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Abstract: For decades, urban shrinkage has remained a serious challenge, especially in post-socialist
countries. Substantially, it is recognizable as a temporary population loss; this encourages the
undertaking of a systematic review of the phenomenon—has there been any change in the urban
shrinkage connotation in the past years? Empirical research examines the mechanisms that were
disclosed in the literature during the first two decades of the 21st century. This paper outlines the core
aspects of shrinkage in the economic, social, and spatial dimensions. The paper questions whether
the phenomenon is a catalyst to a new development trajectory of cities, collecting a review of the
terms attached to shrinkage itself. The analysis is based on a meta-analysis of the literature; it covers
the papers and outputs of research projects that were focused on shrinkage from 2000 to 2020. The
review leads to conceptual models based on the perpetual mechanism of the phenomenon.
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1. Introduction

The aim of the research was to investigate the general rules and laws of shrinking
cities re-development. It explores the phase of a fall as the transition to a more livable
and compact city. The theoretical investigation was based on desk research, a revision of
shrinkage definitions, which lead to the main factors of the process. The review attempted
to create a shrinking city image interwoven with the definitions of the processes that attend
shrinkage and transition themselves. The idea for the research stemmed from the desire to
identify the core phenomena (terms) associated with shrinking cities. The paper answers
the question of whether shrinking cities can grow again or, rather, develop in a new and
peculiar way. In other words, it ponders whether shrinkage represents a city in transition.

Fall and growth are the primal and natural forces that follow the development of
cities. Why do researchers seek for a new term for the decline, urban decay, and erosion
of the city? To simplify a change, a transition: could it be called a shrinkage? A peculiar
process of shrinkage is occurring during a period of stable global growth, both economic
and social. For the first time in Europe since the industrial era, a depopulation process is
being observed. Regarding the 21st century, it is an era of demographic changes [1], a long
period where the process occurs in an unremitting period of urban development since the
Great Wars. Furthermore, for the first time, the breakdown is not being caused by a rapid
and external factor, such as an armed conflict or a blight [1]. It is worth admitting that the
present form of shrinkage questions the permanent growth paradigm of cities. It initiates a
new form of development, a non-growth-oriented development.

“Shrinking cities—a problematic term” [2] (p. 12), is defined as an ephemeral phe-
nomenon, a depopulation process, and has been recalled in the literature as the urban
decline, decay, and erosion of a city. Misleading terms are rooted in the issue of shrinkage
itself, where the terms define it from various perspectives. The term describes only one of
the symptoms, where shrinkage is seen as a population loss and the subsequent result [2].
Shrinkage itself is a matrix of processes overlapping, interpenetrating each other [3–5]. The
main problem for defining the process is the breaking point, a trigger that causes “a vicious
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circle of shrinkage”. “There is no single model or archetype of the <<shrinking city>>. The
features of urban shrinkage are interwoven with the social, cultural, political and economic
conditions and history of a given country or region” [6] (pp. 95–96). Additional confusion is
brought about by the contradiction within shrinkage regarding diminishment and decrease.
On the other hand, there is a growth; there are more vacant spaces to develop, where
it is not infrequently an urban sprawl of a shrinking city and growth of a metropolitan
region [2,7].

The roots of the phenomenon come from the deindustrialization process [8,9], which was
described at first as the urban decline of the US cities in the Rust Belt region [10,11] and the
Ruhr Region in the Western Germany [12]. The globalization of trade and competitiveness
of new Asian economics since the 1950s brought structural crisis in the industrial regions
that were established during the 18th century, especially monofunctional ones based on
coal mines and steelworks [8,13–15]. The process of deindustrialization in the cities has
overlapped with suburbanization [14,16,17], boosting the perforation of the city in both
the economic and housing dimensions. In that particular case, the transition represents a
change of economic policy and restructuring of industry. J. Jacobs [18] emphasized that
monofunctionality would lead to a fall in the future. The theory of “path dependence”
tends to formulate the same insights [19], and took shrinkage into consideration [20].

All things considered, the European and American approaches have created two
terms standing for shrinkage. “Schrumpfende stadt”, of German origin, is based on the
investigations of H. Häußermann and W. Siebel [12,21], and is known as a permanent way
of shrinking city erosion (schrumpfungsprozess). On the other hand, the American term
“decline” refers to a phase of a fall in city development [10,22]. Both urban decline and
shrinkage mean a structural crisis of the city during an interaction of depopulation and
economic downturn. In the case of “schrumpfende stadt”, The difference is described by
the duration of the crisis and its irreversibility [8], as H. Häußermann and W. Siebel [12]
originally named a model of a city fall. Urban decline in the case of the US definition seems
to be a rather pejorative process, strengthened by a variety of pathologies affecting the
urban environment. The spatial dimension of urban decline extends J. Q. Wilson and G.
L. Kelling’s “Broken windows theory” [23] to a citywide context, spreading from separate
places, neighborhoods, and districts to an entire city organism. The phenomenon of urban
decline represents social and physical disorder spreading all over the city [24,25], and it
turns to “urban blight” when it obeys a significant part of the city, with a visible perforation
of the urban tissue. There is often an undertaking of the struggle of urban blights in the US
due to the unprecedented scale of the phenomenon in the Rust Belt cities [26–28]. A physical
worsening in the condition of buildings is the so-called “urban decay”, which is a result
of an underutilization of the properties and an increase in the presence of derelicts [29,30]
(p. 4).

Understanding the origins of shrinkage leads to a quantitative definition of a shrinking
city. One of the first ones was established by the Shrinking Cities International Research
Network (SCIRN) as “a densely populated urban area with a minimum population of
10,000 residents that has faced population losses in large parts for more than two years and
is undergoing economic transformations with some symptoms of a structural crisis” [31]
(p. 432). Further research carried out by T. Stryjakiewicz [32] in a project titled “Cities
Regrowing Smaller” developed the SCIRN definition by adding quantitative indicators.
The depopulation period was extended to a minimum of 5 years, with more than 0.15% of
population loss during each year. Apart from a quantitative delimitation, which should be
placed in a regional context, the shrinking city was considered as “an urban area—a city,
part of a city, an entire metropolitan area or a town—that has experienced population loss,
economic downturn, employment decline and social problems as symptoms of a structural
crisis” [4] (p. 214). The phenomenon occurs across the globe; however, there is “no single
model or archetype of shrinking city” [33] (p. 95). In the following chapter directions of
shrinkage have been investigated including the scope on cities’ transition: economic, social
as well as spatial dimensions.
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2. Materials and Methods

The term “urban shrinkage” is used in the literature in various contexts and under
various names. The examination of the presence of shrinkage in scientific discourse was
based on the analysis of keywords and parts of papers’ titles related to shrinkage used by
researchers. The following mainstream topics discussed by scientists, starting with “shrink-
ing city”; “urban shrinkage”; “urban decline”; “urban decay”, and “urban blight”. The
proliferation of terminology is supported by a unique variation of phenomenon trajectories,
effects, and local specifics. However, the shrinkage is linked to an array of processes which
are reflected by the keywords.

Theoretical research is based on the triangulation of various elaborations on urban
shrinkage. Desk research was leading via scientific papers, books, and other publications
that were referring to the phenomenon. Outputs of research projects conveyed in the period
2000-2020, delivering national data and context of specific shrinking cities, were included in
the revision. Simultaneously, blind spots uncovered, and the main phenomena associated
with urban shrinkage were highlighted. The first step of literature review was based on
the open access tool, Science Direct, to define urban shrinkage research range and scope.
Subsequently, an in-depth revision of research projects documentation was made with
Google Scholar browser, to gain its perspective on phenomenon, supplemented by city case
studies. The analysis of Google Scholar provided meta-data form the following research
projects: “Shrinking Cities”, “The Shrinking Cities International Research Network”, and
“Shrink Smart”.

A review of the Science Direct tool showed a sample of 1415 papers published in the
period of time lasting from January 2000 to January 2020, with the keywords mentioned
above. Further analysis of scientific discourse shows that most of the research on shrinkage
was conducted frequently after 2005. It might be referred to the appearance of a worldwide
elaboration “Atlas of shrinking cities” [34] and publications based on international research
under the project “Shrinking cities” [2,35]. The latter publications were an echo of such
research projects as “The Shrinking Cities International Research Network” [36], “Shrinking
Smart—the Governance of shrinkage” [17], and “Cities Regrowing Smaller—Fostering
Knowledge on Regeneration Strategies in Shrinking Cities across Europe” [32]. The key-
words, which are directly related to shrinkage (“shrinking city” or “urban shrinkage”)
appeared in the discourse, mainly after 2005, gaining 96% of the published papers and
scientific elaborations in the database. An investigation of Scopus revealed that keywords
such as “shrinking city” and “shrinking cities” are more explored by the researchers in
the US (34%), Germany (22%), and Great Britain (9%). These are three countries that
gained a vast share of the tags. However, “urban shrinkage” was tagged more often in
Germany (32%) than in the US (11%) and Great Britain (10%). Processes such as “urban
decline”, “urban decay”, and “urban blight” were taken into consideration widely in the
US (38% “decline”, 31% “decay”, and 51% “blight”), and Great Britain (18%, 12%, and 3%
respectively). Such a distribution of keywords among the English-speaking world and
Germany might be rooted in the formerly mentioned origins of “decline” and “shrinkage”
(schrumpfungsprozess). Moreover, decline, decay, and blight were discussed pre-2005
with reference to the fall of the Rust Belt region in the US, especially in terms of spreading
“urban blight”.

3. Shaping Transition in Shrinking Cities

What does “transition” mean in terms of shrinkage? It is a process of economic, social,
and spatial reshaping of a city. S. Fol and E. Cunningham-Sabot explain the process as “the
final phase of the evolution of cities or as a stage in a process of cyclical transformation” [37]
(p. 674). Such approach invokes the inquiry into the limits of the shrinking city’s resilience.
Is the crisis permanent or rather reversible [8,33]? At first glance, shrinkage would be
seen as an erosion of a city, a long-term process of decline [12]. However, the first signs
of regrowth could be seen in shrunken cities [38], such as Leipzig in Germany [38,39] or
Liverpool in the United Kingdom [40].
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The researchers are following “rightsizing” [41,42] and “downsizing” [29,41] terms,
simply making the city more functional and fit for the needs of a smaller, shrunken popula-
tion [28,43]. As a result, a matrix of overlapping processes is present [4], with a variation
of backgrounds. For the purpose of the research, the three following aspects of shrinking
cities’ transition were examined: (a) economy and political system, (b) social change and
depopulation, and (c) urban tissue and spatial development. It is worth admitting that the
depopulation is being more explored by researchers, which is not the only dimension.

3.1. Economy and Political System

The economic transition in the Eastern Bloc, which appeared in the 1990s, has invoked
a process of unsustainable growth. An artificial trend of permanent growth in socialist cities
slammed into the real market demand in terms of a given capitalist order. The economic
breakdown, called “boom of decline”, “shock therapy” or “reunification boom” [44,45],
refers to a combination of deindustrialization and restructuring of national economy in the
period of system transformation in Eastern Europe in the years 1989 and 1991. Approxi-
mately 3

4 of the local industry in Leipzig, Federal Republic of Germany, was closed down
during that period. That was the fate of one-company towns, monofunctional areas [39,44].
In particular, the cities under growth-oriented socialist urbanization of industrial order [46]
shared the side effects of political changes with a phase of economic turn-down. Likewise,
the process was observed in a more linear, prolonging shape, more related to the “erosion”
of the economic base [47]. The US Rust Belt represents a long-term eroding process of an
industrial region that began in the late 1950′s [11,15]. The share of industrial production
in the US, in the nominal value of GDP, fell by 11.5 percentage points in the period of
1959–1999, reaching the level of 16.1% of GDP in 1999. The vast number of jobs in the
industrial production sector fell by 25% in 1947–1972 [11]. The Ruhr Region in Western
Germany would be considered the most affected by the decline of its coal mining-based
industry [12]. The global process of transition from fordist to post-fordist models of pro-
duction has a rather gradual origin in the Western world than a rapid and sudden one in
the post-socialist countries, so-called “shock therapy” [44].

The symptoms of a crisis do not have to be interpreted as a potential decline, but
rather as a driving force that leads to a shift, new opportunities, and growth. A strong
institutional framework would allow, in this context, for further development of the city
and overcome urban problems of the city [20,22]. The issues which are less discussed in
the literature are governance and city management. It is an awareness of the political class
combined with management skills in tailoring and implementing an urban policy, that goes
beyond the paradigm of growth. C. Le Duff [48] proposed inefficiency in governance and
difficulty in adapting to new conditions as some of the reasons why Detroit's urban decline
is extending. Moreover, the influence of the business class to local government seems to
take advantage of the responsibility for the economic crisis and its effects. J. Friedrichs [49]
claimed that such local alliances helped cities in economic decline to struggle with a crisis
with the support of federal funds and subsidies. In the Soviet Bloc such connections had an
official dimension, a linkage between a centrally planned economy and the main ruling
party that supported inefficient industries. A prolonged process of shrinkage is unable to
sustain an artificial equilibrium, and it is generating greater costs. In condition of transition
to post-fordist economy, local government could be excused by the mechanism of so-called
“shock therapy” [44], by the multidimensionality of urban shrinkage that appeared in
the relatively stable, growth-oriented times, and requirement of quick response through
adaptation to a new situation. In contrast to the US, the federal government of Germany
created, in the turn of 1990s and 2000s, a framework for cities in decline. The program of city
restructuring, Stadtumbau-Ost, affected cities of new eastern lands located in the former
German Democratic Republic, and it has been preceded by a phase of presuppositions’
pilotage [50,51]. The German experience demonstrates the way of tailoring urban policies,
proposing a shift in the phenomenon perception and an innovative approach to urban
policies that turns from counteracting to urban shrinkage management. According to



Sustainability 2022, 14, 13203 5 of 12

D. Rink [5], there is a gradational process, that carves urban policy up against a new
phenomenon. It starts with non-acceptance, a struggle to reverse the process, and finally
attempts to adapt to a new circumstances (see Section 4).

3.2. Social Change and Depopulation

As a result of “the second demographic transition” [52], the cities are facing a problem
with population recovery. Low fertility rate and aging of the European society are constantly
accelerating depopulation. Cities have been exposed to multi-layered drivers that are
related to circular theories of development, e.g., the ones by L. van den Berg’s et al. [53],
and P. Nijkamp’s [54]. Young families are moving to the suburbs, leaving higher burden
demographic rate in the central cities. Both effects, out-migration and depopulation, are
increasing the permanent loss of inhabitants in cities called shrinking ones. Many parts
of the world are experiencing population loss as well as sluggish economic dynamics [55].
The question which still remains unanswered is whether slow growth, much slower than
the national average, could be considered as a shrinkage condition.

Europe extensive research “Cities Regrowing Smaller” [32] indicated a list of cities
shrinking in the period of 1990–2010 with the population of more than 5000 citizens, and
divided in 3 types. Out of 7035 European towns there were 3563 shrinking ones in total.
The first category included 498 long-term shrinking cities with ongoing depopulation
which would last in four of the five-year intervals between 1990 and 2010. The population
loss is characterized by an overdraw exceeding at least 0.15% yearly. The second type
included 917 cities that experienced temporary shrinkage during a period of stabilization
or even a brief period of growth. The last type holds 2148 episodically shrinking cities
characterized by at least 1 out of every 4 five-year periods with a population loss, more than
0,15% per year [31]. Only in the former German Democratic Republic (GDR) did birth rates
fall sharply in a short period of time, dropping by 25% during the system transformation,
reflecting the uncertainty of living conditions in the post-socialist eastern German cities [45].

3.3. Urban Tissue and Spatial Development

Is there an artificial, or rather a real shrinkage [56]? The suburbanization process as a
form of urbanization could be one of the shrinkage triggers, creating the doughnut effect,
which causes hollowing out of the inner city [41,57]. In this case, the regional scope of
shrinkage would be undertaken. The investigation should examine whether an apparent
population loss in the central city is not the suburbanization effect but a real shrinkage
which affects the city in its functional region [56]. Apart from the housing dimension,
suburbanization also refers to the industrial development, so-called “industrial suburban-
ization”. The process appears as a side effect of high ground rent, when development of
industrial land use has more profitable alternatives, both environmental and economic
one. A peculiar characteristic of the industrial suburbanization is that demographic growth
follows the relocation of entrepreneurs, mainly to peri-urban areas, outside of the central
city [58]. It gathers new settlers and small businesses over the new suburbanized workplace.
This spatial decentralization of economic development is observed as an additional trigger
for further suburbanization processes [59]. A threat to the shrinking cities is that the tax
residence, corporate tax, and income tax of newcomers are gained by outer municipali-
ties. This remarkable mechanism occurred in Detroit, and it was one of the urban decline
drivers [60]. In general, an outward expansion of urbanization occurs in the context of
urban decline in the central city. Further development is consuming new lands, as well
as the suburbs and outer ring of the central city. S. Siedentop and S. Fina introduced the
term “shrinkage sprawl”, which embraces “urban sprawl beyond growth” [7] (p. 91). In
the Central and Eastern European countries, “shrinkage sprawl” appeared in the period
of transition, although it was a separate process that overlapped socio-economic changes.
Both in the eastern Germany and the ex-eastern bloc countries in the 1990s, the rise of a
mass suburbanization was observed. The liberalization of urban planning regimes aided
the oversupply of low-cost building land on rural sides and encouraged greenfield invest-
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ments. Moreover, there was a growing competition between suburban municipalities to
acquire new dwellers in period of omnipresent population loss. Apart from the bothersome
decline of the central city and a diminished demand for housing due to the depopulation
process, shrinkage sprawl is ongoing outside of the city [7,20,61].

Socialist city development has been oriented to economic and industrial growth as
well as underdevelopment of infrastructure and housing stock [62]. The socialist model
caused inequalities in urban and social development, and as a result the outflow of citizens
was a natural process in the 1990s. It was an expression of a need for a quality habitat and
a need for freedom of choice in the free housing market. Moreover, the inhabitants of the
new monofunctional dwellings, created for the needs of industrialized socialist cities, have
no roots in the city besides their workplace-oriented identity. After the downfall of the
communism, the suburbs started to be seen as an alternative, quality habitat and a part of a
new lifestyle. The vacancy rate increased in the blocks of flats, leaving 1 million empty flats
in the former GDR [62]. In contrast to the desolation of prefabricated blocks of flats in the
former GDR, known as "plattenbau," the decaying process in the United States had been
supplemented with a social pathology and deterioration. Stratification of adverse processes
was defined as an “urban blight” [63,64]. G. Breger [65] beholds urban blight as a tangible
effect of a structural crisis of a city, functional and/or social depreciation. According to
the report by Keep America Beautiful [24] on blight, the term was formerly understood
as an economic problem. However, today it refers to physical space and visible effects of
the city crisis, such as graffiti, prostitution, housing vacancy, and dereliction. Furthermore,
there is untidiness of space and an atrophy of local communities. Blighted properties and
neighborhoods are meant to be dangerous places, slums or ghettos.

A shift in the planning system is being considered as a side effect of the city’s transition.
Hitherto, the planning system has supported regulation of development, and anticipation
of growth. The decline leaves behind the costs of city maintenance and a sprawling devel-
opment. D. Popper and F. Popper [66] postulated that reorganization of space, housing,
and infrastructure would be implemented as a “smart decline”. The changes that appear
in shrinking cities indicate a revision of the growth-oriented urban planning approach, a
transition which leads to “planning for less—fewer people, fewer buildings, fewer land
uses” [66] (p. 23).

4. Policy Responses

A policy response, if there is any, reflects an awareness of the urban shrinkage pro-
cess, its perception, and finally, a political will. These are the main forces which shape,
or rather manage, the process of shrinkage. G. Hospers [67] identified four types of pol-
icy responses on urban shrinkage, starting with trivializing, countering, accepting and
utilizing urban shrinkage. Apart from Germany and the United States, which conveyed
direct policies and programs, the analysis of urban policy discourses reveals a mainstream
approach of trivializing or rather ignoring shrinkage. Marginalization or a downplay of
shrinkage is common, both in the post-socialist countries and in the so-called western
world. Poland, Romania, Russia, Croatia, France, and Spain are listed as examples of
the trivializing policy approach [67,68]. A lack of policy response does not reflect the
absence of the topic in academic debate or bottom-up initiatives, especially in post-socialist
countries. In Poland and Romania, urban shrinkage as a discrete topic of research appeared
at the end of the 2000s with the outputs of Europe-wide research “Shrinking Smart—the
Governance of shrinkage” [17]. Former publications in these countries were oriented to
a comprehensive aftermath of system transformation in 1990s, both deindustrialization
and depopulation [69–71]. Urban shrinkage includes references to the urban crisis, city
transformation, and functional region. In Poland, the main scope encompassed the Silesia,
heavy industry, and coal mining regions [72], in Romania the case study of shrinking
Timisoara [73]. The depopulation process as one of the dimensions of urban shrinkage is
widely elaborated in European research projects, “Cities Regrowing Smaller—Fostering
Knowledge on Regeneration Strategies in Shrinking Cities across Europe” (CIRES) [19],
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both in Romania [74] and Poland [75]. The elaboration, which gathered theoretical back-
ground on national research on shrinkage, was “Shrinking cities in Romania” by I. Paun
Constantinescu [76], and an overview of bottom-up interventions in Romanian shrinking
cities [77]. This research made a walkthrough of the national context of the shrinkage,
and it went beyond existing study outputs and theory [9,78–80]. Meanwhile, in Poland
international research bolstered the theoretical background, it was complementing native
case studies [81–83]. It is worth admitting that in the opposition to Germany [45], an
academic debate in Romania and Poland has overhauled the political one. The research
provided an overview of urban shrinkage, and ready-to-use solutions for policymakers.

There are several groups of instruments that support the management of urban shrink-
age. Shrink-Smart project workgroup [84] and S. Döringer [85] research on European
and Japanese responses to urban shrinkage imply common features. These ones include
social cohesion, financial instruments supporting economic development, renovation of
the city, and rehabilitation of housing resources, financial support of local governments,
planning, and land management [17,85]. Further research on instruments’ typologies based
on P. Oswald [35], D. Rink [17], T. Stryjakiewicz [19], and I. Paun Constantinescu [77] led
to the validation of the presented typologies. In general, one-direction policy responses,
in the manner of revitalization no longer handle the multidimensional transition of cities.
The shrinking ones seek restructuring programs, and such citywide programs can be im-
plemented only with the support of external funds. The examination of the US cities in
decline performed by K. Bradbury, A. Downs, and K. Small [10] has shown, that those
cities were addicted to financial support from the federal budget, reaching 40% of the city’s
yearly revenues.

5. Vicious Circle of Urban Shrinkage

The adaptation process for new challenges in this term stands for a city transition,
a phase of seeking a new way of development. It is a period of exploring and testing
new approaches or ideas, and it is a time of resilience after a short period of breakdown.
Development cannot be considered as growth anymore, a surplus of a relative value, but
rather as the effect of transition to a new reality, a pass from loss-making to stabilizing
development. Urban blight as the last phase of transition should be faced with already
prepared policy for managing a shrinkage process. “No-one fits all” [6], there is not just
one pattern, course or the dynamics of transition, not just one archetype of shrinking
city, nor one particular action and policy for shrinkage management. It is worth recalling
S. Oosterlynck and S. Gonzalez’s thought—“don’t waste a crisis” [86] (p. 1079), in other
words—play with the shrinkage [87].

In the post-socialist Europe, the urban shrinkage appeared suddenly and simultane-
ously with such processes as suburbanization, deindustrialization, and mass out-migration
from many massive urbanized cities under socialism. Socio-economic processes, formerly
observed in the western world, happened with a time lag in the Eastern Bloc, e.g., a delayed
second demographic transition. That was a unique and obscure interplay of causes and
consequences which were driving the urban shrinkage in the 1990s. Nonetheless, the main
cause of the contraction was so-called "shock therapy" and a peculiar system transition
from a planned economy to a market economy.

There is only an ambiguous difference between urban decline and shrinkage. The
urban decline refers to a deep structural crisis rooted on the erosion of the economic base
that demands a long-term restructuring. In the case of the US cities, in the Rust Belt region,
it has lasted since turn of the 1950s and 1960s. There are no legible signs of development
stabilization (e.g., Detroit, see [88]), but a change in the dynamics of the process could be
seen. In the German shrinking cities, regrowth could be observed (e.g., in Leipzig, see [46])
as the effect of direct urban policy and restructuring programs despite the latter response,
which was shaped in the late 1990s. Over 30 years’ experience in theorization of urban
shrinkage, since the first publications of H. Häußermann and W. Siebel in Germany and
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K. Bradbury, A. Downs, and K. Small in the US, disposes that the reversibility of shrinkage
and decline is still enigmatic.

The analysis of shrinking cities definitions indicates that depopulation is a manda-
tory condition of shrinkage. It is the most visible and dangerous indicator of long-term
development. The first signs of the end of the transition would be considered when the de-
population rate equals zero. Shrinkage is not synonymous with depopulation, it enhances
a crisis with economic and spatial points of development. Population loss is a precondition
and it is more relevant due to its side effects on municipal tax income, the presence of a
labor force, and population recovering potential.

Urban shrinkage is often based on a series of overlapping vicious circles (Figure 1).
A shrinking city loses more than inhabitants; all of its components are clearly breached,
starting with labor market (unemployment), investments, quality of life, space, and housing
(urban blight). Urban shrinkage takes place in the conditions of common and global
progress, which is understood as growth. It affects cities in countries that are at various
stages of development.
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diagram of the urban shrinkage process’ impact on a city. Source: Adapted from [89] (p. 61).

It should be emphasized that the shrinkage affects both cities and their functional
areas, which are marked by a multidimensional structural crisis. Those changes undermine
the current development paths of cities affected by urban shrinkage, which are mainly
based on continuous development, understood as growth. The cumulative nature of effects
and causes is crucial, and it is resulting in a reversal circulation of development over time.
Depopulation is an obligatory manifestation of changes, stimulated by processes on meso
and macro levels. Although the term “urban shrinkage” refers directly to the city, it is
essential to grasp the dynamics of a change in a city that is part of its functional area and a
settlement network itself. The scale the phenomenon’s perception will imply the direction
of development drift, which takes two forms: the “real” shrinkage of the city along with
the functional area, or the “apparent” of the city itself.

6. Conclusions

Urban development passes through peculiar cyclic waves of fall and growth. There
is an interweaving of concentration and decentralization of development. Natural disas-
ters, economic breakdowns, and political turn-downs are constantly accompanying cities.
Shrinkage, a process which shapes a transition of cities in crisis, is relatively new. It ap-
peared in the mid-20th century, within a demographic crisis in developed countries, and it
is bound by economic erosion and perforation of urban tissue. It is a remarkable process
leading to the decline of a city and blight, or otherwise a new way of further progress.
There is a duality of shrinkage and a downfall that is showing an opportunity for a smart
progress rooted in crisis.

Path dependence causes the crisis of shrinking cities and forces them to close in order
to precipitate change, evoking the concept of sunk cost invested in previous development



Sustainability 2022, 14, 13203 9 of 12

paths. A perpetual desire to sustain growth despite symptoms of a structural crisis, which
is rooted in the continuous, linear growth observed since the industrial revolution. That
“growth paradigm” in particular was observed to be sustained in countries of the Eastern
Bloc until the fall of the Iron Curtain. Socialist urbanization maintained high growth
dynamics while developed countries experienced deindustrialization and globalization
since the 1950s. In the Eastern Bloc countries, those phenomena occurred suddenly during
the decade of the transition, triggering a “shock therapy” or a “boom of transformation”. It
was a form of deconcentration, unlike the socialist overurbanization.

In particular, urban shrinkage affects industrial and monofunctional cities. It manifests
in the erosion of leading paths of a city’s development. An instance of Liverpool shows a
gradual transition from a port city to a leisure time and tourism industry. In that case, the
process started slowly in the early 1980s, lasting 30 years. Cities with a diverse economic
base and a wealth of metropolitan facilities are more likely to be resilient during a crisis.
Leipzig, apart from a certain period of decline caused by the “boom of transition”, is
regaining its vitality. The synergy of top-down renewal programs and bottom-up initiatives
is boosting period of city remission. However, still an urban shrinkage appears rather
as a pushback of urban policies in many Easter European countries, preventing form the
elaboration of top down approach know form Germany or Great Britain.
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19. Stryjakiewicz, T. (Ed.) Kurczenie się miast w Europie Środkowo-Wschodniej (Urban Shrinkage in East-Central Europe); Bogucki

Wydawnictwo Naukowe: Poznań, Poland, 2014.
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