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Abstract
Dominant narratives of urban success continue to privilege growth and acceleration. Within this framework,
shrinking cities are frequently labelled as left‐behind, lagging, or peripheralized places. Such stigmatizing
interpretations not only obscure the structural conditions of urban shrinkage but may also foster a perceived
loss of agency and subsequently constrain local capacities to envision and actively shape alternative urban
futures. This thematic issue calls for a paradigm shift: Bringing together contributions from different
disciplinary perspectives that address spatial scales from international comparisons to the neighborhood level,
it explores both the potentials and the persistent challenges that urban shrinkage entails for a high quality of
life and for urban sustainability transitions. Alongside a critical reassessment of quantitative growth indicators
as measures of urban success, the editorial advocates integrating urban growth and shrinkage at both
analytical and policy levels as a prerequisite for more resilient, just, and sustainable spatial developments.
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1. Introduction: Towards a Paradigm Shift in the Conceptualization of Shrinkage?

Population decline continues to affect settlements in Europe and beyond, in particular small andmedium‐sized
towns. At least in the non‐core regions of Europe, it is becoming apparent that the processes of population
decline are not a temporary phenomenon but a long‐term trend (see Figure 1; Eurostat, 2021).
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Building on the discussion of the connection between urban shrinkage, degrowth, and sustainability
highlighted in an earlier issue of this journal, edited by Bontje et al. (2024), this thematic issue extends the
debate by exploring how shrinking cities can serve as foregrounds for urban sustainability transitions, while
also considering the structural and institutional limitations that impede such transitions.

The demographic shrinkage of a city is often accompanied by economic decline and profound socio‐spatial
restructurings: selective outmigration of the young and well‐educated, immobility of socio‐economically
disadvantaged groups, rising vacancy rates, and the gradual abandonment of parts of the building stock are a
few examples. Thus, when addressed in public discourse, in urban policy making, and in the scientific
literature, shrinking cities are commonly portrayed as left‐behind, lagging, or peripheralized places (Kühn,
2015; Pike et al., 2023). Against the background of a dominant narrative of urban success that is focused on
growth, innovation, and acceleration, these labels do more than describe—they stigmatize shrinking cities,
with far‐reaching implications for imaginaries, policy responses, and local identities.
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Figure 1. Projected relative change of the population in Europe, by NUTS 3 regions, 2019–2050 (%). Source:
Eurostat (2021).
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The stigmatization of shrinkage in turn creates a particular pressure in urban policy and planning to regain
control over an ostensibly undesirable situation. It narrows the scope for action and limits the capacity to
successfully shape futures for shrinking cities. In contrast, interpreting demographic shrinkage as a
value‐neutral condition opens up alternative ways of engaging with the decline. Stepping back from
growth‐oriented paradigms of urban success and instead turning towards alternative evaluative criteria,
such as quality of life or well‐being, can foster a more differentiated and context‐sensitive approach to
understanding shrinking cities (Knoop, 2026). Such a shift allows for identifying the specific socio‐spatial
capacities and potentials as well as limitations that these cities hold for socially, ecologically, and
economically sustainable transitions.

2. Possibilities in Shrinking Cities? Discussion of Potentials, Challenges, and Policy
Implications in This Thematic Issue

Against this background, this thematic issue calls for a paradigm shift: Acknowledging that a stigmatization
of shrinking cities can actively support the reproduction of negative development dynamics, contributions to
this issue critically evaluate the potentiality of shrinking cities to become spaces of possibilities—spaces for
sustainable urban development that prioritize the quality of life, well‐being and agency of local populations,
while aligning with ecological and social sustainability goals. While the idea of leveraging the potentials of
urban shrinkage is compelling, the contributions to this issue reveal substantial structural constraints and
entrenched path dependencies that limit the scope for potentiality‐based urban development approaches in
shrinking cities.

In a micro‐level ethnographic empirical case study carried out in two shrinking towns in the region of Lusatia,
Germany, Erhard et al. (2026) evaluate risks and opportunities of demographic shrinkage for the
development of communities. Their research emphasizes the role of local cultures and decision‐making
processes in shaping the futures of shrinking communities. It becomes apparent how local actors often
demonstrate significant capacity for agency and innovation. Yet, these capacities seem to be predominantly
bound to individual persons and informal networks beyond the formal planning sector. As a result, the
authors demonstrate how outcomes remain highly fragile and context‐dependent, emphasizing that local
agency alone is insufficient to generate broader, lasting effects in local (planning) cultures and urban
development under conditions of shrinkage.

Both Orhan and Prenzel (2026) and Ghoz (2026) shift the focus to the housing sector. Orhan and Prenzel
(2026) analyze subjective perceptions of residential real estate in a qualitative case study covering six
shrinking cities with high vacancy rates in the Baltic Sea Region. Their research highlights the heterogeneity
of housing markets in shrinking cities, as well as the diverse motives and perceptions of real estate actors
within these contexts. The findings reveal nuanced differences in the decision‐making processes between
professional investors and owner‐occupiers: while professional investors generally do not fear shrinking
cities, purchasing a home can represent a substantial financial and personal risk for individual
owner‐occupiers. This example demonstrates that understanding the possibilities of urban shrinkage
requires careful, context‐sensitive analyses, including considerations of who can effectively take advantage
of the possibilities—and who cannot.
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Ghoz (2026) extends this perspective by emphasizing challenges of residential building reuse that arise from
a complex set of conflicts and dependencies between multiple stakeholders, and that are not confined to
shrinking cities alone. The contribution positions vacant residential buildings as potential spaces of
possibilities for advancing urban sustainability transitions. The study identifies five key stakeholder groups
involved in residential building reuse. It demonstrates how cross‐cutting challenges shaped by their
interactions affect decision‐making processes. The findings reveal persistent tensions but also strategic
opportunities for cooperation when it comes to reactivating vacant buildings, underscoring the pivotal role
of government actors and the emerging mediating function of building professionals. Overall, the study
provides a comprehensive framework for understanding how actor dynamics can hinder or enable the
transformation of urban voids into components of a sustainable built urban environment.

The subsequent contributions draw attention to policy limitations that emerge when it comes to
re‐imagining shrinking cities as spaces of possibilities. They point at frictions that emerge when notions of
possibility encounter entrenched narratives of growth and success, deeply rooted in planning rationalities
and in institutional path dependencies. Focusing on five large cities in Poland, Kajdanek (2026) examines the
paradox between municipal development policies aiming at population retention or growth, and actual
developments like persistent suburbanization and demographic decline. While city authorities continue to
adhere to long‐standing urban development paradigms centered on growth and success, their policy toolkit
remains severely constrained. The challenges they face in achieving re‐growth are further intensified by the
accelerating demographic decline in Poland. In sum, the study demonstrates that, despite an awareness of
demographic challenges and available policy interventions, municipalities often remain constrained in their
ability to act proactively and to realize development opportunities related to urban shrinkage.

The contribution by Ciesiółka (2026) examines urban regeneration as a contested and ambivalent strategy in
a shrinking medium‐sized city. Using the Polish city of Leszno as a case study, the article demonstrates how
conflicts around retail development point to competing planning paradigms. The demographic shrinkage of
the city did call the viability of traditional growth‐oriented strategies into question in Leszno. Nevertheless,
the city continued to pursue a defensive, conservative approach to the regeneration of its city center: Policy
interventions focused on restoring former functions through project‐based measures, yet largely failed to
adapt to the ongoing demographic change. Drawing on this analysis, the author concludes that regeneration
in medium‐sized, shrinking cities should move away from grant‐led, project‐based interventions. Instead,
affected cities should adopt adaptive, outcome‐oriented, and long‐term approaches that acknowledge
demographic decline as a framework of urban development and that prioritize the functionality of everyday
urban life for the remaining inhabitants.

Adding to these case‐based insights, Saviaro et al. (2026) take a meta‐perspective, examining growth
orientations in urban planning in the context of shrinking cities. The authors critically question the
widespread assumption that planning must be justified through economic and demographic growth.
Drawing on an integrative literature review and on Cultural Theory, they develop an analytical framework
linking planning approaches with modes of justification, and with their relation to growth. The analysis
reveals how growth‐related justifications continue to shape planning practices even where shrinkage is
acknowledged as a structural reality, thereby constraining adaptation to demographic decline. It highlights
shrinking cities as critical arenas for rethinking the normative foundations of urban planning beyond growth.
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Another set of contributions focuses on physical and social dimensions of shrinkage, and on interrelations
between them. Szymczyk et al. (2026) examine the interrelations between urban form—specifically spatial
compactness—and urban shrinkage in medium‐sized cities in Germany and Poland. Their large‐scale
quantitative longitudinal study demonstrates that, particularly in Germany, and to some extent in Poland as
well, compactness is negatively correlated with shrinkage, i.e., more compact cities tend to experience lower
population losses than less compact ones. Although the study does not investigate causal mechanisms, the
findings indicate that urban compactness may constitute one potential factor in managing demographic
shrinkage in medium‐sized cities.

Brill et al. (2026) broaden the analytical lens by demonstrating the plurality of development trajectories that
formerly shrinking cities can follow. Using the example of left‐behind neighborhoods that have recently
become arrival contexts for international migrants, the authors show that renewed growth does not
automatically dissolve longstanding stigmatizations rooted in earlier periods of outmigration and decline.
Drawing on an analysis of arrival neighborhoods across Germany, the study examines how notions of
left‐behindness intersect with narratives of migration. Against this background, the authors underline the
ambivalence of the concept of left‐behindness. In the light of an increasing pluralization of shrinking cities’
developments, they propose to use “left‐behindness” as an analytical lens to explore socio‐spatial
inequalities rather than as a spatial category bound to certain demographic or economic trajectories.

On a similar line of inquiry, Friedrich and Rößler (2026) offer amicro‐level perspective on how the combination
of (former) shrinkage, built environment, marginalization, and newmigration flows results in the emergence of
specific atmospheres in everyday life. The qualitative study focuses on large housing estates in three Eastern
German cities that have recently become arrival neighborhoods for international migrants while still exhibiting
“left‐behind”material and socio‐economic conditions. The authors demonstrate howpeople attributemeaning
to places in their specific social configuration and in their built materiality, resulting in intersubjectively shared
urban atmospheres. The results point to ways in which these left‐behind places could turn into welcoming,
livable, and sustainable urban neighborhoods. In linewith Brill et al. (2026), Friedrich and Rößler (2026) suggest
a decoupling of notions of shrinkage, growth, left‐behindness, and success.

In a commentary in this issue, Mallach et al. (2026) broaden the analytical perspective and examine the
relationship between quantitative demographic shrinkage, relational imaginaries of left‐behindness, and
anti‐elite populist movements across Europe and the United States. The authors trace how economic and
population decline intersect with subjective experiences of marginalization, which can, in turn, fuel support
for populist movements. They emphasize that it is not the objective demographic or economic conditions
themselves that shape populist political attitudes, but rather the ways in which these conditions are
experienced and interpreted. Against this background, the authors suggest a further integration of social,
cultural, and political dimensions into the study of shrinking cities in order to illuminate how subjective
experiences shape the effects of structural decline.

3. Perspectives and Preliminary Policy Implications

Taken together, the contributions to this thematic issue provide a rich, interdisciplinary collection that critically
examines the interpretation of shrinking cities as spaces of possibilities. The overarching message of this issue
is that shrinking cities should by no means be relegated to the margins of urban research and policy making.
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Rather, they should be understood as critical spaces for imagining alternative futures and for implementing
urban sustainability transitions that put quality of life and ecological sustainability at the forefront. Reframing
urban shrinkage in this way requires profound analytical shifts and a reorientation in urban planning and policy
making across multiple scales, from supranational bodies to local authorities.

At the same time, the collection of contributions to this issue emphasizes that recognizing the possibilities
of shrinkage must be balanced with the constraints and challenges that come with declining populations,
like institutional path dependencies, financial burdens, or populist movements challenging liberal democracy.
We thus advocate for viewing demographic shrinkage as a value‐neutral condition of urban development in
the first place; a context that bears both challenges and potentials.

In the light of increasing polarization of spatial developments, with shrinking cities on the one hand and
congested metropolises on the other, it appears misleading to continue framing growth as success and
shrinkage as failure. Rather than relying on such a reductive dichotomy, urban analysis and policy making
should foreground the specific challenges and potentials of these divergent pathways of urban development
in their own distinctive specificity. Central evaluation criteria should include the quality of life and well‐being
of residents, with adequate provision and accessibility of public services, urban infrastructure, and housing,
as well as ecological aspects, like land use and resource consumption (Knippschild et al., 2025).

Alongside this critical reassessment of quantitative demographic and economic indicators as measures of
urban success, an integration of growth and shrinkage is needed at both the analytical and policy levels
(Knippschild et al., 2024). Currently, debates on urban development pathways remain largely isolated, as
seen in the disconnect of discussions regarding national housing policies across Europe: On the one hand,
the severe lack of affordable housing in growing metropolitan areas has become an increasingly urgent
problem; on the other hand, high numbers of vacant and abandoned buildings characterize shrinking
communities, sometimes located in the direct hinterland of these congested metropolises. Both situations—
congestion in growing cities and vacancy and abandonment in shrinking ones—are predominantly treated
separately. Coordinated, overarching data collection and evaluation, alongside planning and policy
interventions, could help foster a more balanced socio‐spatial distribution of housing resources. Instead, in
shrinking places, buildings continue to be demolished, with negative consequences for cultural heritage and
natural and anthropogenic resources (Warda et al., 2025), while limited availability of land, restricted
planning resources, and escalating costs of construction reduce the ability to accommodate new
construction in growing areas and to keep up with the demand. This is one striking example to highlight the
persistent misalignment between contemporary urban development dynamics and policy responses.

Moving beyond growth‐centered planning paradigms would allow the underlying development conditions in
both growing and shrinking cities to be addressedmore strategically and holistically. Such a shift in perspective
forms the basis for a value‐neutral assessment of the distinct potentials urban shrinkage holds for a high
quality of life and for urban sustainability transitions. Translating these potentials into urban planning and
policy requires coordinated, multi‐scalar strategies and evidence‐based decision‐making that remain sensitive
to local context conditions.
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