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Abstract
This paper provides a brief overview of recent developments and debates concerned with suburbanisation in continental
Europe. While current discourses in urban research and practice still focus on processes of reurbanisation and the gen-
trification of inner-city areas, suburbia continues to exist and thrive. Depending on the definition applied, suburban areas
still attract a large share of in-migration and employment growth in cities of the developed countries. Given that popular
meta-narratives on suburbia and suburbanisation are often spurred by, or refer to, North American suburban studies, we
take a different perspective here, one based on continental European trajectories of development in and across city-regional
areas that are considered to be suburban, and on social processes that are associated with suburbanisation (suburbanisms).
Thus, we aim to avoid a biased understanding of suburbia as a spatial category, which is often considered mono-functional,
non-sustainable, or in generic decline. Instead, we observe that suburban variety is huge, and the distinction between urban
core and fringe seems to be as ambiguous as ever. The paper, which also introduces the theme of this special issue of
“Raumforschung und Raumordnung | Spatial Research and Planning”, bundles our findings along four themes: on suburbia
as a place of economic development, on the shifting dynamics of housing between core and fringe locales, on the life-cyclic
nature of suburbanisation, and on strategies for redevelopment. Finally, we discuss certain topics that may deserve to be
addressed by future research, particularly on the European variant of suburbanisation and suburbs.
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Suburbanisierung und Suburbia im kontinentalen Europa – eine Standortbestimmung

Zusammenfassung
Dieser Beitrag gibt einen Überblick über aktuelle Entwicklungen und Diskurse zur Suburbanisierung im kontinentalen
Europa. Gehen landläufige Wahrnehmungen in Planung und Forschung immer noch von einer allgemeinen Tendenz der
Reurbanisierung aus, hält der Entwicklungsdruck auf suburbane Räume weiter an. Je nachdem, wie suburbane Räume
jeweils definiert und abgegrenzt werden, haben sie weiterhin einen großen Anteil an der Bevölkerungsentwicklung, an
Migration und Wirtschaftswachstum. Populäre Zuschreibungen über die Monofunktionalität, die Nicht-Nachhaltigkeit
bzw. den Niedergang von Suburbia basieren vielfach auf Forschungen zu nordamerikanischen Stadtregionen. Unsere
Perspektive richtet sich dagegen auf Entwicklungen in kontinentaleuropäischen Stadtregionen. Hier ist die Bandbreite
suburbaner Entwicklungen relativ groß, die Unterscheidung von Peripherie und Kernstädten dagegen weniger eindeutig
als zuvor. Unser Beitrag, der auch in den Themenschwerpunkt dieser Ausgabe von „Raumforschung und Raumordnung
| Spatial Research and Planning“ einleitet, skizziert aktuelle Entwicklungen über den Stellenwert suburbaner Räume
anhand von vier Beobachtungen: mit Blick auf ihre wirtschaftliche Bedeutung, zum Wohnen im Kern und am Rand,
zum lebenszyklischen Wandel suburbaner Gebiete sowie zu Strategien ihrer Erneuerung. Vor dem Hintergrund dieser
Beobachtungen werden abschließend aktuelle Herausforderungen für die künftige Forschung und Praxis benannt, speziell
mit Blick auf europäische Verlaufsformen von Suburbanisierung und Suburbia.

Schlüsselwörter Suburbanisierung · suburbane Räume · Stadtregionen · Europa

1 Introduction

While current discourses in urban research and practice tend
to focus on processes of reurbanisation and the gentrifi-
cation of inner-city areas, suburban areas are still a vital
part of many city regions, at least in a majority of the de-
veloped countries. “The world is increasingly urban, and
the urban world is increasingly suburban” (Klausen/Røe
2012: 1). As studies on suburbia and suburbanisation often
emphasise North American or Anglo-Saxon debates and
developments, we prefer to take a distinct continental Eu-
ropean perspective on this topic. Given the importance of
suburbanisation, particularly in North America, most no-
tably the United States, it certainly follows an empirical
rationale that a large share of recent research publications
has been devoted to Anglo-American perspectives (see, e.g.,
Modarres/Kirby (2010) and other contributions in a theme
issue of “Cities”; Grant/Nelson/Forsyth et al. (2013) in an
“Interface” in “Planning Theory and Practice”; or Nijman
(2015) and other contributions in “Environment and Plan-
ning A”). However, European developments also deserve
closer inspection in terms of this subject matter. In a re-
cent edited volume, Phelps (2017) and fellow co-authors
assumed a genuinely European perspective on suburbs and
suburbanisation, such as that which we aim to take here.
When Phelps (2017: 6 f.), in the editor’s introduction to
that volume, juxtaposes ‘old’ Europe and ‘new’ suburbani-
sation, he also considers Europe to be “a good place to ob-
serve these processes of suburbanisation”. He particularly
emphasises that the relative affluence of European countries
has produced a certain variety of suburbs and suburbanisms.
Moreover, he shares the view that suburbanisation is still

an ongoing process and exhibits a degree of complexity
that makes it, against the historically specific background
of European urbanisation, an ideal subject of inquiry. This
is also the starting point of our paper.

In this context, the remainder of our paper is organised
as follows. The next section provides a brief overview of
the current state of suburbanisation in continental Europe,
based on the assessment of a variety of secondary sources.
The subsequent section reflects the shifting discourses on
suburbia in Europe that seem to be altering, as the role
of suburban areas in the urban and city-regional context
is about to change. We then summarise our observations
in five points that indicate how suburbanisation and sub-
urbia have changed in continental Europe in recent times.
These characteristics distinguish between more traditional
and more recent approaches to suburbia, emphasising i)
work and economic development, in addition to the tradi-
tional focus on housing and residential populations; ii) the
co-existence of suburban patterns of development evolving
in core urban areas and more urbanised forms of develop-
ment that can be observed on the fringes; iii) maturity and
temporal shifts instead of a fixed status that leaves suburbia
in a sort of dead-end of urban development; and vi) pe-
culiar forms of governance in suburban communities that
not only focus on serving these communities’ interests but
have the potential to shape the city region. A short outlook
closes this paper, outlining some challenges for governing
suburbia and related conclusions for future research.
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2 European suburbanisation – still ongoing?

Since the 1960s, the European urban landscape has been
deeply transformed by forces of residential and eco-
nomic de-concentration (Fielding 1982; Hesse/Schmitz
1998; Bontje 2001; Caruso 2001; Johansson/Rauhut 2002;
Siedentop/Kausch/Einig et al. 2003; Gordon/Cox 2012).
Notwithstanding the considerable sub-continental diversity
of context-dependent development patterns, the suburbani-
sation of population and economic activity is still a general
and powerful characteristic of urban restructuring in con-
tinental Europe (Kabisch/Haase 2011; Ravetz/Fertner/Sick
Nielsen 2013; Salvati/Morelli 2014; Wolff/Wiechmann
2017; Hilal/Legras/Cavailhès 2018 for France).

As stated for the United States, Canada and Australia
(Davison 1995; Duany/Plater-Zyberk/Speck 2000; Gordon/
Janzen 2013), many European countries also entered the 21st

century as ‘suburban nations’, in the sense that the majority
of their populations had become suburban by the 1980s
or 1990s. The continuous movement of people, businesses
and workplaces from more to less dense, from central to
remote locations, has considerably changed our view of
the European City – in morphological, functional, political
and ideological ways. Urban research has addressed this
multidimensional transformation from different perspec-
tives – among others, the change in land use patterns and
landscapes (Antrop 2004; Siedentop/Fina 2012; Salvati/
Carlucci 2015; European Environment Agency 2016), the
regionalisation of housing and employment markets con-
nected to changing mobility patterns (Schwanen/Dieleman/
Dijst 2004; Muñiz/Garcia-López/Galindo 2008; Garcia-
López/Muñiz 2010; Guth/Siedentop/Holz-Rau 2012) and
intra-regional economic networks (Hall/Pain 2006; Thier-
stein/Lüthi/Kruse et al. 2008) and the emergence of new
forms of metropolitan policy making (OECD 2017; see
Carr/McDonough 2018).

Most analysts consider (sub)urbanisation in Europe and
North America as predominantly convergent, derived from
the observation of common development trends, particu-
larly the emergence of a less dense, poly-nucleated urban
structure or even a dispersed distribution of people and jobs
over a spatially extended, ‘edgeless’ and ‘sprawling’ urban
field (Richardson/Bae 2004; Gordon/Cox 2012). However,
the hypothesis of an ‘Americanisation’ of European city
regions is challenged by stark differences in the direction
and intensity of urban restructuring, which is an outcome
of both urban-regional trajectories and their political steer-
ing. In particular, “the age of European urbanisation and
nation states is sometimes contrasted to the youth and
vigour of North American settlements” (Phelps 2017: 10).
European city regions are still much more centralised and
concentrated than their counterparts in the United States
and Canada. Inner city areas have not been affected by

out-migration at a rate comparable to that found in metro
areas in the United States. Thus, the employment and
residential densities in Europe’s urban cores are still con-
siderably high (Riguelle/Thomas/Verhetsel 2007; Garcia-
López/Muñiz 2010). Moreover, the outer boundaries of
commuting hinterlands in European city regions seem to
be less extended than in the US because forms of ‘exur-
ban’ development (Taylor 2011) have occurred to a much
lesser extent. The reasons for this may be linked to higher
transportation costs in most European countries and – at
least in some EU member states – relatively restrictive
growth management and compact-city policies (Bontje
2001; Fertner/Jorgensen/Sick Nielsen et al. 2016).

Moreover, recent empirical studies have provided evi-
dence of a relative relaxation of suburbanisation or even
a reversal towards an urban renaissance in some Eu-
ropean countries at the beginning of the 21st century
(Turok/Mykhnenko 2007; Turok/Mykhnenko 2008; Wolff/
Wiechmann 2017; see Figure 1). This work reported on the
regrowth of central cities after a longer period of decline
(Le Galès/Zagrodzki 2006; Rérat 2012; Wolff/Haase/Haase
et al. 2017), driven primarily by younger, better educated
and higher-income people, but families were also at least
partially involved in the process of residential densification
of the urban cores (Buzar/Ogden/Hall et al. 2007; Frank
2018; Siedentop/Zakrzewski/Stroms 2018). Although signs
of a recovery of inner city areas (Bourne 1992; Frey 1993;
Sohmer/Lang 2001) have also been observed in the US and
Canada, commentators emphasise the unbroken trend of
suburbanisation in North America (Wilson/Plane/Mackun
et al. 2012; Florida 2017; Maciag 2017).

Observing North American and European trajectories of
urban change, Phelps, Wood and Valler (2010: 369) indi-
cate ‘temporal disparities’ in terms of the pace and timing
at which change has proceeded in different contextual set-
tings. Following this line of argumentation, urbanisation
or suburbanisation is universal but might occur in a time-
shifted form, depending on local and regional context con-
ditions. Mazierska’s and Rascaroli’s (2003) claim of ‘di-
mensional disparities’ is somewhat different, as they refer
to ‘softer’, less extensive changes in urban structures in Eu-
ropean city regions, compared with their US counterparts.
We believe that much more comparative empirical research
is needed to validate statements about the ‘Americanisation’
of European urban areas or a specific European mode of ur-
ban change and (suburban) policy making (see for example
Charmes/Keil 2015).

More comparative research is also needed of the social
restructuring in city regions. In the US context, a pow-
erful narrative is being told about the suburbanisation of
poverty as the outcome of gentrification and the displace-
ment of the urban poor from central locations and/or the
physical decline of first ring housing stocks. While such
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Figure 1 Share of metropolitan regions with intra-regional population de-concentration (a declining share of the core city to the total metropolitan
population) and concentration (an increasing share of the core city to the total metropolitan population) between 2000 and 2014.1 Source: authors’
calculations based on the OECD metropolitan database

patterns of suburban decline have been extensively debated
in the North American and Australian contexts (Kneebone/
Garr 2010; Cooke/Denton 2015; Kneebone/Nadeau 2015;
Randolph/Tice 2017), relatively few investigations have
been carried out for Europe’s city regions (Seidel-Schulze/
Dohnke/Häußermann 2011; Hochstenbach/Musterd 2017).
Available studies provide evidence of a certain suburban-
isation of low-income households, but this has occurred
in a rather moderate way. Indications of a social inversion
in large metropolises as Ehrenhalt (2012) hypothesised
for certain US central cities are not on the horizon. In
Germany, the on-going demographic shrinkage of remote
suburban areas is seen as a driver of decline, but this has
not yet been associated with a dispersion of deprivation and
poverty in the suburban realm (Fina/Planinsek/Zakrzewski
2009; Berndgen-Kaiser/Bläser/Fox-Kämper et al. 2014).

1 The figure displays the proportions of regions with a declining (de-
concentration) and rising (concentration) share of central city popula-
tion to the total metropolitan population. The data show strong dispar-
ities between Eastern and Western Europe. All metro areas of post-so-
cialist countries display suburbanisation, whereas many Western Euro-
pean regions demonstrate a clear break from the past, as a majority of
regions witnessed a trend towards concentration.

Beyond a transatlantic perspective, differences within
continental Europe demand more scholarly attention (Jo-
hansson/Rauhut 2002). Given the complex interplay of
varying socio-cultural practices, economic structures, insti-
tutional settings, demographic patterns or state intervention
and planning cultures, striking differences in urbanisation
across Europe cannot be surprising. In terms of morpho-
logical and functional patterns as well as timing and pace,
scholars have noted a variegated spectrum of trajectories
within continental Europe, particularly between Western
and Eastern Europe but also between regions in Northwest
and Southern Europe (Petsimeris 2002; Hirt 2006; Kabisch/
Haase 2011; Siedentop/Fina 2012; Salvati/Morelli/Rontos
et al. 2013; Salvati/Morelli 2014; Schmidt/Fina/Siedentop
2015). Such differences include the direction and scale
of metropolitan restructuring between the poles of an on-
going suburbanisation (in Eastern Europe and in major
parts of Southern Europe) and a strong re-concentration
of residents and jobs in some Western European countries
(see Figure 1). However, too few studies have empirically
addressed such differences and traced what factors might
account for them.
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3 Shifting discourses on European suburbia

From a socio-economic point of view, suburban areas have
always represented more than just a certain category of
space or territory, a place on the city’s fringes and beyond.
Suburbia was, on the one hand, subject to the collective
projection of millions of people in search of the ‘good
life’. What started as a primarily ‘burgeois’ utopia (Fish-
man 1987) became a mass phenomenon after World War
II (Silverstone 1997). Equipped with the family house with
a garden and a car, the suburbanites hoped to escape from
the inadequacies and conflicts of urban space and find a new
home on the outskirts or beyond the city. Metaphors such
as ‘city flight’ were popular at that time. As an attribution,
however, they overlooked the continuing popularity of life
in the suburbs and on the outskirts of the city.

On the other hand, suburbanisation from the perspective
of the professional communities (namely researchers and
planners dealing with suburbs) was long associated with
problems and burdens and assessed critically. The relevant
literature is full of corresponding examples and references.
In the scholarly world, they were subject to bitter contro-
versy within city planning, spatial research and other social
sciences. Positions oscillated between the polarised models
of the European city on the one hand and the urban land-
scape on the other hand (normatively also approached as
the apparent ‘Americanisation’ of the cities). In her excel-
lent study “How Hell Moved [...] to the Suburbs”, Nico-
laides (2006) discussed the ‘perceptual migration’ of the
bad to the suburbs, after which the suburbs were no longer
conceived of as the city’s benevolent partners but their de-
stroyers. Quoting Mumford (1921: 45): “Suburbia – that
vast and aimless drift of human beings, spreading in ev-
ery direction about our cities, large and small – demon-
strates the incapacity of our civilization to foster concrete
ways and means for living well”. Such a critical single-
minded position was maintained and further developed dur-
ing the mass-suburbanisation of the 1960s and 1970s, and it
was still prevalent during the 1980s and 1990s, particularly
in what we consider ‘critical’ urban studies and planning.
The conventional image of suburbia as a dull, boring place
emerging from standardised ways of life practised by the
suburban middle class was given broad coverage in the me-
dia and thus in major parts of popular culture. In an article
in the “Atlantic”, a monthly magazine that is quite well
known in the US and the English-speaking world, Christo-
pher Leinberger, a real estate expert and researcher, wrote
about suburbs as “the next slum” (Leinberger 2008). This
statement received an astonishing amount of feedback. His
argument is that a critical assessment of the suburbs is justi-
fied more than ever, in response to shifting socio-economic
framework conditions. Demographic change was identified
as a major driving force behind these processes, particu-

larly the aging of the baby-boomer cohorts and thus of the
single-family housing areas of the post-World War II era.
In a similar vein, Nelson (2013: 393) argued for a fun-
damental plan-led transformation of American suburbs as
a response to changing demographics, labour markets and
housing preferences: “If planners and policy-makers heed
emerging market trends and preferences, America’s suburbs
could change dramatically”. Related claims were made in
the late 2000s by commentators in Europe, mainly stating
that suburbia would run out of its “personnel”, as a con-
sequence of a changing, somehow post-Fordist division of
labour (Häußermann/Läpple/Siebel 2008: 370). The same
applies to a changing regime of housing and real estate
markets and the expected future increase in energy prices.
Such factors could seriously question the mechanisms that
once constituted suburbia – particularly cheap mobility –
and thus could make life in dispersed, suburban areas in-
creasingly unattractive (Hesse/Scheiner 2007).

The extent of this criticism, however, was obviously ex-
aggerated. It is neither in line with the sustaining attraction
of life in suburbia for many of its inhabitants, nor is it
backed by proper research that takes a look at suburbia
from within, rather than addressing its shortcomings from
the central city’s perspective. Starting already a decade ear-
lier, in the second half of the 1990s, new approaches were
formulated in the suburbanisation discourse in Germany
and new priorities were set, mainly as a result of the sug-
gestions made by the work of Sieverts (1997) in the context
of the “Zwischenstadt”. This sort of pluralised debate took
place not least in response to the continuing rise in the sig-
nificance of this category of territory. There are three dif-
ferent accentuations that have shaped the discourse. First,
various urban functions have been involved in the subur-
banisation process, which is increasingly fuelled by the
mobility of trade, leisure, industry and services. Second,
analyses of the actors and their behavioural interests were
undertaken, which resulted in numerous migration motiva-
tion studies and milieu analyses. Third, in the context of
the city classified as ‘post-modern’ or ‘post-suburban’ (see
below), a change in perspective with regard to the tradition-
ally critical assessment of suburbanisation occurred: subur-
ban areas were no longer viewed as one-sidedly negative,
but in a differentiated way.

This re-valuation of suburbia evolved both in North
America and Europe (cf. Keil 2013, for the former, Clap-
son 2003 and Harris/Larkham 1999, for the latter). It was
undertaken for several reasons, starting with the fact that
this part of the city region represents an undeniable reality
that cannot be ignored as such. Suburban spaces are, first
and foremost, an actually existing element of the urban
regions, regardless of whether they are desired, and they
certainly have a concrete, material fundament. Second, they
become increasingly similar in the course of their urbanisa-
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tion. The separation between the city and the surrounding
area, which has for a long time been key to the definition
of suburbia, seems to be less clear. These phenomena raise
questions and challenges to urban policy, as was previously
the case for the inner cities or their core areas. Third,
what appears as a prime criticism of suburbia unfolds from
rather essentialist thought, based on a direct association
between the form of the built city and the state of society,
which effectively views people’s attitudes and practices as
derived from patterns of dwelling and settlement. For it is
part of the basic understanding of a differentiated theory
of spatial research that suburbanisation is not the problem,
but that attitudes, preferences and decisions are the guiding
principle of the specific actions of users in a social context.

How short-lived public and even professional estima-
tions of the poor prospect of suburbanisation can be, is
demonstrated by the most recent twists and shifts in the
development of suburbia. Just a decade after another round
of farewells questioned the future of suburbia, the related
arguments have proven to be not only massively simplistic
but also de facto overrun by another revival of suburbia,
which is now increasingly considered as an important re-
serve for constructing more housing in metropolitan areas
(Adam 2017). Suburbs have neither vanished nor lost their
attraction as a place for living and working. In a changing,
dynamic environment, such apologetic claims seem to be
far too general and exaggerated to effectively do justice to
the variety and complexity of what has emerged in city re-
gions and in particular on their fringes (Bourne 1996; Kuhn
2002).

4 Observations from ‘new’ suburbanisation
studies

The first of our observations sheds light on the further devel-
opment of suburbia as a place not only for housing but also
for work and economic activities. In this context, suburban
areas develop as complementary and, at least in part, as
independent economic spaces within the context of the city
region. This phenomenon certainly borrows from US/UK
debates, with post-suburban developments at centre stage.
In fact, suburbia has recently emancipated itself as its own
space of settlement that can no longer be conceptualised
as a subordinate part of large cities (Kloosterman/Musterd
2001; Danielzyk/Münter/Wiechmann 2016; Nüssli/Schmid
2016). The de-coupling of suburban areas from the pre-
dominant core city has frequently been framed under the
umbrella term ‘post-suburbia’ (Phelps/Parsons/Ballas et al.
2006). The emergence of this further period within the life-
course of suburbia can be considered as a globally relevant
phenomenon generated by forces of economic and social re-
structuring (Hall/Pain 2006). Nevertheless, with a view to

the obvious transatlantic diversity of spatial configurations,
it seems important to discuss whether there is a specific
European or even sub-continental ‘mode’ of post-suburban
change. It was, for example, noted that new centralities in
remote suburban places – so called edge-cities (that were
seen as one of the key characteristics of postmodern urban-
ism in the North American context; see Dear/Flusty 1998)
– are mainly missing in Europe’s suburban landscape (see,
for example, Bontje/Burdack (2005) for Paris and Randstad,
Helbich (2012) for Vienna or Krehl/Siedentop/Taubenböck
et al. (2016) for Cologne, Munich, Frankfurt and Stuttgart).
Although a sub-centring of office space, retail, leisure fa-
cilities and housing can be seen as a constitutive element
of the European post-suburban landscape, the evolved eco-
nomic poles are “not mere copies” of US-style edge cities,
as Bontje and Burdack (2005: 317) concluded for the Paris
and Randstad regions. They consider such built spaces as
a “typically European variation of the original edge city
model”.

European-style sub-centres are usually smaller than their
North American counterparts (in terms of the amount of
built floor space), mostly located in close proximity to the
central city rather than at remote (‘edge’) locations, and
they represent rather complementary sites instead of alter-
natives to the traditional downtowns as the main economic
hubs (Bontje/Burdack 2005; Knapp/Volgmann 2011; Carr/
McDonough 2018). One explanation for this refers to the
much larger amount of public involvement in the planning
process of suburban centres in countries such as France and
the Netherlands (Bontje/Burdack 2005). Furthermore, less
rigid zoning practices in Europe, compared to the US ex-
perience, have often been stressed as relevant contextual
factors responsible for a transatlantic divergence in spa-
tial urban structure and urban form (see Hirt 2012). While
residents and their residential preferences have long been
identified as strong drivers of the process of suburbanisa-
tion, other influences have been discussed to a much lesser
extent, such as the supply side of the housing market or job
opportunities for the residents.

Suburban developments are increasingly shaped by the
combined effects of residential preferences and employ-
ment concentration, and the debate on the nature and state
of such suburban areas is developing dynamically. In the
context of deindustrialisation processes in peripheral areas,
where it seems difficult to create services sector jobs for
compensation, Hilal, Legras and Cavailhès (2018) examine
the role of employment concentration within centres and
sub-centres. This is an important but often overlooked fac-
tor that may be able to explain current characteristics of
suburbanisation. An increase in the pace of suburbanisa-
tion is then not only driven by the increase in population,
following the standard residential push and pull factors,
but also by the decrease in jobs available in these periph-
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eral areas. Municipalities losing jobs can flip into a state
of dependency towards the job-providing areas, becoming
‘suburban municipalities’ in the statistical sense, without
gaining any population. To examine this phenomenon, the
authors combine theoretical and empirical approaches based
on nationwide data in France. Understanding the drivers of
suburbanisation at stake is crucial to propose relevant policy
guidance. Indeed, the impacts of an increase in suburbanisa-
tion that is due to growth in population differ from those of
suburbanisation due to a reclassification of the municipal-
ities following the job concentration process. In particular,
the residential or transport sectors will not be affected in
the same way.

Our second observation that sheds a new light on suburbs
and suburbanisation processes relates to housing situated
between fringe and core localities, triggered by the selective
use and related design of separate pockets of housing units.
This leads to the territorial paradox based on a switching of
traditional categories of location choice: it reveals fringe-
like behavioural patterns emerging in the centre and denser
city-centre-like developments at the edges (see Walks 2013
and Frank 2018). In many Western urban regions, subur-
banism has not only left its mark on the outskirts of the
cities but increasingly shapes the inner cities as well. What
has been framed as a sort of ‘renaissance of the inner cities’
as places to live and work in indicates a profound twist and
turn in urban development. The penchant for city life is
particularly true of high earners and the creative milieu in
many parts of the world. Particularly remarkable here is the
fact that, after decades of suburbanisation, young families
who could indeed afford their own homes in the suburbs
are deliberately aiming to stay in or return to the city.

Efforts to re-develop inner cities and neighbourhoods to
meet the specific demands of middle-class families can be
witnessed almost everywhere. New family settlements are
mushrooming, especially on former brownfields at central
urban locations which were given up by their previous occu-
piers (such as industry, military or logistics). These develop-
ments vary considerably in terms of size, style, furnishings,
price, and, hence, the target group. They range from ba-
sic to luxurious and, typologically, from the still infrequent
townhouse developments to collaborative building projects.
These concepts clearly target active, mobile and affluent
middle-class families, particularly of the bourgeois-liberal
and leftish green-alternative milieus. Drawing on interna-
tional literature and multi-year research on the new family
enclaves in various German cities (notably in Berlin and
Dortmund), Frank (2018) argues that the apparently mid-
dle-class families’ “return” to the inner cities is best inter-
preted as “inner-city suburbanism”. The paper reveals that
many of the new middle-class family islands are systemat-
ically reminiscent of traditional suburbia: privately-owned
single-family homes with (small) gardens; social, cultural

and age homogeneity; emphasis on privacy and community
with a focus on family life; clear architectural and social
demarcation from the surrounding urban environment; and
protection against the dangers and uncertainties of city life.
In this light, it is proposed that that the new family enclaves
of the post-Fordist service society should be described as
the functional equivalents of the suburban settlements of the
industrial society. The return of middle-class families to the
city is above all rendered possible because the families – as
a joint force and with the powerful backing of politicians,
planners, and investors – succeed in transferring elementary
forms and functions, norms and values of suburban life to
the towns.

Our third observation is concerned with generational
change in post-World War II suburbia (Hesse/Polívka/
Reicher 2018). As mentioned earlier, changing social and
economic conditions are no longer exclusive to inner-city
areas but increasingly take place in suburban areas as well.
Although initially designed for growth only and thus also
actually prepared for expansion rather than revitalisation,
many suburban areas with older housing stocks and aging
infrastructure facilities are challenged by decline as a sig-
nificant part of their everyday reality (see above). While
the initial suburban trajectory was driven by steady growth,
many suburbs have in fact experienced shifting develop-
ment dynamics over time. Accordingly, Hesse, Polívka and
Reicher (2018) face the question of how to approach the
temporarily differentiated development dynamics of subur-
ban spaces within a systematic, conceptual framework for
analysis. The temporal variation and trajectory analysis is
key to that debate. The paper focuses on the integration
of the particular phases and cycles into a broader con-
text of the suburban system and – as far as possible –
describes interdependencies of trigger factors and of the
local and regional frameworks. This distinguishes the ap-
proach from that of a static spatial analysis. Such phases
contain, in most cases, the growth, maturity, transition and
resilience of suburban areas. Resilience describes the ca-
pability of a system to encounter decline or even to reach
a development turn. The phases develop into cycles when
temporal periodic changes occur, following a certain logic,
which is determined by demographic, socio-economic or
urban design-related factors and strategies. When the de-
velopment of suburban areas is temporally distinct, the
strategies that municipalities set up to realise their goals
must adapt. There seems to be an equally broad range of
strategies aiming for growth, consolidation and adaptation,
of which any one can be interpreted as an attempt to do
justice to the differentiated times (and not only spaces) of
suburbanisation.

A fourth observation addresses the intensifying debate
over a planned transformation of suburbia, which is often
referred to as ‘smart growth’ (Ye/Mandpe/Meyer 2005)
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and ‘retrofitting’ (Dunham-Jones/Williamson 2009) or ‘re-
fitting’ (Jessen/Roost 2015). On both sides of the Atlantic,
scholars, planners and policy makers are discussing strate-
gies and policies for adapting suburban areas to stated
macro-scale changes in demographics, markets and hous-
ing preferences. The transatlantic common ground of such
claims is the above-mentioned perception of a ‘decline’ or
even ‘crisis’ of suburbia (or at least some parts of it) due
to processes of demographic aging, aging housing stocks
and infrastructure in need of renewal. Mostly, residential
densification and diversification of housing supply, the
creation of mixed use and walkable neighbourhoods, and
the installation of rail-based transportation infrastructure
(‘transit-oriented development’) are seen as appropriate
means of a specifically suburban sustainability transition
(Filion/McSpurren/Appleby 2006; Ewing/Bartholomew/
Winkelman et al. 2008; Nelson 2013).

Beyond these parallels, clear differences in the retrofitting
discourses are obvious. First, this refers to divergent growth
pressures in North America and Europe and the often radi-
cally different morphological and functional patterns in the
suburban realm – in terms of built densities, infrastructure
provision or the social composition of suburban neighbour-
hoods. Siedentop (2015) noted that the still relatively low
residential and employment densities in North American
suburbs discourage the installation of high-quality transit.
In contrast, in many European regions, low growth projec-
tions for suburban areas undermine the cost-effectiveness
of infrastructure investments. Second, the regimes, cultures
and actor networks of planning and decision making and the
forms of state intervention demonstrate large variation, and
this holds true from both a transatlantic and an interregional
European view. However, not much empirical research has
been carried out to better understand the directions and
internal logics of retrofitting programmes, the political pro-
cess of their implementation and their performance with
respect to outcomes and impacts.

Our fifth observation concerns the political and gover-
nance practices that are prevalent in suburbia, both with
respect to the micro- and meso-levels of suburban commu-
nities and also the role they play within the wider realm of
the metropolitan regions. The political governance of urban
fringes has rarely been covered by research so far, partic-
ularly not as an issue in its own right; it has rather been
emphasised from the core cities’ perspective. Effectively,
urban peripheries and suburban areas have absorbed a ma-
jor part of the contemporary expansion of urban-regional
settlements. However, the institutional conditions for an as-
sociated steering or governance “have not yet matured to ad-
dress the socio-economic problems of the periphery” (Salet/
Savini 2015: 448). Carr and McDonough (2018) address
the particular conditions of post-suburban urbanisation in
a Western European financial capital. The empirical basis

of their paper is drawn from an exploration of initiatives in
the region of Glatt Valley, Switzerland, that seek to achieve
spatial integration. Glatt Valley is a politically defined area
that extends from the city of Zurich towards the airport, in-
cluding 15 micro- and smaller-sized municipalities. It has
absorbed much of the region’s recent growth pressure and
has produced an archetypical case of high-density, busi-
ness- and services-driven suburban space. This trajectory
has forced municipalities to coordinate housing, transport
and economic activity beyond administrative borders. In the
case of Glatt Valley, the urbanisation of a previously subur-
ban area was driven by infrastructure consolidation towards
integrating functional pathways and optimising capital ac-
cumulation – an urbanisation process that was primarily set
in place to attract, assist and care for business development.
Ironically, given the dedication to integration, this urbani-
sation contributed to further fragmentation and social strat-
ification, both at the level of the city region and, to a lesser
extent, within Glatt Valley. According to the authors, the re-
sults also reveal post-suburban forms that are place-specific
and path-dependent insofar as they are driven by specific
governance arrangements undertaken locally, not at the core
of the city region. Thus, the results shed new light on the
peculiar making of suburbia by agents situated within and
beyond the suburban communities.

5 Policy challenges and avenues for future
research

Today’s suburbs are socially and culturally more diverse,
increasingly dense and much better provided with highly
qualified jobs, urban services and amenities than in ear-
lier decades. For good reason, scholars have long observed
challenges that demand action. Car-dependent lifestyles and
low standards of energy efficiency make suburbs vulnera-
ble to rising energy prices. Changing demographic patterns
and shifting consumer preferences demand a diversifica-
tion of housing markets. Socially selective migration pro-
cesses (‘suburbanisation of poverty’) and growth manage-
ment practices have recently led to increasing rates of eco-
nomic and ethnic segregation within suburban areas. How-
ever, scholarship that predicts the demise of suburban areas
as a consequence of socio-economic transformations and
changing lifestyles is obviously misguided. This review of
current developments and also the subsequent papers pre-
sented in this theme issue of the journal may illustrate that
suburbanisation is far from running out of resources but is
still thriving in Europe. The reasons for its prevalence are
manifold, located both within suburbs and at the larger city-
regional scale.

When considering the rising degrees of variation, mat-
uration and complexity that seem to signify contemporary
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suburbia, some implications for research and practice can be
identified. Defining and making sense of suburbs and subur-
banisation (including their ex-urban or peri-urban variants)
remains as a first, more conceptual challenge. Here, Richard
Harris’ (2010) trilogy of properties of suburbia comes into
play as a popular frame often referred to when defining or
characterising suburbs: according to his definition, a suburb
compared to a central city is, first, located at a peripheral
place; second, has lower densities than the built fabric of
the core city; and, third, is characterised by newness. In
particular, the third dimension can and must be challenged
once the suburb in question comes to maturation. At some
time in their course of life (or lifecycle), suburbs are no
longer new but change or become urban. As soon as they
represent a vital part of the city region, their urbanisation
brings about the distinct challenge of coping with age and
maturation. The above-discussed agendas of ‘smart growth’
or ‘retrofitting’ offer a discursive corridor in this sense.

Second, the question is what the proper place for subur-
bia can be in city-regional policy. Urban-regional policies
need to develop an idea of what suburbia should look like
in the future, what benefits it may offer, and for whom. For
this sort of quality strategy for suburban areas, collective
activities should be undertaken to establish or ensure, for
example, a place of residence as a functioning social space.
Such activities need, finally, to be transformed into system-
atic approaches for monitoring the local and regional real
estate markets. Small-scale territorial data with information
on the age of the population, life cycles and development
dynamics of the districts can provide early information on
existing or expected problems and allow planning to prepare
for short-term crises and develop medium-term strategies.
Communicative methods, in particular in addressing citi-
zenship and the public and establishing networks of actors,
can be an important prerequisite for success. This would not
be unfamiliar terrain for urban development policy, given
the decades of experience in many European countries with
inner-city urban renewal. However, applying renewal to the
fringe is different, and conflicts of interest are to be ex-
pected whenever and wherever resources are limited. From
the municipal point of view, competing priorities are al-
ready being set that address problems in the inventory of
core urban areas. Thus, the call to extend urban re-develop-
ment and planning policies to suburbia might be challenged
by the stakeholders of the central cities and thus become
quickly contested.
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