
© 2021 (Anna Grzegorczyk) This is an open access article licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

ISSN 1732–4254 quarterly

journal homepages:
https://content.sciendo.com/view/journals/bog/bog-overview.xml

http://apcz.umk.pl/czasopisma/index.php/BGSS/index

BULLETIN OF GEOGRAPHY. SOCIO–ECONOMIC SERIES

Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series, No. 52 (2021): 25–38
http://doi.org/10.2478/bog-2021-0011

Residential segregation and socio-spatial processes in Marseille.    
Urban social sustainability challenge  

Anna Grzegorczyk CDFMR

University of Warsaw, Faculty of Geography and Regional Science, Department of Regional and Global Studies, Krakowskie 
Przedmieście 26/28, 00-927 Warszawa, Poland; phone: +48 505 913 432, e-mail: anna.torbicz@uw.edu.pl (corresponding author) 

How to cite:
Grzegorczyk, A. (2021). Residential segregation and socio-spatial processes in Marseille. Urban social sustainability challenge . 
Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series, 52(52): 25-38. DOI: http://doi.org/10.2478/bog-2021-0011

Abstract. The aim of the study is to determine the scale and patterns of the social 
segregation of Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis and Marseille, in the light of the 
socio-spatial processes it is currently undergoing and its influence on social sus-
tainability. In the study, quantitative measures of segregation are confronted with 
a qualitative interpretation of existing facts gathered during literature analysis and 
field observations. Population groups most subject  to residential segregation are 
revealed, together with the areas of the greatest concentration of particular pop-
ulation categories. Changes of concentration pattern in the decade 2007-2017 are 
indicated and the role of gentrification and privatiszation of land, which are all 
conditioned in Marseille by the city’s economic restructuring, liberal housing pol-
icy and historical role of the port-industrial system.
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1. Introduction

Social polarisation and social segregation are two 
phenomena gaining more attention due to their in-
tensification in the 21st century. Due to socio-eco-
nomic processes characteristic of the period of 
globalisation, they are increasing in societies and 
areas normally considered to be coherent and het-
erogeneous. The dynamics of these processes are 
shaped by factors mentioned in the literature, such 
as the degree of a city's integration into the glob-
al system of world cities; social stratification; coun-
try-specific systemic features such as social and 
housing policy; and the institutional structure of the 
state, i.e. the degree of decentralisation (Musterd et 
al., 2017). These processes are exemplified by the 
economic restructuring and deindustrialisation on-
going in most European countries since the 1960s, 
along with increasing social polarisation, abetted 
by the failure of state institutions to stem the rising 
tide of poverty. Increased polarisation and segrega-
tion trends are also rooted in periods of econom-
ic crisis. As a result, the cities of Europe have seen 
an increase in social and spatial inequality (Europe-
an Commission, 2010; Eurostat Regional Yearbook, 
2019). Hence, their social sustainability, understood 
as social inclusion and cohesion, and social mix-
ing, can decrease. The physical manifestation of 
these processes is the fragmentation of space, the 
development of fixed enclaves of poverty and wealth 
and the rise of gentrification.Given that planning 
for housing development is one of the most impor-
tant parts of urban planning, economic factors such 
as cost of living, employment and unstable income 
play very important roles in housing planning. This 
planning is one of the priorities in urban planning 
(Sendich, 2006: 185).

The aim of this article is to determine the scale 
and patterns of social segregation in Aix-Marseille-
Provence Metropolis and in Marseille, a city unique 
in the French urban system, which will be described 
in the next chapters. Thus, we may expect to find 
Marseille’s socio-spatial pattern and processes con-
verging with global trends, while contextual differ-
ences remain.

1.1 Theoretical basis

Social (or residential) segregation is the uneven dis-
tribution of social groups within city space (Oberti 
and Préteceille, 2016), i.e., the spatial separation of 
two or more population groups (Maloutas and Fu-
jita, 2012). Four basic historical phases of research 
on segregation can be distinguished (Tammaru et 
al., 2016). The first to emerge was the ecological ap-
proach, which addressed the relationship between 
physical and social distance and viewed segrega-
tion as a process caused by natural forces (Massey 
and Denton, 1988; Park et al., 1925). Next, research-
ers began to focus on the relationship between so-
cial and spatial inequalities, inspired by studies 
on the global city thesis and how such cities in-
fluence economic restructuring and liberalisation 
(Hamnett, 1994; Sassen, 1991). Such a concept is 
nowadays supported by the conclusions of Tamma-
ru et al. (2019) concerning a relationship between 
income inequality and residential segregation. The 
third phase was an institutional approach encom-
passing research into the impact of the welfare sys-
tem on residential segregation (Musterd and van 
Gent, 2012; van Kempen and Murie, 2009; Arba-
ci 2007; Musterd and Ostendorf, 1998; Rex and 
Moors, 1967). Changes in the housing sector, i.e., 
reductions in the share of social housing and in-
creases in private ownership, have often led to ris-
es in social polarisation and residential segregation. 
Hence, many researchers have pointed out that lib-
eralisation of the housing market inevitably leads to 
an increase in residential segregation (van Kemp-
en and Murie, 2009; Musterd and van Gent, 2012). 
The latest phase of research emphasises contextu-
al factors (Maloutas and Fujita, 2012; Marcuse and 
van Kempen, 2000), and examines the interpene-
tration of four major spheres affecting residential 
segregation. These are (Maloutas and Fujita, 2012): 
1. the economic sphere – labour market conditions 
and market access to housing, 2. the public sphere 
– housing redistribution, public services and local 
legal regulations, 3. the social sphere (reciprocity) 
– social and family networks etc., 4. specific and 
long-standing local socio-spatial structures, such as 
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a city's existing buildings, ownership structures, his-
tory and ideology (Maloutas and Fujita, 2012). 

This study is a contribution to the fourth phase 
of research, thus socio-spatial structure and so-
cial processes will be interpreted in contextu-
al terms, taking into account the specific factors 
shaping the conditions in Marseille. This approach 
should be undertaken as there is shortage of such 
research. Although there is an abundant literature 
on residential segregation, it is strictly focused on 
quantitative methods, neglecting the qualitative in-
terpretation that could allow deeper insight into the 
mechanisms forming socio-spatial contrasts. These 
limitations are present in international studies ei-
ther considering US cities (e.g. Louf, Barthelemy, 
2016), European cities (e.g. Arbaci, 2007; Musterd, 
2005) or in particular French cities (Alivon, Guil-
lain, 2018; Schwabe, 2018; Floch, 2017; Préteceille, 
2011; 2006). However, there are examples of studies 
showing a complex relationship between residential 
segregation and socio-spatial processes, which allow 
for an understanding of the mechanisms of segrega-
tion, such as the gentrification–segregation relation-
ship presented by Maloutas (2017) in contextual, 
theoretical research, and van Gent and Hochsten-
bach (2019), which is an empirical study based on 
five Dutch cities. Other studies in Europe relate res-
idential segregation to the institutional dimension, 
which is also worth mentioning here (Tammaru et 
al., 2016a; Maloutas and Fujita, 2012).

It is additionally important to relate the residen-
tial segregation process to the concept of urban so-
cial sustainability and both to its non-physical and 
physical factors (mostly: social inclusion, social and 
community cohesion, mixed tenure, residential sta-
bility, decent housing) (Dempsey et al., 2009). As 
Vallance, Harvey and Dixon (2011) emphasise, so-
cial sustainability dimensions are important in the 
context of housing, which are also mentioned by 
Maloutas and Fujita (2012) as economic and pub-
lic spheres of residential segregation investigated in 
our research. The evidence of growing inequalities 
within  European cities threatening their social sus-
tainability and stability is given in the research of 
Tammaru et al. (2016), and the current study refers 
to this challenge.

1.2. Local context of the city

Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis is located in 
south-eastern France, by the Mediterranean Sea. 
It includes 92 municipalities over an area of 3,148 
km2. It is thus the largest metropolis in France, four 
times larger than Grand Paris. It is inhabited by 
1,850,000 inhabitants and is the second most pop-
ulous in France after Grand Paris (AGAM, 2017). 
Marseille, with 858,000 inhabitants and Aix-en-
Provence with 142,000 inhabitants are the two larg-
est cities, where 54% of the metropolitan population 
is concentrated. The region is very internally diverse 
in environmental and socio-economic terms and 
the two major cities are the best proof of this. 1) 
Converting the present decision-making matrix into 
a de-scaled matrix using the following equation:
The literature emphasises the strong contrasts be-
tween Marseille and other French cities. The mul-
ticultural character of Marseille as a port city is 
underlined by Alivon and Guillain (2018). The 
commercial port developed in the 19th century and 
it took advantage of the French colonial history. Al-
though the city and the port suffered from decolo-
nisation and deindustrialisation, it remains France’s 
leading port today. According to Mitchell (2011) 
Marseille’s uniqueness in relation to other French 
cities can be explained by the functioning of the 
city’s economy, along with its contrasting socio-spa-
tial structure and its urban policy culture. Firstly, 
the economy of Marseille is characterised by ethnic 
network connections in which business and social 
life meld in a “globalisation from below” to form 
strongly heterogeneous bonds. Secondly, Marseille's 
city-centre banlieues, village nuclei, small high-rise 
social housing estates and generally accessible pub-
lic spaces play a defining role in the internal inte-
gration of the city, and Marseille's sense of identity 
is linked to the symbolic role of the city's multi-
cultural roots. In Marseille, there is the practice of 
multiculturalism in local government, most clear-
ly exemplified in the Marseille Espérance – a dis-
cussion group under the auspices of the town hall 
that brings together the mayor and a variety of re-
ligious leaders. By contrast, Aix-en-Provence devel-
oped as a residence town of Counts of Provence, a 
university town and an artistic town, where indus-
trial functions did not develop. Today, the city de-
velops advanced tertiary activities; it is attractive not 
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only for investors but also for inhabitants and has 
one of the highest housing prices in France (Aliv-
on, Guillain, 2018).

Marseille is also one of the most segregated cit-
ies in France, with strong contrasts between wealthy 
and poor areas (Quilian, Lagrange, 2016). The au-
thors reveal that – like Marseille – Lille and Bor-
deaux are other unusual cities for France in terms of 
socio-spatial structure (low-profile neighbourhoods 
more commonly found in the city than in the sub-
urbs). Aix-en-Provence is an affluent and generally 
homogeneous city.

However, we need to ask whether the ongoing 
restructuring of Marseille's economy and the relat-
ed gentrification of the port district has not called 
into question the Marseille myth, celebrated in cin-
ematography and literature, of multiculturalism, 
small-scale colonial trade, the passenger port, crime 
and gangs (Peraldi et al., 2015). Is it not true that 
the diaspora and ethnic economy are merely ele-
ments of an “imagined city”, a legendary existence, 
which have begun to differ from the modern “lived-
in city”? Therefore, the aim of the article is to study 
a social segregation phenomenon in a whole metro-
politan area and in Marseille itself that is believed 
to be heterogeneous and internally integrated, in or-
der to indicate the development of social segrega-
tion under globalisation forces that have been seen 
to undermine urban social sustainability.

2. Research materials and methods

In this article, social segregation is characterised by 
educational and socio-occupational categories as 
well as housing ownership types. The data is drawn 
from 2007, 2012 and 2017 National Censuses for 
IRIS units1(INSEE). In the present study, two spa-
tial scales are used: the metropolitan area broken 
down by IRIS, including the city’s statistical units, 
and, separately, Marseille city itself broken down 
also by IRIS. There are 776 IRIS units in Aix-Mar-
seille-Provence Metropolis, and Marseille is divid-
ed into 393 IRIS units and into 16 arrondissements. 
Aix-en-Provence comprises of 54 IRIS units. The 
last decade of available census data is analysed – 
that is, the 2007–17 period with a check calcula-
tion in the middle of it, for 2012. It is a period of 

important investments in Marseille and therefore 
of potential socio-spatial changes. The motor of the 
above socio-spatial changes was the election of Rob-
ert-Paul Vigouroux as mayor of Marseille in 1986 
and the city’s internationalisation policy implement-
ed then (Peraldi et al., 2015). The new mayor initi-
ated the development of cultural venues and events 
that aroused the interest of the French national me-
dia. Marseille was promoted as an edgy cultural hub 
with competitive property prices that it was hoped 
would attract artists and other middle-class repre-
sentatives, much as the regenerated London dock-
lands had. The Euroméditerranée project, with its 
flagship construction of the Museum of European 
and Mediterranean Civilisations (Musée des civili-
sations de l’Europe et de la Méditerranée, MuCEM), 
was opened in 2013 and it was expected to create a 
Bilbao effect. In the same year, Marseille was award-
ed the title of the European Capital of Culture. As a 
result of such a policy, Marseille was to become an 
important city on an international scale. Therefore, 
it is interesting to analyse whether socio-spatial 
changes occurred in response to the implemented 
policy and what their extent was. 

In order to quantify the extent of residential seg-
regation we have calculated the dissimilarity index 
(D) – the most commonly used measure of segre-
gation – in order to measure the unevenness di-
mension of segregation and to indicate groups of 
people who are most segregated (Massey and Den-
ton, 1988). Then, the modified location quotient 
LQp was calculated in order to measure the spatial 
dimension of segregation and to reveal the most ho-
mogeneous areas and the areas with the most dy-
namic social changes (Węcławowicz, 1992). This 
choice of method was made after the first stage of 
the research, i.e. an extensive review of the literature 
concerning measures of segregation, a comparison 
of first-, second- and third-generation measures and 
a preliminary analysis and evaluation of the method 
presented in the article (Grzegorczyk and Jaczews-
ka, 2015). The segregation indices’ wide comparison 
is presented also by Fossett (2017). The quantitative 
research was further interpreted by a qualitative ap-
proach, namely analysis of existing facts gathered 
after literature analysis and during observations car-
ried out in Marseille and Aix-en-Provence in May 
2018. They allowed current processes shaping the 

1IRIS (Ilots Regroupés pour l'Information Statistique – Aggregated Units for Statistical Information) – statistical units of equal size. These units 
must respect geographic and demographic criteria and have borders that are clearly identifiable and stable in the long term. Towns with more than 
10,000 inhabitants, and a large proportion of towns with between 5,000 and 10,000 inhabitants, are divided into several IRIS units. All towns not 
divided into IRIS units constitute IRIS units in themselves. (INSEE)
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cities’ socio-spatial structures to be identified in or-
der to study the changes in segregation.

The study first analyses the measures of residen-
tial segregation for social variables and indicates 
population categories most affected by segregation 
in Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis and Marseille. 
Then, the most homogeneous areas are described in 
the metropolitan area and the city and areas , where 
changes in the concentrations of population groups 
are greatest. The second part of the article presents 
the most important socio-spatial processes currently 
responsible for shaping the structure of residential 
segregation in Marseille, i.e. gentrification and the 
privatisation of land. These processes are analysed 
in the context of the city’s current housing policy.

3. Research results

At first, the dissimilarity indexes (D) were calcu-
lated on IRIS level for three social variables: edu-
cation, socio-occupational categories and housing 
ownership types, for the years 2007, 2012 and 2017, 
for the Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis and for 
Marseille. The formula for the dissimilarity index is:

where: xi and yi – the number of members in 
the analysed groups in i area unit; X and Y – the 
groups’ population number in the whole city sub-
divided into n area units.
In the Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis in 2017, 
segregation most strongly characterised people liv-
ing in social housing (D=0.516) and then people 
with higher education (D=0.263)2 (Graphs 1, 3). 
This means that over 50% of the population living 
in social housing estates and around a quarter of 
highly educated persons should change their place 
of living to achieve a perfectly equal distribution of 
population in the area. Such an ideal distribution 
is not desirable, but is treated as a theoretical point 
of reference. In Marseille, too, the  highest levels of 
segregation in 2017 existed for people living in so-
cial housing (D=0.479) and for people with high-
er education (D=0.279) (Graphs 1, 3). Both in the 
metropolitan area and in the city there was also 
high segregation of executives, higher public offi-

cials and senior intellectual workers, and of people 
who had not received any diploma (Graphs 1, 2). 

The segregation trends of changes during the 
2007–17 period were similar for the metropoli-
tan area and for Marseille. At first (2007–12) dis-
similarity indexes increased for people with lower 
education and decreased for people with higher ed-
ucation, but between 2012 and 2017 the trends were 
reverse, and indexes reached the lowest values for 
the lower education groups and the highest values 
for the higher education groups in 2017 (Graph 1). 
Segregation measures for all socio-occupational cat-
egories slightly decreased during the decade and the 
same is for housing owners and tenants in private 
and social housing sectors (Graphs 2, 3).

Secondly, the modified location quotients were 
calculated for all variables, years and IRIS units of 
the whole metropolitan area, including Marseille. 
The quotient measures a concentration of particu-
lar population categories in relation to a popula-
tion composition of the whole region, so it presents 
units’ uniqueness in comparison to the region aver-
age. Scores greater than 1 for particular units indi-
cate overrepresentation of population categories in 

Fig. 1. Dissimilarity indexes for education in Aix-Marseille-
Provence Metropolis and in Marseille, in the years 2007, 1 
– people without diploma, 2 – Certificate of Primary Edu-
cation (CEP), 3 – lower secondary school (BEPC), 4 – ba-
sic vocational school (CAP and BEP), 5 – upper secondary 
school (baccalaureate and BP), 6 – short higher education, 
7 – long higher education 
Source: Own author’s draft basing on data from INSEE
 2012 and 2017 



Anna Grzegorczyk / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 52 (2021): 25–3830

Fig. 2. Dissimilarity indexes for socio-professional categories in Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis and in Marseille, in the 
years 2007, 2012 and 2017 1 – farmers, 2 – craftsmen, shopkeepers and managers, 3 – executives, senior intellectual work-
ers, 4 – middle-ranking professions, 5 – employees, 6 – blue-collar workers
Source: Own author’s draft basing on data from INSEE

Fig. 3. Dissimilarity indexes for types of housing ownership in Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis and in Marseille, in the 
years 2007, 2012 and 2017, 1 – property owners, 2 – tenants in private sector, 3 – tenants in social sector
Source: Own author’s draft basing on data from INSEE
 
these units, and scores below 1 indicate underrep-
resentation. 

The formula for modified location quotient is:

where: kxi – the number of members of k category 
in i spatial unit, yi’ – population number of a spatial 
unit i reduced by the number of population of cate-
gory k, kX – the number of members of k category 
in a city, Yt – population number of a city reduced 
by the number of population of category k in a city. 

Due to the abundance of outcomes, not all of 
them are included in the article. The most distinct 
concentrations (the highest and the most common) 
were observed for population extreme categories, i.e. 
for education: people without diploma, and people 
with longer higher education (then shorter higher 
education, and CEP, BEPC diplomas); for socio-pro-
fessional categories: executives, senior intellectual 

workers, blue-collar workers (then craftsmen, shop-
keepers and managers, and employees) and all three 
categories for people with different housing owner-
ship. Therefore, only these most distinct variables 
were selected for further analysis. The values were 
divided into five categories: high overrepresenta-
tion, overrepresentation, no concentration, under-
representation and high underrepresentation. The 
same ranges for all variables were established for 
the no-concentration category : 0.900–1.100. Rang-
es for the remaining categories were determined by 
establishing the arithmetic mean of the values as the 
border value. Then units were counted for all five 
categories (Tables 1, 2, 3).

Two major cities were distinguished from the 
whole metropolitan area, because IRIS units with 
the highest population concentration focused main-
ly in these cities. Around 90% of all metropolitan 
units with high overrepresentation of people with 
longer higher education and over 80% units with 
high overrepresentation of executives and senior 
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intellectual workers were located in Marseille and 
Aix-en-Provence. These figures were lower for low-
er-profile population, but still important: 79% of all 
metropolitan units for high overrepresentation of 
people without any diploma, 56% for people living 
in social housing and 54% of units with high con-
centration of blue-collar workers occurred in these 
cities. This also means that blue-collar workers were 
dispersed in other industrial towns, where they 
formed strong concentrations (over 10% of town’s 

 A LQ2017 LQ2012 LQ2007 
  interval no. of units interval no. of units interval no. of units 
high overrepresentation 2.090-10.205 99 2.005-5.695 111 2.037-6.308 103 
overrepresentation 1.101-2.085 183 1.101-1.974 179 1.101-2.028 172 
no concentration 0.900-1.100 63 0.900-1.100 63 0.900-1.100 69 
underrepresentation 0.463-0.899 207 0.474-0.899 195 0.466-0.899 198 
high underrepresentation 0.023-0.458 204 0.018-0.473 205 0.010-0.465 208 

Source: Own author’s draft basing on data from INSEE 
 

 B  LQ2017 LQ2012 LQ2007 

  interval no. of units interval no. of units interval 
no. of 
units 

high overrepresentation 2.081-6.950 93 2.394-10.790 92 2.513-47.092 76 
overrepresentation 1.101-2.062 181 1.101-2.357 170 1.01-2.504 196 
no concentration 0.900-1.100 107 0.900-1.100 90 0.900-1.100 78 
underrepresentation 0.615-0.899 195 0.577-0.899 197 0.595-0.899 204 
high underrepresentation 0.203-0.613 182 0.123-0.573 208 0.168-0.593 207 

Source: Own author’s draft basing on data from INSEE 
 
 

Table 1. Modified location quotients for people with longer higher education (A) and people without any diploma (B) in 
Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis, in the years 2007, 2012 and 2017

A  LQ2017 LQ2012 LQ2007 
  interval no. of units interval no. of units interval no. of units 
high overrepresentation 1.888-15.307 106 1.883-5.210 124 1.884-8.760 103 
overrepresentation 1.101-1.868 201 1.101-1.865 187 1.101-1.878 200 
no concentration 0.900-1.100 56 0.900-1.100 58 0.900-1.100 62 
underrepresentation 0.466-0.899 193 0.452-0.899 187 0.449-0.899 191 
high underrepresentation 0.030-0.464 194 0.005-0.449 194 0.010-0.445 193 

Source: Own author’s draft basing on data from INSEE 
 

 B LQ2017 LQ2012 LQ2007 
  interval no. of units interval no. of units interval no. of units 
high overrepresentation 1.926-11.460 107 1.862-5.207 111 1.828-4.791 121 
overrepresentation 1.101-1.914 196 1.101-1.857 193 1.101-1.817 190 
no concentration 0.900-1.100 102 0.900-1.100 88 0.900-1.100 93 
underrepresentation 0.583-0.899 190 0.584-0.899 188 0.580-0.899 188 
high underrepresentation 0.089-0.581 165 0.072-0.581 173 0.075-0.573 164 

Source: Own author’s draft basing on data from INSEE 
 

Table 2. Modified location quotients for executives and senior intellectual workers (A) and for blue collar workers (B) in 
Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis, in the years 2007, 2012 and 2017

units with high overrepresentation of blue-collar 
workers): Miramas, Vitrolles, Marignage, Istres and 
Martigue. Aix-en-Provence was heavily dominated 
by  areas with high-profile population concentration 
(63% of units witnessed high overrepresentation of 
people with longer higher education and 54% of 
units – high overrepresentation of executives and 
senior intellectual workers). In Aix-en-Provence 
only two IRIS units had a high concentration of 
lower-profile categories – in Jas-de-Bouffan and En-
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cagnane housing estates in the east of the city. These 
were the estates with the highest overrepresentation 
of people living in social housing. By contrast, Mar-
seille was segregated in a different way. There were 
vast areas of concentration of high- and low-pro-
file population: 20% of the city’s units presented 
high overrepresentation of people living in social 
housing, 18% of units – high overrepresentation of 
people without any diploma, 15% of units – high 
overrepresentation of blue collar workers, 15% of 
units – high overrepresentation of executives and 
senior intellectual workers, and 14% – high overrep-
resentation of people with longer higher education. 
That makes Marseille a true city of contrasts, with 
a high concentration of different population cate-
gories. In Marseille, professionals (executives, high-
er public officials and senior intellectual workers) 
were concentrated in the IRIS units of the south-
ern 6th, 7th, 8th arrondissements, which have sea 
views, and the 9th arrondissement and there was 
a similar distribution of people with longer high-
er education. A high concentration of profession-
als is also noticeable in the 1st arrondissement and 
the eastern 5th and 12th arrondissements. Blue-col-
lar workers concentrated in the north and north-
west of the city (the 14th and 15th arrondissements, 
and the 3rd arrondissement). In the centre, in the 
3rd arrondissement and in the northern 13th, 14th 

and 15th arrondissements there is the highest con-
centration of people living in rented social hous-
ing. In the central arrondissements there is no high 
concentration of people living in their own housing: 
they are concentrated on the southern hills and in 
estates on the peripheries.

In order to analyse the change in population 
concentration, the trend for the period 2007–17 was 
calculated for the whole metropolitan area, includ-
ing Marseille. The most common change for all LQp 
pairs of all IRIS units was a weak increase in con-
centration of population categories under analysis 
in IRIS units, then a weak decrease and then strong 
decrease. Units with high overrepresentation most 
commonly witnessed an increasing trend, which is 
especially true for units with high overrepresenta-
tion of blue-collar workers; for 79% of units the 
LQp values increased between 2007 and 2017. These 
concentration changes are further discussed in the 
context of socio-spatial processes.

4. Discussion

The research outcomes were further confronted 
with existing facts gathered during the literature 
analysis and observations carried out in Marseille 

 A LQ2017 LQ2012 LQ2007 
  interval no. of units interval no. of units interval no. of units 
high overrepresentation 2.650-184.662 131 2.668-20.053 128 2.837-27.213 125 
overrepresentation 1.101-2.644 240 1.001-2.648 247 1.001-2.825 252 
no concentration 0.900-1.100 45 0.900-1.100 43 0.900-1.100 36 
underrepresentation 0.440-0.899 165 0.439-0.899 164 0.899 167 
high underrepresentation 0.001-0.438 173 0.001-0.434 171   166 

Source: Own author’s draft basing on data from INSEE 
 

 B LQ2017 LQ2012 LQ2007 

  interval 
no. of 
units interval 

no. of 
units interval 

no. of 
units 

high overrepresentation 17.592-597.338 36 18.347-636.542 39 15.685-318.430 40 
overrepresentation 1.001-17.473 206 1.001-17.137 190 1.001-14.603 198 
no concentration 0.900-1.100 27 0.900-1.100 26 0.900-1.100 36 
underrepresentation 0.272-0.899 163 0.284-0.899 142 0.899-0.258 155 
high underrepresentation 0.002-0.267 227 0.002-0.277 235 0.001-0.255 210 

Source: Own author’s draft basing on data from INSEE 
 

Table 3. Modified location quotients for property owners (A) and for tenants in social sector (B) in Aix-Marseille-Provence 
Metropolis, in the years 2007, 2012 and 2017
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and Aix-en-Provence in May 2018. At that time, 
visits were made to central Marseille’s arrondisse-
ments, namely the 1st, 2nd, 6th and 7th arrondisse-
ments and, in Aix-en-Provence, to central areas and 
the Jas-de-Bouffan neighbourhood, in order to ob-
serve the most important socio-spatial processes 
that most affect residential segregation. These are: 
gentrification and the privatisation of space, which 
are influenced by the city’s current housing policy. 
In this section, the processes are mostly discussed 
for Marseille, to keep this section compact.

4.1. Gentrification

The process of gentrification in Marseille, which 
started in the 1970s, has been of a different charac-
ter than in other French cities and according to the 
research conducted in this article is currently gain-
ing in importance. However, Peraldi et al. (2015) 
describe the paradox of gentrification and the ab-
sence of gentrification in its classical variant in Mar-
seille. They argue that once middle- and upper-class 
residents have left the city centre for the more at-
tractive suburbs and towns of the metropolitan area, 
they do not return, and so enclaves of poverty be-
come effective areas of resistance to gentrification. 
They describe the process of gentrification in Aix-
en-Provence, which has been underway since the 
1980s, as much more advanced than in Marseille it-
self. Indeed, Aix-en-Provence and the surrounding 
rural areas are marked by considerable attractive-
ness (the Mediterranean and the Provençal terroir), 
as recognised on a national and international scale, 
and compete with Marseille for wealthy residents. 
Additionally, the centre of Marseille has never been 
the place of residence of la grande bourgeoisie. Since 
the eighteenth century, the affluent have preferred 
the southern areas of the city, towards the luxurious 
Côte d'Azur. Also, today, the rich and newly wealthy 
aspire to live in these areas, drawn by homes over-
looking the sea and the presence of the tradition-
al wealthy elite. In contrast, port-dominated central 
Marseille has always attracted immigrants and ille-
gal trade (Peraldi et al., 2015). Delayed gentrifica-
tion is also indicated by Escobar (2017) and Jourdan 
(2006). However, gentrifiers called néo-Marseillais 
arrive in the city centre and they belong above all 

to upper socio-professional categories (executives 
and senior intellectual workers); they are highly 
educated or students. According to Gasquet-Cyrus, 
Trimaille (2017), they are attracted by the Mediter-
ranean lifestyle, social and cultural diversity and 
cultural development of the city.

In the current study, it is revealed that the last 
decade witnessed the strongest socio-spatial change 
in the 2nd arrondissement and to a lesser extent in 
the 5th and 3rd arrondissements. In the 2nd arron-
dissement the greatest increase in high-profile pop-
ulation and decrease in low-profile population was 
observed in Montolieu quarter, in the north-eastern 
direction from the pioneer enclave of gentrification 
in Panier. Near Panier the greatest change was no-
ticed in République Street and L'Évêché-Les Docks 
quarter. These are all the enclaves of gentrification. 
Therefore, in Marseille, a classic form of gentrifi-
cation is seen in its early stage, together with two 
other forms of this process described by Peraldi et 
al. (2015): first, hidden gentrification – the social 
composition of the centre remains the same while 
its character changes (a process also described by 
Governa [2016]);  and, second, liquid gentrification 
– a process that does not require residential anchor-
age. The TGV effect means that gentrifiers regularly 
come into the city, where they work and participate 
in cultural events but acquire neither a permanent 
nor secondary residence.

4.2. Privatisation of space: gated neigh-
bourhoods

The second important contemporary socio-spatial 
process is the privatisation of space. The first gat-
ed communities were created in the second half 
of the nineteenth century, by the parcelling out of 
former landed estates and the emergence of luxu-
ry coastal settlements (Dorier-Aprill et al., 2012; Le 
Goix, 2003). They were gated in order to emphasise 
the fact that they were privately owned and, conse-
quently, to maintain and protect their value. Con-
temporary gated estates built by property developers 
are becoming increasingly popular, which reflects a 
global trend. However, gating is also common in so-
cial housing estates, where it is intended to enhance 
neighbourhood security.
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Marseille is distinguished by its high proportion of 
gated communities, which accounted for 19% of 
all the city's buildings (8% by area), and in afflu-
ent southern districts 90% of all buildings (48% by 
area) (Dorier-Aprill et al., 2012). The current surge 
in gated communities in Marseille means that they 
are becoming the city's urbanistic norm. They are 
diverse in character and include luxurious villa 
neighbourhoods, as well as smaller estates of sin-
gle-family houses and large estates of multi-fam-
ily dwellings, both private and social. The degree 
of gating also varies. The increase in the construc-
tion of gated communities in the 21st century, of-
ten as part of public development projects, has been 
accompanied by a derivative rise in the gating of 
other neighbourhoods and the closing off of roads. 
The local authorities are playing both a passive and 
active role (abdicating their responsibility for ur-
ban planning) in the process of gated communities 
spreading in socially diverse districts of Marseille, 
which flows out of the strategy of internationalis-
ing and gentrifying the city. The current housing 
market is dominated by foreign property developers 
whose speculative strategy is to increase the supply 
of a new product, namely gated communities with 
houses of a specific architecture, both in Marseille's 
traditional and picturesque districts as well as in the 
northern districts that offer tax exemptions and en-
vironmental advantages.

In the current study, it was revealed that dissim-
ilarity indexes calculated both for property owners 
and for social housing tenants decreased in Mar-
seille during the last decade, which means that 
new developments aimed at property owners oc-
cur in neighbourhoods of a different social profile, 
and geographical distance between housing owners 
and tenants decreases. However, segregation of ten-
ants in the social sector still remains very high. It 
should also be underlined that the decreased phys-
ical distance does not lead to decreased social dis-
tance and higher social integration, especially in the 
context of the development of gated estates. The role 
of global property developers building such estates 
is supported by the local authorities, whose prior-
ity is to promote the construction of high-quality 
housing in order to attract the middle class to Mar-
seille. The research also proved that the greatest in-
crease in upper-profile population categories was 
seen in the 16th arrondissement and then in the 

15th, 14th, 13th and 11th arrondissements, which 
have low-profile characters. In these areas, the in-
crease in lower-profile population categories is low-
er or similar to that in upper-profile categories.

Such a change could not be possible without the 
active role of Marseille's local authorities in creat-
ing gated estates attractive to the new middle class. 
Local authorities actions relate to the global ur-
ban strategy described by Smith (2007) and imple-
mented in the city since the 1980s – the aspired-to 
economic, financial and social revival of the city 
through the attraction of professionals and the 
development of Marseille as a key European me-
tropolis on the Mediterranean arc. Therefore, city 
authorities support the construction of gated com-
munities through public–private partnership pro-
grammes, the sale of municipal plots (wasteland 
and abandoned), and through instruments of ur-
ban policy being introduced into high-rise social 
housing in areas designated by the authorities: pub-
lic ZAC projects (Zones d’aménagement concerté), 
OPAH (Opération programmée d'amélioration de 
l'habitat), ZUS (Zone urbaine sensibles, since 2014 
QPV – quartiers prioritaires de la ville). Such devel-
opments attract the middle class to peripheral areas. 
Consequently, the city authorities use such instru-
ments of the national social mix paradigm (mixité 
social) to promote the gating of communities with-
in poor districts, which is a paradox, as this poli-
cy does not result in areas becoming more cohesive 
but rather suffering even greater social and spatial 
fragmentation (and the same paradigm is not being 
used to justify the creation of housing estates for the 
poor in affluent districts). This may be the reason 
why these estates are poorly integrated and rife with 
tensions (Dorier-Aprill et al., 2012). Gating in social 
housing estates is intended to provide security and 
prevent antisocial behaviour, but also to increase the 
value of property in these areas, or neighbouring 
ones (especially those with a sea view). So, the gat-
ing of neighbourhoods is seen as a tool to achieve 
urban renewal and the creation of a social mix in 
rundown estates, and, as a result, the problems as-
sociated with gating (accessibility problems, social 
conflicts and limited integration) are downplayed.
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4.3. Housing policy in Marseille 

In addition to the practice of using the instruments 
of urban policy to attract middle class inhabitants in 
low-profile districts described in the previous sec-
tion, the instruments of housing policy are neglect-
ed. The French policy paradigm of building social 
housing in order to achieve a social mix is limit-
ed in Marseille. Despite foreseeing the construction 
of 1.500 social housing units in PLH 2012 (Pro-
gramme local de l'habitat) for Marseille, the city au-
thorities financed fewer than 500 units, leaving the 
remaining central housing policy funds unused (La-
coste, Donzel, 2012; Lacoste, 2013). In 2017, only 
four northern arrondissements achieved the thresh-
old of 25% of social housing required by the SRU 
law since 20143 (Table 4). In these arrondissements, 
too, the share of social housing slightly decreased in 
the last decade.  In most of the other arrondisse-
ments the share of social housing is very low. In 
the whole city, 2,536 units in a social housing sec-
tor were completed and 2,668 were withdrawn from 
use in the years 2007–2017. As a result of this limit-
3Solidarité et Renouvellement Urbain – the law introduced in 2000 – applies to communes of 3,500 inhabitants forming part of an agglomeration 
of more than 50,000 inhabitants. It defines rules in terms of social mix and town planning (Local Urban Planning Plan).

ed housing policy, which contrasts with the French 
government’s priorities (Pittini et al., 2017), Mar-
seille has the highest proportion of housing in pri-
vate ownership among the largest French cities.

Since 2016, housing policy has become a com-
petence of local authorities at the metropolitan 
level, that is Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis. 
According to metropolitan PLH, the Aix-Marseille-
Provence Metropolis plans to produce nearly 29,000 
social housing units over the period 2017–2022 
and there are 12,300 new units produced on aver-
age every year (Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis, 
2021). Currently, there are 159,000 social housing 
units in Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis, which 
is 19.3 % of all principal housing units, and 40% of 
them are in Marseille.

5. Conclusion

In Aix-Marseille-Provence Metropolis and in Mar-
seille, residential segregation slightly decreased dur-
ing the decade 2007–17 for most of the dissimilarity 

arrondissement  

total 
number of 

units  
(2017) 

social 
sector units 

(2017) 

share of 
social 
sector 
(2017) 

total 
number of 

units  
(2007) 

social 
sector units  

(2007) 

share of 
social 
sector  
(2007) 

1 20,912 745 4 20,003 1,140 6 
2 11,903 1,965 17 12,114 1,007 8 
3 20,857 3,691 18 18,679 3,495 19 
4 25,099 2,277 9 24,093 1,966 8 
5 26,064 1,214 5 25,109 1,498 6 
6 23,195 725 3 23,338 597 3 
7 19,235 979 5 19,251 639 3 
8 40,444 3,615 9 38,317 3,787 10 
9 33,129 4,041 12 32,188 4,310 13 

10 25,757 3,464 13 23,179 3,411 15 
11 23,029 6,012 26 22,055 6,145 28 
12 27,175 3,271 12 25,165 4,123 16 

 

Table 4. Share of social housing in Marseille and its change in 2007–2017 period 
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indexes. However, the whole region is still character-
ised by strong social contrasts between the wealthy 
Aix-en-Provence and some cities with blue-col-
lar population concentrations: Miramas, Vitrolles, 
Marignage, Istres and Martigue. Although residen-
tial segregation also decreased in Marseille, the city 
remains both the richest and poorest city of the re-
gion – a city of many speeds (Lacoste, 2013). The 
reasons for these contrasts are the historical con-
ditions of the city's development, namely its her-
itage in the form of a port–industrial system and 
then the collapse of this system in the 1970s. The 
study showed that important socio-spatial changes 
were noticed during the last decade. Firstly, the in-
crease in concentration of high-profile population 
and decrease in low-profile population in the city 
centre (2nd, 5th and 3rd arrondissements) proved 
the appearance of a classic gentrification that de-
velops in enclaves in these area, parallel to hidden 
and liquid forms of gentrification, which are de-
scribed in the literature. Secondly, the increase in 
concentration of high-profile population and low-
er or similar increase in low-profile population in 
northern arrondissements (14th and 15th) proved 
that these areas, too, are becoming socially diverse 
and attractive to the middle class (by means of the 
creation of gated estates), according to the will and 
policy of the local authorities. However, in both ex-
amples social tensions or lack of social integration 
are seen to appear with the introduction of such so-
cial mix (gentrification – Gasquet-Cyrus, Trimaille, 
2017; and privatisation of land – Dorier-Aprill et 
al., 2012). Therefore, neither residential segregation 
nor its decrease through the first stage of gentrifi-
cation or the introduction of gated estates contrib-
utes to urban social sustainability. The described 
socio-spatial processes, together with the city’s de-
velopment strategy and housing policy, influence 
the social segregation process in Marseille and lead 
to its fragmentation at the microscale.

Gentrification and privatisation of land are en-
forced by the city's liberal housing policy (neglect-
ing social housing sector development despite the 
national paradigm) and the city’s urban develop-
ment strategy adopted in the 1980s (the strategy 
of internationalising, economic, financial and so-
cial revival of the city through the attraction of 
professionals and the development of Marseille as 
a key European metropolis on the Mediterranean 

arc). For these reasons, Marseille does not take ad-
vantage of the full potential of French state hous-
ing policy and so has high segregation rates, strong 
social polarisation and micro-scale urban fragmen-
tation. Enclaves of poverty are becoming increasing-
ly contrastive in relation to the surrounding space, 
consequently decreasing urban social sustainability. 
In the city, a convergence of socio-spatial processes 
to global trends is seen (gentrification as an urban 
development strategy, privatisation of land, the role 
of foreign property developers and their coopera-
tion with local authorities). Therefore, both segrega-
tion and the associated socio-spatial processes lead 
to undermining urban social sustainability, which 
becomes ever more challenging.
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