitants in Brno – including those not registered – amounts 
to almost 50,000, most of them unregistered persons without permanent residency 
and foreigners staying illegally (Seidenglanz et al. 2013). In addition, with almost 
80,000 university students, Brno is the second largest academic hub in the country. 
Similarly to Prague, the planning authorities see potential future residential devel-
opment in the revitalisation of the inner city brownfi elds.

Comparing the two cases, the similarity in population development derives from 
relatively high fertility rates. This has resulted in gains since the mid-2000s because 
of the positive natural balance. This is connected to the strong cohorts born in the 
1970s entering childbearing age. The main differences in the demographic trajec-
tories result from diverse migration patterns: (i) Suburbanisation processes were 
mainly responsible for the negative migration balance of the (ethnic) Czechs in both 
cities. Whereas Brno still continues to exhibit a negative migration balance, Prague 
has started to experience a positive migration balance in the last two years, with 

Fig. 5: Population development in Prague and Brno at the district level
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in-migrants more often coming to the inner and outer city neighbourhoods. (ii) In 
the case of foreigners, the migration patterns were much more dynamic and highly 
dependent on the economic situation. Both cities gained foreign population during 
the economic boom in the mid-2000s. This changed after the economic crisis in 
2008. Whilst Prague remained a relatively attractive destination for foreigners, Brno 
appears to have been affected more severely by the economic situation and migra-
tion gains have been only moderate. Given the favourable economic development 
during the past few years, the gradually increasing rate of housing construction and 
many ongoing and upcoming inner-city revitalisation projects, it is expected that 
reurbanisation tendencies will become more evident and dynamic in both cities in 
the near future.

Eastern Germany (Leipzig and Dresden)
In eastern Germany, reurbanisation has to be described against the background 
of long-term shrinking in most of the larger cities. Large university cities such as 
Leipzig and Dresden are the most prominent examples of reurbanisation. Massive 
public and private investment in the built environment and infrastructure created 
the preconditions for new in-migration and growth. 

Leipzig saw a continuous population decline from the 1960s onwards, due to 
both negative natural development and out-migration. Out-migration was frequent-
ly prompted by gradual decay of the industrial base, combined with poor housing 
conditions and ecological degradation (Rink et al. 2012). After 1989, out-migration 
rates skyrocketed. From 1989 to 1998, Leipzig lost about 100,000 inhabitants. This 
dramatic drop in population numbers was reinforced in particular by out-migration 
(to western Germany) that was caused by extensive deindustrialisation. Simulta-
neously, Leipzig saw marked, state subsidised suburbanisation of its surrounding 
areas between 1994 and 1997 (Nuissl/Rink 2005). Out-migration, in total, resulted in 
a dramatic drop of fertility rates (as in the rest of eastern Germany). The impact of 
urban shrinking then became clearly visible in the vast number of brownfi eld sites 
and the large amount of vacant housing (approximately 20 percent of the total stock 
in 2000, Rink et al. 2012). 

Shrinking came to a halt in the late 1990s and migration balances started to turn 
positive again due to modest but continuous in-migration throughout the whole 
decade of the 2000s. This occurred, fi rst, because Leipzig underwent an adminis-
trative reform in 1999 and “regained” some of the suburbanites who had left the 
city years before. Second, since tax policies changed after 1997, suburbanisation 
declined and remained at a very modest level after 2000 (Nuissl/Rink 2005). Third, 
large scale refurbishment in the 1990s and early 2000s drew 80 percent of the in-
migration, which led to strong population growth of these inner-city districts, while 
districts in the outer city continued to lose population (Fig. 6). Most of these in-
migrants were young people aged 30 or less who were attracted by the availability 
of cheap housing (Haase et al. 2010).

Leipzig’s reurbanisation was supported by massive public investment in trans-
port, green and social infrastructures, housing, higher education, and the labour 
market, as well as subsidies for private investment in industries and services. Large-
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scale investment by DHL, BMW and Porsche, which all settled in Leipzig, were 
generously supported by public money; in addition, creative industries began to 
emerge. The city also expanded its role as a higher education hub: a bioscience 
park was established and existing science parks enlarged. 

Reindustrialisation, new economic growth, and the creation of more than 50,000 
new jobs can be viewed as the main causes of regrowth and can be interpreted as 
the outcomes of massive public intervention. Moreover, in the 2010s, after years of 
stagnation and demolition, new (upmarket) housing has been built; currently (2016) 
vacancies have dropped to 5 percent or less, and the housing market has moved 
from a supply-surplus towards a demand-surplus market (Haase/Rink 2015; Wolff 
et al. 2016). Since 2011, Leipzig has attracted more than 10,000 new residents yearly 
due to in-migration. In 2014, for the fi rst time in decades, the city also registered a 
positive birth rate (see appendix). In addition, since 2015, the city has experienced 
an additional infl ux of refugees. Currently, almost all the Leipzig districts are grow-
ing or remain stable (Fig. 6), and the population was roughly 580,000 at the end of 
2016. Leipzig, which was called the “capital of housing vacancy” in the early 2000s, 
is today amongst the fastest growing cities in Germany; the title “city of extremes” 
that was coined by Rink (2015) now seems very apt.

Similar to Leipzig, Dresden experienced rapid changes after reunifi cation in 
terms of its economy and demography but differs from Leipzig in terms of its eco-
nomic stabilisation, the role of the hinterland, and birth rates. Between 1989 and 
1999, the city lost more than 46,000 residents, basically due to out-migration and 
decreasing birth rates. However, 25,000 housing units were refurbished at the same 
time and 38,000 new housing units were built, mostly on the outskirts of the city 
(Wiechmann 2008). Additionally, Dresden saw intense suburbanisation during the 

Fig. 6: Population development in the Leipzig and Dresden districts 2000-2015
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1990s (see appendix). As described for Leipzig above, the combination of these 
processes led to high housing vacancy rates of more than 20 percent at the end of 
the 1990s (Wiechmann 2008). Economically, after some diffi cult years in the early 
1990s, Dresden regained the specifi c role it played during the GDR era, namely as 
the primary location of the electronic industry, by establishing a highly competitive, 
high-tech industry known as the “Silicon Saxony” microelectronics cluster (Wiech-
mann 2008). This industry, including fi rms such as Infi neon Technologies, together 
with semiconductor and component manufacturers, was supported by state subsi-
dies; more than 760 companies were established in the region, with about 20,000 
employees. 

From 2000 onwards, the city experienced dynamic growth, with more than 
45,000 residents being added to the statistics by 2010. This is rooted in the renewed 
attractiveness of the inner city in terms of housing and public space. In Dresden’s 
early reurbanisation phase, growing and shrinking neighbourhoods had been lo-
cated side by side. In contrast, Figure 6 shows that, by the late 2000s, most of the 
districts experienced strong or even very strong population growth, particularly the 
historic neighbourhoods around the city centre. Only some districts at the fringe 
or with a predominance of prefabricated housing built during the GDR period still 
exhibited population losses. From the mid-2000s onwards, Dresden has benefi ted 
from both immigration and, for the fi rst time since the early 1980s, rising birth rates 
(see appendix). By the late 2000s, Dresden’s housing market came under increasing 
pressure with rising prices for land and rents, shortages in certain housing segments 
and symptoms of gentrifi cation. It is thus not surprising that, in contrast to Leipzig, 
Dresden has a negative migration balance in terms of families who are pushed away 
from or pulled towards the hinterland of the city, which remains attractive.

When comparing the two cities, one can conclude that reurbanisation occurred 
when a) suburbanisation passed its peak and decreased in importance in the late 
1990s and b) the core cities offered old, refurbished housing stock at moderate 
prices and became attractive as housing locations for city-minded (young) people. 
Reurbanisation started in inner-city districts with good infrastructure and valuable 
housing stock and spread gradually over larger areas of the cities. In eastern Ger-
many, reurbanisation was greatly supported and boosted by investment in inner-
city housing stock and infrastructure. Some of these cities, including Dresden, had 
previously already showed signs of a stressed housing market. Leipzig, due to its 
large oversupply of housing, had a supply-surplus housing market until very recent-
ly and is only now slowly returning to a more stressed market. This was one of the 
reasons why in-migration rates in Leipzig rose dramatically after 2011, whereas the 
scale in Dresden remained at the 2006-10 level. In recent years Leipzig has attracted 
more residents from its hinterland than it has lost to it; the trend in Dresden is not 
as obvious due to the continuously negative migration balance for families in the 
hinterland. In both cities, regrowth is also expected to continue within the coming 
years. The potential for in-migration has increased because of more long-distance 
and international in-migration in recent years. However, the availability of both jobs 
and affordable housing will be crucial if reurbanisation is to continue. 



Reurbanisation in Postsocialist Europe    • 375

5 Discussion and conclusion

Coming back to our initial research questions and using them as a guiding principle, 
we summarise the results of our study in the following section and link them to the 
current research knowledge presented in section 2.

How did reurbanisation evolve in the postsocialist contexts of Poland, 
Czech Republic and eastern Germany?

The cross-national view of the city trajectories shows that reurbanisation, under-
stood as population growth after a longer phase of decline, can be found in post-
socialist Europe. However, we observe some important variations in terms of a) 
the speed of the urban dynamics with regard to both previous shrinking and new 
growth, and b) the linear or episodic character of reurbanisation, thereby confi rm-
ing previous studies (Wolff/Wiechmann 2017). As Figure 7 shows, which generalises 
the trajectories of the 10 largest cities between 1970 and 2015, we fi nd fi ve types of 
trajectories, none of which is represented in all three countries. In eastern Germany, 
we see an overwhelming reurbanisation trend, especially in larger cities. In addition, 
the trajectory of stabilisation after extreme shrinking (e.g. Madgeburg, Chemnitz, 
Halle) is quite typical. In contrast, shrinking is still much more widespread in Poland 
and the Czech Republic, even though we also fi nd some evidence for  reurbanisation 
tendencies in these countries (more often in the Czech Republic than in Poland). Fur-
thermore, the three capital cities (Warsaw and Prague on the national level, Dresden 
at the federal state level) represent different types of trajectories. From this, we 
conclude that national and local contexts matter more than any “capital effects”.

Remarkably, we fi nd different city sizes throughout all types. Thus, reurbanisa-
tion does not represent a phenomenon that is primarily typical of second-rank cit-
ies; it also applies for smaller ones (e.g. Jena, Liberec). In addition, there is no clear 
infl uence of a certain city type on an urban trajectory: we fi nd university, service-
oriented, and postindustrial cities throughout all types (reurbanising, stagnating, 
and shrinking).

Whilst reurbanisation has always been the overarching trend of development 
in larger cities in eastern Germany, the developments in Poland and the Czech Re-
public do not show this linearity. There are several reasons behind this differenti-
ated development. First, shrinking has tended to be longer and more pronounced in 
some industrial cities, e.g. Katowice, Łódź, or Ostrava. Second, in contrast to Poland 
and the Czech Republic, considerable public and private investment was targeted 
at cities in eastern Germany. This has led to the creation of new jobs, as well as 
attractive housing and living conditions. Third, people in Germany are less clearly 
oriented towards suburban housing, compared to their Polish and Czech counter-
parts. Germans, however, have a preference for urban neighbourhoods that are 
able to offer acceptable housing and living conditions. Consequently, the intensity 
of suburbanisation is different in the three countries. Whilst this has had a smaller 
effect on the population development of core cities in eastern Germany in the past 
15 years, it still plays an important role in Poland and the Czech Republic. In Poland, 
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residential suburbanisation has contributed to a situation where the economic per-
formance and population development of a city (e.g., Poznań or, to a lesser extent, 
Łódź) seem to be increasingly de-coupled. This is partly due to the relative scarcity 
of housing supply in cities and partly to the fact that most newly built housing can 
be found in the suburbs. We conclude that reurbanisation in eastern Germany has 
been supported by active funding and investment or by pro-active internal policy, 
possibly combined with restrictions on suburban developments (e.g. abolition of 
the state/federal subsidy for builders of private housing in Germany in 2006). 

When looking at the case studies, we found both commonalities and 
differences.

First, there are variations in the profi les of in-migrants. Generally, reurbanisation 
is driven by younger age groups in their early twenties who, however, might leave 
the cities after completing their education. Therefore, career starters and families 
are considered much more signifi cant for (long-term) reurbanisation. However, they 
play a different role in the individual case studies which is due to different housing 
histories, as well as to the availability and affordability of inner-city housing and its 
alternatives (e.g. in the suburbs). Moreover, reurbanisation, measured simply by 

Fig. 7: Typology of population development of the ten largest cities in eastern 
Germany, the Czech Republic, and Poland 1970-2015

Source: Own calculation
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population growth, might be unstable. In the Czech case, the evidence shows that 
reurbanisation (in terms of population) is closely linked to international population 
in- and outfl ows, which, in turn, are dependent on economic developments. In con-
trast, this aspect plays a minor role in Poland. This shows the important role of dif-
ferent types of in- and immigration fl ows for reurbanisation and indicates the need 
for further in-depth research.

Second, national-scale developments are refl ected differently within the cities. In 
all three countries we see inner-city neighbourhoods as starting points for reurbani-
sation. Overall trends of changing housing preferences and rising city-mindedness, 
especially among middle-class urban dwellers, are emerging. In the case of Poland 
and the Czech Republic, this is still not particularly evident in terms of (long-term) 
data, but it is clearly underway in cities in these countries (see also earlier studies 
on transitory urbanites by Haase et al. 2011, 2012; Kährik et al. 2016). 

Generally, there are two factors driving inner-city reurbanisation in eastern Ger-
many and slowing it down or delaying it in Poland and the Czech Republic: different 
tenure structures and different urban/suburban housing history orientations. Reur-
banisation in eastern Germany was fostered by high residential mobility rates, which 
are more likely to be found in a tenants’ market. By contrast, the housing markets 
in Poland and the Czech Republic are shaped by a preference for owner-occupied 
housing. In addition, housing histories in these two countries are more often suburb-
oriented, which is connected to the long-term preference for a family house with a 
garden, the lack of affordable, family-oriented housing in core cities, and the absence 
of effective internal development policies. Another factor that indirectly impacts the 
level of in-migration to cities, at least in the Czech Republic, is the economic situation 
because in-migration is driven to a large extent by (labour) immigration. The effect 
of, e.g., the 2008 crisis was, thus, to interrupt in-migration into large cities. 

Which factors are infl uencing the emergence and development of 
reurbanisation?

Table 1 summarises the factors that we identifi ed as decisive/relevant with respect 
to their infl uence on the emergence and development of reurbanisation in the three 
countries. We identifi ed four main complex factors or bundles of factors that are 
driving the emergence and development of reurbanisation in the three countries 
and that allow conclusions on its duration and persistence. 

1. Population growth and its components: Population growth of the core cities is 
evident in the emergence and development of reurbanisation in all cases, and 
is especially prominent in eastern Germany. Both domestic and international 
migration plays a role, although more prominently in eastern Germany and the 
Czech Republic.3 While in eastern Germany the majority of in-migrants target 
the core city, in Poland and the Czech Republic in-migration is concentrated 

3 In Poland, foreign immigration has only emerged as a factor since 2014, mainly through migra-
tion from (eastern) Ukraine. 
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rather on the suburbs, mainly due to a lack of affordable housing in the core 
city. Within recent years natural growth has become a factor that could have 
a greater impact in the long run; in Poland and the Czech Republic, however, 
much of the natural growth is “moving” with young families to the suburbs.

2. Strategic policy orientations including control of suburbanisation: The case 
of eastern Germany shows that a combination of support for inner-city hous-
ing and delimitation of suburbanisation may foster reurbanisation. The lack 
of consistent policies for the support of cities both at the national and the 
local level in Poland and the Czech Republic is clearly one of the factors hin-
dering core city growth. EU-funding may have different effects here: while 
respective funds were used in East German cities to strengthen urban neigh-
bourhoods, in the other two cases, selective measures aimed at supporting 
suburban housing construction have been fi nanced. In Poland and the Czech 
Republic, there is a connection between ongoing suburbanisation and the 
lack of affordable inner-city housing. 

3. Investment-economy-job nexus: Investment is a factor in all cases but has 
different sources, magnitudes and effects. While in the two East German 
case studies a combination of public and private investment basically into 
infrastructure and service economies led to the creation of new jobs (after 
heavy losses in the 1990s) that allowed in-migrants to stay, the Czech and Pol-
ish cities attract people with their job opportunities; many of those residents, 
however, live in or go to the suburbs. Support schemes also differ – and 
range from large public subsidies and support for the settlement of private 
business in eastern Germany to special economic zones with infrastructure 
and tax relief in Poland and the Czech Republic.

4. Supply of inner-city housing: While investment in inner-city housing in east-
ern Germany led to moderately priced rented housing which meets the needs 
of in-migrants, investment into housing in the other two countries led most-
ly to gentrifi cation and not to a decrease in the lack of affordable housing. 
Therefore, investment in the housing stock combined with a different tenure 
structure has led to quite different outcomes: as a “push factor” in eastern 
Germany, on the one hand, and as a “hindering factor” in the two other exam-
ples, on the other, at least up to the present.

In summary, it is obvious that there is no “postsocialist model” with regard to the 
infl uencing factors of reurbanisation. At the same time, it is apparent that eastern 
Germany, due to its specifi c postsocialist condition and transformation, should be 
viewed as an “outlier” or “hybrid” showing characteristics typical of postsocialist 
and western welfare contexts, plus the specifi cs of extreme shrinking and espe-
cially dynamic reurbanisation. We did not subdivide “amenities” into educational 
and cultural/tourist facilities, open spaces and infrastructures in the table since it 
is almost impossible to single out general aspects of their impact apart from lo-
cal specifi cs. We wish to underline, however, that those amenities also infl uence 
reurbanisation, since they are more (as in the German case) or less (as in the Czech 
Republic and Poland) directly connected with housing and quality of life.
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Tab. 1: Factors infl uencing the emergence and development of reurbanisation 
in the three countries

Factor eastern Germany Poland Czech Republic

Migration reurbanisation almost 
exclusively driven by 
in-migration, until 2010 
largely regionally-
based, since 2010 with 
increasingly national 
and international 
background; in-migration 
has led to rejuvenation; 
reasons are education 
and, after 2010, 
increasingly migration by 
professionals; since 2010 
new suburbanisation as 
a by-product of core city 
growth

out-migration to the 
suburbs remains 
predominant; it is 
accompanied by incipient 
(localised) reurbanisation 
(in terms of in-migration); 
from 2015 onwards, 
international migration 
has emerged as an issue 
in employment statistics 

in-migration during mid-
2000s and mid-2010s 
mostly job-based, partly 
domestic and partly 
international migration; 
suburbanisation remains 
predominant trend 

Natural 
population 
development 

2010s: natural growth 
becomes a factor 
(combination of 
increased birth rates and 
higher likeliness of young 
in-migrants to stay) 

no substantial effect of 
natural growth as families 
continuously move out to 
the suburbs

moderate natural 
growth since the second 
half of 2000s (cohort 
effect); suburbanisation 
“moves” part of this 
growth out of the cities 

Public 
investment

indispensable 
for creation of 
reurbanisation-friendly 
conditions, long-term, 
substantial, including 
direct investment and 
subsidies (e.g. for 
housing, transport and 
infrastructure)

substantial EU-
funded infrastructural 
investment, but favoured 
suburbanisation

no major public 
investment focused 
on core/inner cities; 
subsidies for mortgage 
loans and building 
savings (suburban 
housing)

Private 
investment

important in some 
sectors (e.g. economy, 
housing), often in 
combination with 
public investment 
and subsidies, or for 
exploiting their results/
conditions

new, mostly suburban, 
housing construction, 
some high-profi le 
projects in inner-city 
locations

important; new housing 
construction in all parts 
of the cities and urban 
regions

Jobs and 
economic 
development 
(various 
sectors)

considerable job 
creation in various 
sectors decisive for the 
settlement and retention 
of potential families in 
the city; large-scale 
economic investment 
decisive for job creation 

job opportunities attract 
new residents to the 
urban regions but, due 
to inadequate/expensive 
supply in the core city, 
many go to the suburbs

job opportunities 
decisive for domestic 
and international in-
migration; some new 
in-migrants leave for 
suburbs after starting 
family
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How can the perspective on postsocialist reurbanisation fertilise the 
general debate?

From our study, we conclude that reurbanisation exists as a phenomenon in all 
three countries. However, we have not identifi ed a common postsocialist type of 
reurbanisation and there are considerable differences between cities that can be 
partly explained by national differences. Whilst we see a “city boom” in eastern 
Germany and a general “turn from shrinking towards reurbanisation” of large cities, 
we could not detect similar developmental patterns/processes in Poland and the 
Czech Republic.

Considering the sum of factors infl uencing the development of reurbanisation, 
it seems relatively unlikely that reurbanisation will reach prominent levels in Poland 
and the Czech Republic within the coming years. However, we currently observe 
a “de-coupled” development of economic performance and population develop-
ment: some cities are economically successful and simultaneously continuing to 
lose population (e.g. in the Polish cases). This raises two major questions for further 
research: Is this specifi c to postsocialist cities or can we also detect such a trend 
outside the postsocialist realm? And: Is it appropriate only to use population data 
to detect or explore reurbanisation? Can we rely solely on this indicator or is there a 
need for a more complex, multi-dimensional measure?

When refl ecting on the specifi city of the postsocialist condition, we see that east-
ern Germany plays a special role. The country has been experiencing very strong 
regrowth since 2010, subsequent to a sharper decline than in many western Euro-

Factor eastern Germany Poland Czech Republic

Housing 
market – 
a) supply

b) demand, 
preferences

availability of refurbished 
inner-city housing for 
moderate rents decisive 
for new in-migration; 
tenure (rental) eased 
high residential mobility;

city-based housing 
preferences and 
dominance of rental 
housing support 
reurbanisation: made 
people stay and attracted 
new residents

shortage and costly 
refurbishment of old 
established housing; 
dominance of home 
ownership limits 
residential mobility;

predominant focus on 
meeting needs and 
saving costs; home 
ownership preferred

long-term rent 
regulation (until 2012) 
and home ownership 
limit residential 
mobility; shortage of 
affordable inner-city 
housing; continuity 
of suburban housing 
preference; home 
ownership preference; 
preference change 
towards city-centre

Strategic 
policy 
orientations

local pro-reurbanisation 
policies since early 
2000s, cancellation of 
national subsidies for 
housing suburbanisation 
in 2006

lack of general policy 
orientation towards cities 
on national and local 
level; selective “pro-
suburbani-sation” policies 
such as subsidised 
mortgage loans 

lack of general policy 
orientation towards 
cities; selective “pro-
suburbanisation” 
policies such as 
subsidised mortgage 
loans and buildings 
savings

Source: Own calculation

Tab. 1: Continuation
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pean regions, including western Germany. The decline was inevitably connected 
to the postsocialist condition of eastern Germany. In none of the non-postsocialist 
regions of Europe has there been a break or turn around like the one that occurred 
in 1989/90 in the state socialist countries. At the same time as welfare policies and 
public investment in eastern Germany were supporting reurbanisation, the strong 
orientation towards neoliberalism, privatisation, and a suburb-oriented consump-
tion model (expansion of the mortgage market, the rise in motorisation rates) privi-
leged suburbanisation in Poland and the Czech Republic and slowed down reurbani-
sation tendencies. Whereas most policies supporting suburbanisation were phased 
out by the mid-2000s in eastern Germany, such policies are still being pursued in the 
two other countries. A more neoliberal orientation and withdrawal of the state from 
the support of local development highlights a clear distinction between regions 
in the UK, or even in the US and postsocialist Europe (except eastern Germany). 
Bearing these developments in mind, we argue that eastern Germany represents a 
specifi c (“hybrid”) case of postsocialist development. 

In sum, reurbanisation in our three countries exhibits many underlying factors 
and dynamics that are identical or very similar to those we know from Western 
Europe. Given this context, we conclude that there is no specifi c “postsocialist re-
urbanisation” type. However, the postsocialist history of a country, as an impact 
factor on long-term developments, has to receive more attention within the general 
debate, because it explains certain divergences from western models of the devel-
opments in the three countries as well as differences between the countries. 

Our contribution provided a description, analysis, and synthesis based on na-
tional-scale and case study data. To gain deeper insights, more in-depth research is 
needed which would require at least one additional investigation. Future research 
should, in particular, shed more light on cause-effect relationships between the driv-
ers mentioned and should enhance knowledge on the role of framework develop-
ments and the roles/effects of policies. In addition, it should consider the interplay 
of multiple scales and multi-scalar effects on local developments in greater detail. 
Future research should also take a more systematic view of analogies and differ-
ences between postsocialist cases, e.g. by means of a contrasting comparison. 
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