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Abstract. The aim of the paper is to discuss differences between 
suburbanization and peri-urbanization using the Kraków, Tarnów, and 
Nowy Sącz urban regions in the Province of Małopolska (Małopolskie 
Voivodship) as a case study. The paper highlights the lack of distinction 
in the use of these terms in Central and Eastern European (CEE)
countries and in the Polish research literature, where these two unique 
urban decentralization processes (suburbanization and peri-urbanization) 
are described using the same term: suburbanization. In spite of the 
terminological ambiguities discussed in the paper and lack of agreement 
on ways to distinguish the two concepts as well as significant difficulties 
in their operationalization the analysis presented in the current study 
demonstrates that there does exist a case for a distinction in the treatment 
of suburbanization and peri-urbanization in many post-socialist urban 
regions.
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1. Introduction

The transition from a socialist economy to a market 
economy that occurred in Central and Eastern 
Europe 30 years ago did not only trigger dynamic 
processes of political, economic, and social change, 
but also produced a colossal impact on the social 
and functional aspects of urban regions. These 
changes in the post-socialist city included rapid 
commercialization and regeneration of urban centers, 
but also suburbanization (Szymańska & Matczak, 
2002; Szymańska, 2007; Sýkora & Bouzarovski, 2012; 
Hirt, 2013; Stanilov & Sýkora, 2014). This process 
began to strongly affect eastern German states in the 
early 1990s (Nuissl & Rink, 2005; Schmidt, 2011). 
In the late 1990s suburbanization began to impact 
Central and Eastern Europe (Ouředníček, 2007; 
Novotný, 2016; Krzysztofik et al., 2017; Kovács at al., 
2019) and the Baltic states (Tammaru, 2001; Leetmaa 
et al., 2009; Krišjane & Berzinš, 2012). By the start 
of the 21st century it had affected all countries in 
Southeastern Europe (Brade et al., 2009,  Stanilov & 
Hirt, 2014).

One common factor in suburbanization across 
Central and Eastern Europe as well as Southeastern 
Europe, especially in the early years of the process, 
was the spatial concentration of this process. Large 
metropolitan areas served as the starting point of 
suburbanization in these parts of Europe (Tammaru, 
2001; Rudolph & Brade, 2005; Kok & Kovács, 2006; 
Ouředníček, 2007; Hirt 2007).

In comparison with the number of studies 
on suburbanization in large metropolitan areas 
there are relatively few studies on regional and 
subregional cities in Central and Eastern Europe. 
Exceptions in this area of research consist of studies 
on suburbanization in the former DDR (Nuissl 
& Rink, 2005; Reckien & Luedeke, 2014), cities in 
Czechia (Sykora & Ouředníček, 2007; Kubeš, 2015) 
and cities in Poland (Kurek et al., 2014, Kaczmarek 
& Mikuła, 2019; Krzysztofik et al. 2017). The small 
number of works on non-capital cities leads us to 
believe that there is a need for more research on the 
transformation of the fringe of these smaller cities. 
Research work on small cities would make it possible 
to examine the still relatively unknown field of the 
post-socialist city (Ferencuhova, 2016; Popescu, 
2020).  

As shown by the examples of urban decentralization 
in Central and Eastern Europe cited above, the focus 
of researchers has been the suburban narrative, 
and very rarely the peri-urban narrative of the 
development process in the urban periphery. Striking 
is the homogeneity of the terminology used in the 
studies focused on the suburban zone, suburbs, and 

process of suburbanization in the post-socialist urban 
periphery. The term urban sprawl is also employed 
(Haase & Nuissl, 2007; Schmidt et al., 2015; Kovacs 
et al., 2019). Only a few works use the term peri-
urban to describe the urban fringe zone (Lincaru 
et al., 2016; Biegańska et al., 2018). Extremely few 
studies on post-socialist cities utilize related terms 
such as urban fringe (urban zone), rural-urban-
fringe, urban-rural fringe, rural-urban interface, 
exurb, and hinterland in their analysis. These terms 
are used extensively in urban research across the 
world (Hoggart, 2005; Woods & Heley, 2017). The 
issues associated with urban decentralization in post-
socialist cities brings attention to two fundamental 
problems in research on these cities: 

1.	 Strong concentration of research work on 
urban decentralization in capital cities along 
with a large shortage of works on regional 
and subregional cities, 

2.	 Few studies on post-socialist urban 
decentralization in terms of its peri-
urbanization aspects, and this applies to all 
levels of urban research. 

The main purpose of the present study was to either 
confirm or deny the occurrence of suburbanization 
and peri-urbanization across the fringes of the post-
socialist city as patterns characterized by their own 
dynamics, with a focus on regional and subregional 
cities. Another aim of the paper is to situate the 
process of peri-urbanization in a theoretical context 
related to urban development in terms of a phase 
approach. 

One additional question appears and it is related 
to a broader theoretical treatment which assumes 
that peri-urbanization is an independent stage of 
urban decentralization in the classic model of urban 
region development stages by Klaassen et al. (1981) 
and van den Berg et al. (1982). This question is the 
following: Can peri-urbanization be included in the 
aforementioned model by expanding its 4-phase 
approach to a 5-phase approach, where peri-
urbanization is the fifth phase? The analysis of the 
nature and rate of decentralization processes in the 
Kraków urban region, a major city in Poland, and in 
regional cities such as Tarnów and Nowy Sącz located 
in southern Poland should allow one to answer the 
abovementioned questions. 

The remaining parts of the paper are organized 
as follows: Section 2 presents basic data on the 
study area along with source materials and methods 
used in the study. Section 3 provides a discussion 
of the possibility of the use of a fifth phase in the 
Pealinck – van den Berg model in research on urban 
decentralization. The remaining sections provide an 
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analysis of results as well as a discussion of the results 
and a summary in the conclusions section. 

2. Theoretical background

A significant feature of urban decentralization 
processes in Central Europe, as noted in the 
introduction section, is a focus on the various 
dimensions of suburbanization in the post-
socialist city, but without much concentration on 
peri-urbanization processes. There are several 
reasons for this gap in research. One major reason 
is the relatively less advanced state of urban 
decentralization in cities in Central and Eastern 
Europe compared with Western Europe (Piorr 
et al., 2011, Ravetz et al., 2013). This gap is also 
partly due to general research trends present 
in Western Europe that focus in the French 
narrative (peri-urbanization) and British narrative 
(suburbanization and later peri-urbanization) of 
urban decentralization. According to M. Woods 
and J. Heley, “The French-derived "periurban" has 
arguably become the most widespread term used 
in the international literature…” (Woods & Heley, 
2017, 28).

There is yet another potential reason why the 
term peri-urbanization is not often used in the 
studied region and this reason is that the suburban 
zone and suburbanization processes are treated 
as interchangeable with the rural-urban fringe 
and include a broad spectrum of zones up to and 
including the rural hinterland. Some authors in the 
West also discuss this type of broad spectrum in 
their theoretical analysis of urban decentralization 
(Forsyth, 2012). On the other hand, Nelson and 
Sanchez (1999, 689) argue that ex-urbanization 
(known as peri-urbanization in Europe) is not 
different from suburbanization – and “is simply the 
latest incarnation of the continued suburbanization 
of American cities.”

However, Forsyth (2012, 279) notes the 
long tradition of nomenclature in the scientific 
literature that focuses on suburbanization in the 
following manner: “The term suburb represents 
a long-standing and viable term for describing 
development beyond the core city.” The author also 
writes that peri-urbanization is not a very clearly 
defined alternative term to the traditional term 

“suburbanization.” It may be assumed that many 
researchers studying decentralization in Central 
and Eastern European urban regions share this view.  

It is noteworthy that the views of these 
researchers are also reflected in the generation of 

urban region lifecycle models (Klaassen et al., 1981; 
van den Berg et al., 1982; Cheshire & Hay 1989), 
which treat suburbanization as a fundamental 
process, aside from the process of deurbanization, 
in the decentralization of urban regions. The 
abovementioned models treat the functional urban 
region as consisting of two basic and integrated 
zones – the central city (built-up core) and the 
ring around it – also designated a city’s hinterland 
area or commuter zone. Each zone in the urban 
region differs in terms of its rate of population 
growth or decline, which drives the occurrence 
of successive stages of urban development – 
urbanization, suburbanization, deurbanization, and 
reurbanization (Klaassen et al. 1981; van den Berg 
et al., 1982). Each stage is affected by centralization 
and decentralization processes occurring in the 
urban region (Cheshire, 1995).    

The models along with their modification 
have played a significant role in studies on 
suburbanization and more broadly decentralization 
in urban regions and major metropolitan areas 
primarily in Western Europe (Cheshire, 1995; 
Champion, 2001; Antrop, 2004; Kabisch et al. 2010; 
Wolf, 2017). They have also been tested in the case 
of cities in Central and Eastern Europe (Zborowski, 
2005; Leetmaa & Tammaru, 2007; Kabisch et al., 
2010; Wolf 2017). The abovementioned studies 
discuss the occurrence of decentralization including 
suburbanization in line with the stage model of the 
urban cycle, but most did not make reference to the 
broader spatial integration of suburbanization with 
peri-urbanization, which could be treated as some 
type of extended suburbanization (Bourne, 1996).     

The phase of integration between suburbanization 
and peri-urbanization (also known as ex-
urbanization) may be described as a suburbanization-
peri-urbanization stage, which could be treated as 
a variant of the classic model by Klaasen and van 
den Berg. This type of approach is observed in 
works on suburbanization and peri-urbanization by 
Fertner (2012) on the city of Copenhagen, Rontos 
et al. (2011) for Athens, and Bourne (1996) for 
American cities. This then prompts the following 
question: Given the increasingly strong spatial 
suburbanization effects noted in urban regions, can 
the suburbanization stage including that in post-
socialist cities be termed a suburbanization-peri-
urbanization stage? Or should the two processes be 
treated as a set of separate processes, which means 
that the classic model of urban decentralization 
needs to be modified?   

We believe that in the era of increasing 
influence of the central city on its surroundings, 
which creates spatially huge urban regions, such 
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as Friedmann and Miller’s (1965) urban field, 
regional city by Bryant et al. (1982), outer city 
by Herington (1984), Zwischenstadt (in-between 
city) by Sieverts (2003), rural–urban-region (RUR) 
by Ravetz et al. (2013), as well as Viganò’s (2013) 
horizontal metropolis, there is a growing need to 
reconceptualize the internal spatial and functional 
structure of the urban region and that of urban 
development processes at the regional scale. These 
regions are also experiencing significant spatial and 
morphologic fragmentation (Antrop, 2004) and are 
characterized by an increasingly high complexity of 
the functional structure as well as growing social 
polarization in the urban hinterland (Arapoglou & 
Sayas, 2009).   

It is our view that the urban development model 
needs to include a new phase in addition to the 
suburbanization phase – it needs to include peri-
urbanization. Herein we propose a five-stage model 
of urban development (Table 1), which is related to 
the model proposed by Klaasen et al. (1981) and 
van den Berg et al. (1982), but for the purpose of 
this study we treat this new, updated model as a 
useful heuristic tool. Hence, this is not a classic 

model based on phases and sequences, which 
is why we do not make reference to phases and 
stages, but states of urban development. At the 
same time, this approach does not make direct 
reference to the sequence-based classic model, but 
only identifies certain states of urban development. 
In this approach, a city or urban region may 
jump from one state to another without following 
a preset sequence of stages or phases (Kroll & 
Kabisch, 2012). It may also exist in a given state of 
development in two difference stages or phases such 
as suburbanization and peri-urbanization (Fertner, 
2012) as well as suburbanization and reurbanization 
(Morelli et al., 2014). 

The entire spatial pattern of urban region 
development is based on the regional scale, thus 
the inside of this system is characterized by 
decentralization and centralization (Cheshire, 
1995). On the other hand, concentration and 
deconcentration are used to describe development 
dynamics at the higher-than-regional scale (Novotný, 
2016) (Table 1). The rates of change in these states 
and corresponding types of intra-regional and inter-
regional dynamics are highly variable, which affords 

 

Table 1. Peri-urbanization in the course of intra- and interregional processes in urban regions as well as states of urban 
development

Explanations: -, --, 0, +, ++ strength of the impact of a given process
Source: Author’s own work.
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the term “hybrid development” of the urban region 
(Hoggart, 2005) and reflects advanced urban-rural 
linkages (Mayer et al., 2016). 

The newly proposed pattern of urban 
development includes an intra-regional process 
of change in the form of peri-urbanization as 
a separate state of urban regional development. 
This approach makes it possible to look at peri-
urbanization as a process independent of suburban 
development, whose uniqueness is rooted in 
findings available in research on the relationship 
between suburbanization and peri-urbanization 
in urban regions (EUROSTAT, 2010; Ravetz et al., 
2013). The studies illustrate changes in the structure 
of the two processes leading to the formation of 
qualitatively different urban landscapes (Hoggart, 
2005). Structural differences are noted in studies 
focused on land use type and structure in the 
peripheral areas of urbanized regions (Gallent, 
2006) and in studies on transformation processes 
(Gant et al., 2011).     

Suburban and peri-urban diversification is 
also reflected in spatial planning and regional 
management (Ekers et al., 2012, Hamel & Keil, 
2016) as well as in the job structure of local 
residents (Madsden et al. 2010) and access to 
jobs (Nelson, 1992). The demographic structure 
and household structure of these areas also differ 
(Nelson & Sanchez, 1999) in relation to the motives 
of particular residents, for example ex-urbanites, for 
moving from the central city (Zasada, 2011). 

This brief description of variances in the 
two studied urban zones does clearly suggest a 
multidimensional nature of both suburbanization 
and peri-urbanization (Shaw et al., 2020) as 
processes characterized by a variety of linkages 
between different phenomena. The complexity of 
these phenomena suggests the need to examine 
urban regions in terms of both suburban and peri-
urban areas as independent places – each with its 
own unique social, functional, settlement, planning, 
and management characteristics. Concerning the 
abovementioned differences between the said 
zones, we define the suburbanization zone as an 
area situated in direct contact with the central 
city. In Central and Eastern Europe – including 
Poland – this applies to the areas situated adjacent 
to the administrative boundary of the central city. 
This zone normally surrounds the city – yet its 
actual spatial extent may vary thanks to certain 
characteristics of the natural environment as well 
as historically determined functions linkages 
with rural areas. On the other hand, the peri-
urbanization zone is a geographically expansive area, 
situated a certain distance from the administrative 

boundaries of the central city. It is found beyond 
the suburbanization zone of the central city. The 
peri-urbanization zone is characterized by less 
intensive functional linkages with the central city 
than the suburbanization zone. It features a lower 
population density, relatively high share of farmland, 
and highly dispersed housing and business areas. 
A broad definition of peri-urbanisation is found 
in the summary of a report prepared within the 
framework of the PLUREL project (dedicated to 
peri-urban areas in Europe). A peri-urban area is 
formally defined as “an area found between urban 
settlement areas and their rural hinterland. Larger 
peri-urban areas may include towns and villages 
located within an urban agglomeration. Such areas 
are often fast-changing, with complex patterns of 
local land use and landscape, spatially fragmented 
between local or regional boundaries” (Piorr et al., 
2011:10). The functional aspect of peri-urban areas 
is emphasised by Ravetz et al. (2013:13) who note 
that they are “not just a fringe in-between city and 
countryside, a zone of transition, rather they are 
a new kind of multi-functional territory”.

To sum up the above characteristics of peri-urban 
zones, they may be described as areas with high 
rates of social and spatial change resulting from the 
available mix of typically urban phenomena with 
those, representative of rural areas, distinguished by 
relatively low population density, dispersed human 
settlement, and high functional diversity with 
a  predominance of rural landscapes.  In the zone 
in question, compared to the suburban zone, there 
is a lower intensity of population inflows and in the 
overall volume of inflows, residents coming from 
outside the urban region have an advantage.

This unique nature should be reflected in the 
scientific division of peripheral urban areas into 
the near-hinterland (suburban zone) and distant 
hinterland (peri-urban zone) (Table 1) as well 
as in the states of urban region development: i.e. 
urbanization, suburbanization, peri-urbanization, 
deurbanization, and finally reurbanization.  

3. Study area, data and methods

3.1. Study area

In this paper, the issues of suburbanization and 
peri-urbanization are discussed in the context of 
Małopolska Province in southern Poland (Fig. 1), as 
a region affected by extensive urban decentralization 
processes (Biegańska et al., 2018). As shown by the 
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Fig. 1. Administrative division of Małopolskie Voivodship
Source: author’s own work based on The Małopolskie Voivodship Spatial Development Plan and CSO map

PLUREL program (Piorr et al., 2011), Małopolska 
Province is ranked among the top ten regions of the 
European Union characterized by the highest degree 
of peri-urbanization. Research on suburbanization 
and peri-urbanization in this paper focuses on 
the largest cities of Małopolska Province: Kraków, 
Tarnów, Nowy Sącz. The urban regions of the three 
cities are examined herein in terms of the zone 
of influence of each city determined on the basis 
of work commuting patterns identified for each 
studied city (Guzik et al., 2010). 

Kraków is the second largest city in Poland – after 
Warsaw. It is considered to be functionally the most 
important non-capital city in Central and Eastern 
Europe characterized by a population larger than 
that of many capital cities in the region (Table 2) such 
as Vilnius, Bratislava, Riga, Tallinn, and Ljubljana. 
Kraków is one of the leading centers of economic 
activity in Poland and one of the most attractive 
cities in the world for establishing business services 
centers (Tholons Services Globalization City Index, 
2019). It features almost 80,000 personnel employed 
at 234 business services centers and is known as 
the European capital of outsourcing. Given its 

unique urban characteristics and architecture as 
well as global relevance it is today one of the most 
recognizable tourist destinations in Europe and the 
world (Kruczek & Mazanek 2018). In 2019 it was 
visited by 14 mln domestic and foreign tourists 
(Kraków w liczbach, 2020). Kraków is not only 
highly ranked in terms of domestic cultural sites 
in Poland but also in terms of European and world 
cultural sites. About 150,000 university students call 
Kraków home. Its academic traditions reach back 
centuries (Raport o stanie miasta, 2019). In addition, 
many graduates choose to stay in the city following 
graduation in order to seek out jobs in the local job 
market. Once they attain a certain social standing 
and start a family, many city residents choose to 
move to the suburbs. This explains the growing rate 
of suburbanization around Kraków that began in 
the 1990s and accelerated after the year 2000.

The city of Tarnów and its extensive commuter 
zone have a population of more than 270,000 (Table 
2). It is the 17th largest city in Poland and a major 
cultural center with a well-preserved, medieval 
urban core and a wealth of valuable architectural 
sites. The city is also called the Pearl of the 
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Table 2. Population in the urban regions of Kraków, Tarnów, and Nowy Sącz (2019)

Source: Author’s own work based on data from Poland’s Central Statistical Office.

Renaissance. Tarnów is also a major economic 
center in southern Poland featuring advanced 
industries (Grupa Azoty – large manufacturer of 
chemicals) and innovative industries part of the 
Plastics Valley industrial cluster and the Research 
and Development Park. It is also an important center 
of learning and research at the subregional level – 
featuring four institutions of higher learning. The 
city is furthermore an automobile transportation 
hub and a major railway hub, which helps facilitate 
commuting to work and to services centers in 
the central city by suburban residents. As a major 
industrial center, Tarnów experienced substantial 
restructuring of the industrial sector during Poland’s 
economic transformation of the 1990s. In effect this 
led to a loss of jobs and subsequently some degree 
of depopulation in the city.     

The third studied urban region is the city of Nowy 
Sącz – located in the southern part of Małopolska 
Province in the Sądecka Kotlina Basin, which is 
part of the Beskidy Mountains in southern Poland. 
Poland’s border with Slovakia is found only about 
25 km away. The city is home to 84,000 residents 
and is surrounded by an urban impact zone home 
to almost 150,000 persons (Table 2). Nowy Sącz 
is considered to be one of the most important 
administrative and cultural as well as educational 
centers in southern Poland – it is home to three 
institutions of higher learning. Furthermore, the 
city is a key center of business with a total of 34,000 
workers (LDB, 2019). Several national highways and 
railways also meet in the city. 

The study was conducted based on two types of 
spatial units – townships, called gminas in Poland, 
and functional-spatial zones in urban regions 
consisting of the suburban zone and commuter 
zone, considered to be identical with the peri-
urbanization zone of central cities, in this case 
Kraków, Tarnów, and Nowy Sącz (Table 2). 

3.2. Data and methods  

Our study of urban decentralization processes 
involved the use of two indices: 
•	 The first index is the net migration rate defined 

as the difference between the number of in-
migrants and number of out-migrants for 
a  given gmina divided by its population and 
expressed per 1,000 residents. Given the need 
to limit the impact of short-term (i.e. annual) 
fluctuations that may affect the rate value and 
distort general trends, it was calculated as an 
average annual rate for consecutive 2-year 
periods based on gmina population as of 
December 31st of the first of the two years. Net 
migration rate values were calculated for the 
following 2-year periods: 1995/1996, 2001/2002, 
2007/2008, 2013/2014, 2016/2017. This rate 
applies to the overall number of migrants 
entering and leaving a given gmina – and does 
not explain their place of origin or destination. 
Thus the inflow of population to a given zone 
in the urban region is the sum of inflows from 
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the central city and from any gminas situated 
outside the given urban region. The same 
pattern holds true for population outflows. 
The decentralization processes studied via this 
rate (suburbanization, peri-urbanization) may 
be considered decentralization processes in a 
relatively broad sense. 

•	 It is also important to examine decentralization 
processes in a narrowly defined sense, both 
suburbanization and peri-urbanization. In order 
to achieve this goal, research was performed 
to examine the inflow of population from the 
central city to each studied zone of the urban 
region in each studied gmina in relation to total 
population inflow. The metric used to study this 
process was the net percent share of migration 
between the central city and each given gmina 
in net total migration for that gmina. This 
percentage share was examined for gminas 
in Małopolska Province and individually for 
selected zones in the three studied urban 
regions. In the latter case, the percentage share 
was analyzed for every year for the period 
1990–2017. 

The same metrics were used to examine 
migrations in the three selected urban regions 
(Kraków, Tarnów, Nowy Sącz, with a focus on 
zones: central city, suburban zone, peri-urban 
zone) as well as all other gminas in Małopolska 
Province. This helped produce a broader base 
for comparative purposes and for placing urban 
decentralization within the context of spatially 
expansive urbanization patterns present also in 
smaller urban centers in the studied province. 

The study was based on source materials covering 
internal, permanent migrations and population 
totals for gminas in Małopolska Province. These 
data were obtained from Current Population 
Records generated by the Central Statistical Office 
(CSO) of Poland and were then published in Local 
Data Banks. 

The size of migratory flows in Poland directly 
depends on the definition of internal migration 
adopted by the Polish Central Statistical Office 
(Polish acronym: GUS). Migration is defined as:  

Change of place of residence (permanent or 
temporary) in the territory of Poland, related to 
crossing the administrative border of a gmina, 
including - in the case of urban-rural gminas - 
changes in the place of residence within a gmina, i.e. 
from rural to urban areas and vice versa. Arrival 
(i.e. registration) in a given administrative unit with 
the purpose of residing there is called a migration 
inflow, while a departure with the purpose of residing 

in another administrative unit is called migration 
outflow (CSO, 2021, https:stat.gov.pl/).

Hence, frequent intra-city migrations from 
the central urban core or large housing estates to 
suburbs located within the administrative area of 
the same city are not accounted for in the official 
migration statistics. This leads to an understatement 
of the number of migrants in Poland, in particular 
that associated with suburbanization. This means 
of collecting data on internal migrations is similar 
to methods used in this area in other countries in 
Central Europe (Novotný, 2016). 

The data were then used to produce a graph 
and series of choropleth maps providing a spatial 
picture of suburbanization and peri-urbanization in 
Małopolska Province.  

4. Results: suburbanization and peri-
urbanization in Małopolska Province

As elsewhere across Poland (Zborowski et al., 2012, 
Gałka & Warych-Juras, 2018) suburbanization in 
Małopolska Province began to have a significant 
impact on the redistribution of population and 
functional and spatial changes in the 1990s. In 
demographic terms, they were manifested at that 
time by the emergence of large migrations from 
the central city to growing suburban municipalities. 
Out-migrations first began in Kraków, and then in 
cities, e.g., Tarnów, Nowy Sącz, and Oświęcim (Fig. 
2A). The suburbanization and peri-urbanization 
migration processes observed at the time were 
characterized by variable intensity and revealed 
unique features of the areas into which urban 
populations had dispersed. In the first half of 
the 1990s, the population flow from the city of 
Kraków to the nearby countryside was directed 
towards selected suburban municipalities found 
immediately adjacent to the city and characterized 
by good transportation linkages with the central 
city (Fig. 2A). 

These were mainly municipalities located 
north and west of the urban core. Towards the 
end of the 1990s, intensified inflows of former 
Kraków residents into gminas in the southern 
suburban belt translated into increases in the 
area’s net migration rate. Another very important 
characteristic of these migrations was their 
occurrence in municipalities not adjacent to the 
city (second ring of municipalities, i.e., commuter/
peri-urban zone), which meant intensified, large-
scale urban sprawl spanning a belt of 20 to 30 km 
from the administrative boundary of Kraków (Fig. 
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Fig. 2. Net migration rate per 1,000 inhabitants in Małopolska Province in 1995/1996, 2001/2002, 2007/2008, 2013/2014 
and 2016/2017

2B). The co-occurrence of suburbanization and 
peri-urbanization was observed at the time. 

As elsewhere across Poland (Zborowski & 
Raźniak 2013; Kurek et al., 2020) and in other post-
socialist countries in Europe (Stanilov & Hirt, 2014), 
decentralization processes in the urban area of 
Kraków exhibited the greatest intensity in the years 
2007/2008 (Fig. 2C). At the time, the net migration 
rate between urban and rural areas peaked over a 
vast area formed by the municipalities of Kraków’s 
suburban and commuting zones, which meant 
that both suburbanization and peri-urbanization 
affected the entire Kraków Metropolitan Area. In 
the western part of Małopolska Province, suburban 
and peri-urban areas of the Kraków urban region 
linked with smaller peri-urban areas of midsize 
towns such as Oświęcim, Olkusz, and Chrzanów. 
In the eastern part of the region, suburbanization 
and peri-urbanization processes were observable in 
areas surrounding the cities of Tarnów and Nowy 
Sącz (Figs. 2C).  

In the following years, a number of the issues 
discussed below hampered the spread of the studied 
processes, decreasing their intensity, even in the 
case of municipalities adjacent to cities. However, 
the abovementioned reduction in the intensity 
and spatial extent of the said processes was not 
evenly distributed across Małopolska Province or 
the Kraków Metropolitan Area. This reduction was 

largest in the urban effect zones of midsize towns 
with a population of around 20,000 (Fig. 2D). There 
was also a decline in the net migration rate in the 
gminas of the suburban areas of Kraków, Tarnów, 
and Nowy Sącz (Figs. 2D and 2E). In addition, 
the share of former Kraków residents in the total 
migrant inflow to suburban areas decreased from 
62.2% to 50.5% in the years 2004-2017 (Fig. 3). 
However, the same time period experienced reverse 
migration trends across commuter/peri-urban zone 
municipalities, which saw a rise in the share of 
former Kraków residents in the total population 
inflow into these gminas (Fig. 3) from 27.5% in 
2008 to 32.4% in 2011. 

General tendencies in suburbanization and peri-
urbanization in Poland were affected by broader 
political and economic events including the 
country’s entry into the European Union in 2004 
and the global economic crisis in 2008. The share of 
central city residents migrating to suburban areas 
rapidly declined after 2004 in the case of Kraków 
and Tarnów. Global crises and other global changes 
had less of an impact on peri-urbanization in the 
three studies areas. One potential explanation for 
this difference was the younger age of migrants 
leaving central cities to settle in suburbs versus 
those settling in peri-urban areas (Kurek et al., 
2014). Younger city dwellers were more likely to 
emigrate to Western Europe following Poland’s 
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Fig. 3. Changes in the share of population inflows from Kraków, Nowy Sącz, and Tarnów to suburban and commuting 
zones in total population inflows in each zone in 2002-2017 
A – decline in the share from Kraków due to increased emigration to Western Europe after Poland’s entry into the EU
B – temporary shift in the maximum share of inflows from Kraków between different zones
C – decline in the share of inflows from Tarnów due to increased emigration to Western Europe after Poland’s entry into 
the EU and the global financial crisis of 2008  
Source: Author’s own work based on data from Poland’s Central Statistical Office and Kurek et al. 2014.

EU entry than their older neighbors who tended 
to migrate to domestic peri-urban areas. Thus 
migrations to the suburbs were succeeded at this 
time by migrations abroad. Similar succession 
patterns were also observed in East German cities, 
where the rate of suburbanization was limited by 
migrant outflows from eastern German states to 
western German states (Nuissl & Rink, 2005).   

In the years 2002-2017 a particularly large 
increase in the population inflow from Kraków 
was recorded by gminas in the second ring (Fig. 4), 
e.g. Municipality of Skała (from 15.6% to 53.5%), 
Jerzmanowice-Przeginia (from 7.0% to 30.1%), and 
Gdów (from 22.3% to 43.0%). This means that the 

area experiencing the urban effects of Kraków saw 
a slowdown in suburbanization, as opposed to 
peri-urbanization, which grew in intensity. 

This apparent divergence between suburbanization 
and peri-urbanization may have been caused by a 
number of social, financial, and economic factors. 
In the studied suburbanization area, after more 
than 20 years of intense decentralization processes 
that involved an increased intensity of housing 
development activity focused on the studied suburban 
zone (see also: Wójtowicz et al., 2014), a lack of larger 
undeveloped areas for new construction projects was 
observed. This led to an increase in prices in suburban 
residential areas and consequently made residents 



Andrzej Zborowski et al. / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 62 (2023): 87-106 97

search for construction land in more remote peri-
urban areas, which drove prices up in the latter as 
well, especially in areas with good access to Kraków 
along key transportation routes (Mika, 2019). In the 
period 2002–2012 the price of construction plots in 
the suburbs increased 3 to 5 times depending on 
transportation accessibility (Musiał-Malago, 2014). 

The movement of urban residents to the peri-
urban zone was also confirmed by a large increase 
in the number of commuters in Kraków, which 
follows from the fact that populations migrating 
to this zone do not break off their ties with Kraków 
as a city offering a large selection of well-paid jobs. 
In the period 2006–2011 commuting to work in 
Kraków grew from 58,400 to 91,300 persons (Guzik, 
2015) due to increased quality of regional and 
local roads, leading to a rise in the development 
of residential suburbs around the city. Increased 
suburbanization due to a rise in the quality of 
transportation options has been shown by a number 
of studies in the United States (Duranton & Turner, 
2012), Western Europe (Oueslati et al., 2015), and 
Central and Eastern Europe (Novotny, 2016).

Such linkages with the central city are also 
maintained by young people who commute to 
Kraków schools (Kurek et al., 2014). The decline 
in the suburbanization rate, on the one hand, and 
intensification of peri-urbanization, on the other, 
may also be explained by a stricter credit policy of 

banks (Bień, 2011). The non-availability of a large 
loan forces those who want to live outside the city 
to look for cheaper land, which is usually located at 
a considerable distance from the city (Mika, 2019). 
The increase in the number of younger retirees, 
such as post-war baby boomers who represent 
a growing subpopulation in cities, willing to move 
out of the city is an additional driver of the boom 
in the real estate market. This social group would 
rather look for older, but cheaper houses, which 
they could renovate on a do-it-yourself basis, 
doing a large proportion of the work on their own. 
Because pensioners do not need daily contact with 
the city, they are more likely to look for land at 
a  greater distance from the urban core, which 
drives demand for land and buildings in the city’s 
peri-urban area (Pytel & Rahmanov, 2018). 

Some of these migrants moved to the foothills 
and low mountains located south of the city to 
second homes. This type of peri-urbanization 
is termed anti-urbanization. It is promoted by 
residential migrants who prefer the absence of 
urban noise and a rural environment that can 
provide them with high environmental value 
(Zasada, 2011). 

The question that remains to be answered is the 
following: Why are peri-urbanization processes in 
the Kraków Metropolitan Area on the rise, while 
the same processes in the other subregions of 

Fig. 4. Share of population inflow from Kraków, Nowy Sącz, and Tarnów in total population influx in the years 2002  
and 2017
Source: Author’s own work based on data from Poland’s Central Statistical Office.
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Małopolska Province have clearly decelerated? 
There are several factors behind the slowdown in 
the rate of peri-urbanization. First, like elsewhere 
across Poland, the transient acceleration of 
suburbanization and peri-urbanization in midsize 
towns in Małopolska Province was associated with 
consumer demand for foreign-currency mortgage 
loans leading up to the global financial crisis of 
2008 (Willmann, 2013). After 2008, Polish banks 
began to apply a restrictive credit policy that 
limited the availability of mortgage loans. The new 
credit policy affected less affluent populations of 
midsize towns to a greater extent, which in turn 
greatly reduced mortgage amounts and reduced 
opportunities for buying land outside the city. It 
should be noted that most midsize cities and towns 
in Poland are former industrial centers – as is also 
the case with post-socialist cities in other countries 
in Central and Eastern Europe (Bole et al., 2020). 

Source: Author’s own work based on data from 
Poland’s Central Statistical Office.

Deindustrialization and the transition to a post-
industrial society led to a significant reduction in 
the number of jobs and increased unemployment 
(Stanilov & Sýkora, 2014) and consequently a 
decrease in the standard of living (Zborowski et 
al., 2012, Wichowska, 2021). These adverse trends 
have only began to decline in recent years. The 
lack of good industrial jobs triggered large-scale 
migrations to large cities, both Polish and foreign 
(Gałka, 2012). The migrants were mostly young 
people who could have stayed in their existing 
place of residence, and only move out of the city 

later, had they not been forced by circumstances 
to migrate. This flux of young people from midsize 
cities and towns to large cities thus reduced the 
number of potential migrants to the suburban and 
peri-urban zones of midsize cities. 

Existing migration trends suggest that 
decentralization and urbanization/reurbanization 
processes will remain in place over the next few 
years, which means that the city will not be affected 
by deurbanization (Table 3). Hence, the urban 
region lifecycle in Kraków is mimicking urban 
growth patterns present in some metropolitan 
areas in Western Europe (Turok & Mykhnenko 
2007; Kroll & Kabisch, 2012). However, one feature 
of the development of this urban region makes it 
different from other large, post-socialist cities. In 
Kraków, after almost 30 years of decentralization, 
this process does not seem to be slowing down, 
as was the case with many other urban regions in 
Central and Eastern Europe (Leetmaa & Tammaru, 
2007; Kabisch et al., 2010; Ouředníček et al., 2015).  

The two other studied urban regions are 
characterized by a different development path 
(Table 3). As in the case of many other midsize 
cities in Central and Eastern Europe, they are 
characterized by weaker decentralization whose 
spatial extent is limited. Peri-urbanization was 
present in these cases for a short period of time, 
while suburbanization did not recover from the 
global financial crisis of 2008 and is now in a state 
of stagnation (Fig. 5). The city of Tarnów has in fact 
exhibited some signs of deurbanization. Unlike in 
the case of Kraków, the two other central cities do 

Table 3. States (stages) of development in the urban regions of Kraków, Tarnów, 
and Nowy Sącz according to the 4-state and 5-state models1) 

Explanations: states (stages): U – urbanization, S – suburbanization, P – peri-urbanization, D – deurban-
ization, R – reurbanization4)

1.	 the model was created for the total migration index calculated for each zone of the urban region 
separately for the 4-state model and 5-state model 

2.	 in the 4-state model two zones of the urban region are considered: urban core and hinterland (sub-
urban zone and peri-urban zone)

3.	 in the 5-state model three zones of the urban region are considered: urban core, suburban zone, 
peri-urban zone

4.	 the states of the model were determined using Table 2
5.	 Source: Author’s own work
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Fig. 5. Model (course) of decentralization (suburbanization and peri-urbanization) in the urban regions of Kraków, Tarnów, 
and Nowy Sącz (1995-2017)
1 A - progression of suburbanization and partially peri-urbanization in parallel with 1 B - central city stagnation (Kraków) 
or depopulation (Tarnów and Nowy Sącz) 
2 A - stagnation and regression of suburbanization and peri-urbanization in parallel with 2 B - partial reurbanization 
(Kraków) and "return to the central city" (Tarnów and Nowy Sącz)
Source: Author’s own work based on data from Poland’s Central Statistical Office

not seem to yield any evidence of reurbanization 
due to a number of economic and social reasons. 
These include few higher order services in the two 
cities, few yuppies who prefer central districts, 
and few suburban residents wishing to return to 
the central city. These cities are following a path 
established by many second-tier cities in Europe – 
a path of decline in the population of the central 
city (Turok & Mykhnenko, 2007). On the other 
hand, both Nowy Sącz and Tarnów are quite 
capable of attracting new residents to their suburbs 

– residents from outside their own urban regions. 
This means that these central cities are losing 
some residents, but also gaining some residents in 
their suburban zones, which is the case with many 
Central European urban centers (Ouředníček, 
2007) and cities in the West (Fisher, 2003).   

5. Discussion

The literature on the subject of interest and analysis 
provided in the present study point to the existence 
of urban decentralization processes in the three 
primary peripheral zones of the urban area of 
Kraków (Zborowski, 2005). The old suburban zone 
sees internal suburbanization – one that takes place 
within the city’s administrative boundaries. This 
type of suburbanization is mentioned in passing 
in this paper. The outer (new) suburban zone, 
which is located outside of city boundaries, sees 
intensifying suburbanization and peri-urbanization. 
Peri-urbanization is noted within the commuting/
peri-urban zone around Kraków, with scattered 
small exurban enclaves within the zone, i.e., usually 
clusters of several or a dozen or so detached houses 
that stand out in the rural scenery for their “urban 
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style,” and high-density clusters typical of housing 
estates erected by developers. The three zones are 
distinguished by their physical appearance, size 
of building plots, type and quality of technical 
infrastructure, and social stratification of residents. 
This means that the closer a given zone lies to 
the city core, the smaller the building plots. The 
minimum plot size ranges from 200 to 300 m2, 
with plots in peri-urban areas having an average 
size over 10,000 m2 (Kucharczyk, 2012). The farther 
away from the urban core, the more farmland there 
is, with typical farms and fewer villages with full 
technical infrastructure, and in particular buildings 
linked with the sewerage network. The farther away 
from the central city, the lower the educational 
attainment among those residents who are not 
part of the newly emerging middle or upper class 
(Szymańska & Biegańska, 2012). 

It follows from the above analysis that 
suburbanization and peri-urbanization processes 
overlap within Kraków’s zone of urban impact. This 
is most noticeable in the commuting zone, where 
strong peri-urbanization processes related to the 
influx of residents from Kraków may be observed. 
In this zone, within areas of influence of small 
towns, suburbanization processes may also take 
the form of migration from these towns to their 
suburban, single-family home, residential areas. As 
shown by Kurek et al. (2014) about 40% of migrants 
moving out of small suburban towns near Kraków 
choose to settle in nearby villages. This creates a 
pattern of local suburbanization in the peri-urban 
zone around Kraków.  Notably, in the commuting 
zone, there are also relatively large migrations 
between local villages, mainly for matrimonial 
purposes. This follows from a study by Kurek 
et al. (2014), according to which intermunicipal 
migrations within the commuting zone account 
for as much as 23.4% of total migration flows. This 
type of migration is called tangential migration by 
M. Ouředníček (2007). 

Hence, it may be argued that there exist a 
number of different migration fluxes in the Kraków 
suburban zone and commuting zone. The same 
migration patterns were identified in peri-urban 
areas in the course of studies on urban migration 
systems in Western Europe as well as those in 
Central and Eastern Europe (Tammaru, 2001; 
Fischer, 2003; Ouředníček, 2007). However, the 
authors did not examine migration flows in urban 
regions divided into suburban and commuting 
zones, but instead chose to treat both zones as one 
zone – the peri-urbanization zone. The introduction 
of two peripheral zones outside of city limits 
provides a more complete picture of variances in 

urban effects in terms of both suburbanization and 
peri-urbanization intensity.    

As expected, the urban effect of Kraków is 
stronger in the suburban zone, as around 50% 
of all population inflows in this zone come from 
the central city, while in the commuting zone it 
is about 30% (Fig. 3). This also means that other 
types of migration play a significant role in the 
commuting zone, where peri-urbanization is a 
highly relevant process. These other types include 
migrations between villages and small towns, which 
are often related to marriage. This type of migration 
occurs much more often in the suburban zone of 
subregional cities such as Tarnów and Nowy Sącz 
and is observed in the outer zones of other cities in 
both Central and Eastern Europe (Biegańska et al., 
2018) as well as in Western countries (Fisher, 2003). 

Midsize cities in the Małopolska region also 
experience another type of process, which was 
identified for Eastern German cities in the former 
DDR by S. Schmidt (2011). This process is known 
as sprawl without growth and it is present in many 
post-communist states in Europe (Taubenböck et 
al., 2019). This type of sprawl is mostly found in 
post-industrial, midsize cities that are shrinking 
in size. The same processes affect some midsize 
towns in the western part of the Małopolska region 
(Chrzanów, Oświęcim, Olkusz) as well as the city of 
Tarnów, with more than 100,000 inhabitants, which 
is experiencing substantial shrinkage in the urban 
core as well as strong decentralization. 

Similar contrasts in urban development in post-
communist cities have been observed in many 
other countries in Central and Eastern Europe 
(Hirt, 2007; Schmidt 2011). Observations focused 
primarily on capital cities and other large cities 
versus smaller cities and towns. This disproportion 
in the urban system is perceived to be a legacy 
of the communist era in the region in that the 
communist governments of countries in this part 
of Europe favored capital cities and other key cities 
in terms of industrial investment and construction 
of infrastructure. This type of spatial concentration 
was designed to achieve higher efficiency in the 
industrial production sector – or in other words 
economies of scale (Taubenböck, 2019).  

In terms of the evolution of suburbanization and 
peri-urbanization processes, the entire Małopolska 
Province may be divided into two subareas: 
(1) municipalities that are part of the Kraków 
Metropolitan Area, (2) other areas in the region. 
In the former subarea, suburbanization and peri-
urbanization processes began in the early 1990s and 
were characterized by high rates of change and high 
intensity. In the other areas of Małopolska Province, 



Andrzej Zborowski et al. / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 62 (2023): 87-106 101

suburbanization and peri-urbanization are much 
less dynamic, especially after 2008. 

Studies conducted in Poland (Biegańska et 
al., 2018; Kurek et al., 2020) and in other post-
socialist countries (Cirtautas, 2013; Grigorescu et 
al., 2015) have shown that ultimately there are two 
suburbanization and peri-urbanization realities 
in Central and Eastern Europe, one of which is 
represented by large monocentric metropolitan 
areas with dynamic suburbanization processes. 
The second is represented by the post-industrial, 
polycentric Katowice conurbation (Krzysztofik et 
al., 2017) and areas under the influence of midsize 
and small cities, where the processes in question 
are also present, but their spatial scale and intensity 
are much smaller than those observed in major 
metropolitan areas (Szymańska & Biegańska, 2012; 
Biegańska et al., 2018).  

Suburbanization processes were observed in all 
three studied urban regions despite the fact that 
rates of decentralization were found to vary. On the 
other hand, peri-urbanization was observed on a 
larger scale only in the Kraków urban region. This 
process was observed in the other two studied cities 
on a larger scale only in the early 2000’s mainly 
due to their relatively low migration potential. In 
Tarnów this process was additionally hampered by 
significant rates of emigration to foreign countries 
throughout the study period (Gałka, 2017). 

The use of the Klaassen and Paelinck urban 
lifecycle model (1981) and van den Berg model 
(1982) along with the expanded model proposed 
herein by the authors (5-stage model) made it 
possible to conduct a more thorough analysis of 
decentralization processes in the post-socialist city. 
The use of a 5-stage or 5-state model helped identify 
key differences between the Kraków metropolitan 
area and the urban regions of Tarnów and Nowy 
Sącz in terms of the area of decentralization and 
potential development trajectories in this area 
(Table 3). It is noteworthy that the classic 4-stage 
model does not identify any differences between 
the three studied areas in terms of decentralization. 
According to this model, all three studied urban 
regions were found in the suburbanization stage, 
except for Tarnów in 2017 when it was determined 
to be in the deurbanization stage.  

The 5-state model revealed a high stability of the 
rate of change in decentralization and its duration 
in the Kraków metropolitan area. Since 1995 
the region has experienced two states of the five 
possible states at the same time – suburbanization 
and peri-urbanization (Fig. 5). In some years it 
also experienced urbanization (1995 and 2002) and 
peri-urbanization (2017). It must also be noted that 

narrowly-defined peri-urbanization became shifted 
in time relative to narrowly-defined suburbanization 
by almost 10 years (Fig. 3). However, both broadly-
defined suburbanization and peri-urbanization 
occurred at the same time (Table 3). This means 
that the inflow of population to the peri-urban 
zone in the first decade of Poland’s political and 
socio-economic transformation was largely driven 
by migration from outside the Kraków urbanized 
area. The same type of observation may be made 
with respect to other large, monocentric urban 
areas in Poland (Kurek et al. 2020), large urban 
regions in Central Europe (Ouředníček, 2007), and 
large urban regions in Eastern Europe (Gnatiuk, 
2017). The peri-urban zone experienced an influx 
of population from rural areas and smaller towns 
characterized by poorer economic conditions 
that sought to find work in a large city. These 
new residents wished to maintain their rural-type 
lifestyle and continue to live in a rural landscape in 
their new place of residence.  

6. Conclusions  

The study showed the need to further modify the 
existing 4-stage urban lifecycle model produced 
by Klaasen and Paelinck (1981) and van den Berg 
(1982) in recognition of the many limitations 
associated with its use, which have been already 
extensively studied (Haase et al., 2010). However, in 
heuristic form, this model may be reconceptualized 
in line with changes occurring in the distribution 
of population in urban areas. This model was 
used to identify the occurrence of decentralization 
reaching as far as the commuter zone (peri-
urbanization), which further warrants the use of a 
5-state model of the urban region lifecycle. The use 
of the newer model expands possibilities for deeper 
interpretation of the redistribution of population in 
the urban region.  

The use of the 5-state model has shown that 
processes in the post-socialist city are not limited 
to suburbanization, which has already been the 
subject of study in many post-socialist countries. 
Central cities across the world are experiencing 
expansion into peripheral areas. This expansion 
requires further research at both the quantitative 
level and qualitative level. Studies of this type 
would help identify similarities and differences at 
the development level as well as the structural level 
between key urban regions in Central and Eastern 
Europe, Western Europe, and in global urban 
systems.  
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The research has shown that all processes 
part of the urban lifecycle (i.e. urbanization, 
suburbanization, deurbanization, reurbanization, 
and our own contribution: peri-urbanization) 
do not occur in a sequence in the studied urban 
regions. Hence, they may not be understood as 
stages of urban development, but rather states of 
urban development that a city experiences on its 
path to development. These states tend to occur 
in combinations of two or three, as in the case of 
Kraków. There exists a significant probability that 
up to four of the abovementioned processes may 
occur in Kraków at the same time sometime in the 
future – the only process not expected to occur is 
deurbanization. These conclusions are consistent 
with ideas published by a variety of researchers 
studying the post-socialist city (Haase et al., 2010; 
Ouředníček et al., 2015).  

The paper proposes the study of two types 
of migration measurements used to evaluate 
decentralization processes. The first metric is broad-
based migration that includes all forms of migration 
in suburban and peri-urban areas. The second metric 
is narrowly-defined migration, which focuses only 
on migrations from the central city and their share 
in total migration in a given area of the urban region. 
This division makes reference to some extent to 
different types of urban fringe migrations described 
by Tammaru (2001). Careful consideration of these 
two types of urban fringe migration leads, in our 
view, to a deeper understanding of the real impact 
of the central city on its surroundings.    

It is important to remember that the migration 
change patterns presented in the current study 
for post-socialist cities on the basis of the urban 
region lifecycle are applicable to Central and 
Eastern Europe, a region affected by major changes 
in all walks of life including social and economic 
aspects and key elements of daily life (Hamilton et 
al., 2005; Sykora & Bouzarovski, 2012) as well as 
changes associated with the second demographic 
transition (van de Kaa, 1987; Sobotka, 2008). 
Thus, a deeper qualitative analysis (and possibly 
quantitative analysis) should examine population 
aging, principles of family formation, new forms 
of community life, low birth rates, high geographic 
mobility of society as well as foreign migration 
along with foreign immigration to the EU driven 
by a variety of global social and economic factors 
impacting the modern world.    
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