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Abstract: Many European countries have faced the process of urban shrinkage in recent decades.
Due to the various theoretical aspects of urban shrinkage, there are numerous approaches to the
interpretation of this process. The most widely accepted of these refers to the demographic component
as the starting point for defining this phenomenon, with the decline of the total population as the
main indicator. The demographic shrinkage of cities in Serbia is a process that has been in place
since the 1960s, with the dynamics of spatial-demographic and socioeconomic transformation during
the post-socialist transition having exacerbated urban shrinkage. As a result, over 80% of urban
settlements are affected by it. This paper identifies the trajectory and spatio-temporal patterns
of the intensity and dynamics of urban shrinkage for the period from 1961 to 2022. The aim of
this work is to show the diversity of shrinking cities and to explore the driving forces behind
this process in Serbia. In this study, we conducted an analysis of population trends in 167 urban
settlements in Serbia. Further analysis included the identification of contrasting spatio-temporal
and demographic dynamic patterns characterized by either natural losses or out-migration. Due
to the complex urban trajectories, a typology was created that distinguishes four different types of
shrinking cities: continuously shrinking cities, episodically shrinking cities, recently shrinking cities,
and resurgent cities. The results are important to achieving a better understanding of how patterns of
local population trends change over time and space. The result will thus be a step towards explaining
the main demographic factors causing population change and inter- and intra-regional differences
between shrinking cities in Serbia, as well as towards examining urban renewal opportunities in
the future.

Keywords: urban trajectories; demographic urban shrinkage; shrinking cities types; Serbia

1. Introduction

Since the middle of the 20th century, urban shrinkage has been observed in many
cities [1–3]. Therefore, urban shrinkage is now considered a global phenomenon rather
than an exception [4]. Nevertheless, examples of urban regrowth, i.e., the resurgence of
cities, show that urban shrinkage need not be considered a disaster [5,6]. Observation of
population development trajectories is carried out to identify the spatio-temporal dimen-
sions of urban shrinkage that determine the differences in the trajectory path, intensity,
dynamics, and distribution of shrinking cities.

Complex population dynamics in the second half of the 20th century, caused by
compound socio-economic changes, determined the demographic development of urban
settlements in Serbia. Despite the overall growth of the urban population in Serbia, which
started in the 1960s and continued until the end of the 1980s, there were rare cases of cities
affected by urban shrinkage. Until the 1990s, cities affected by this process were a rare
phenomenon, and urban shrinkage was usually not continuous but was part of alternating
periods of demographic decline and growth. However, the socioeconomic changes of
the 1990s had a particular impact on urban demographic trends, when stagnation of
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the total urban population occurred and shrinking cities became more common. At the
beginning of the 21st century, there was a slight increase in the total urban population in
Serbia, but disproportions in population development between urban settlements deepened
simultaneously with this. Empirical studies of this phenomenon are poorly represented and
relatively new in Serbia. Numerous researchers have previously analyzed the dynamics
and degree of demographic development of cities in Serbia; however, without relating
phenomena observed directly to the concept of urban shrinkage [7–13]. Recent studies
indicate that urban shrinkage is becoming a pronounced problem [14–18], which became
evident after the most recent census in 2022, although it is still not acknowledged by the
public. However, the urban development of Serbia in the 21st century is characterized by
ever-increasing shrinkage, with the results of the last census in 2022 showing that over 80%
of urban settlements are affected by this process.

The aim of this research is to determine different types of cities according to the
intensity and dynamics of shrinkage and to study the spatio-temporal patterns of urban
shrinkage as a result of different population dynamic components—natural losses, i.e.,
out-migration and its regional differentiation. Identifying different types of shrinking
cities (cities with continuous, episodic, recently affected, and cities with previous urban
shrinkage, the so-called “resurgent” cities) and the main factors causing shrinkage, as well
as inter- and intra-regional differences, allows for a more accurate overview of the intensity
and dynamics of urban shrinkage both in the past and in the present, which also provides
a basis for understanding the future development possibilities of shrinking cities.

The paper is structured as follows: In the first part, the theoretical framework is
presented, followed by the research methodology. In the second part, the paper focuses
on the identification of different city types according to the trajectory of urban shrinkage,
followed by their complex analysis, as well as the identification of the main demographic
drivers of urban shrinkage and their regional differentiation. The conclusion summarizes
the main characteristics of the types of shrinking cities identified and addresses the future
directions, possibilities, and requirements of managing the shrinking process.

2. Theoretical Background and Literature Review

Considering the complexity of the phenomenon of urban shrinkage and the vari-
ous theoretical approaches to its interpretation, its complex nature can be studied and
observed from a wide range of perspectives: demographic, economic, spatial, social, en-
vironmental, etc. [19,20]. Recent research has identified five main factors that influence
urban shrinkage [20–22]: demographic change, economic change, structural upheaval (e.g.,
changes in the political system followed by unrest and migration), suburbanization, and
environmental degradation.

The demographic component is most widely accepted as the starting point for iden-
tifying and defining shrinking cities [19,20,23]. Because there are different approaches to
understanding urban shrinkage, no single definition has yet been established. However,
a “shrinking city” is usually defined as an urban area that experiences a decline in total
population [19,23–33]. While the decline in total population does not provide a complete,
nuanced picture of the phenomenon, it is a good indicator of urban change because it
indirectly affects other aspects of urban shrinkage (economic, social, environmental, etc.).

With the aim of defining the phenomenon more precisely, some authors emphasize
that it is necessary to take into account the dynamics, intensity, and timing of its occurrence,
as well as the duration of the decline in the total population [1]. For this reason, it is
emphasized that the decline in population must be significant [26,27,34], dynamic, and
occur within a short period of time [35], of at least five [29,36] or ten [26,37] years. Based on
the analysis of previous works, a shrinking city should have a decrease in total population
of more than 3% in a 15-year period [38], of more than 10% in a ten-year period [39], or of
more than 25% of the population within 40 years [40].

In accordance with the aforementioned approaches to defining the phenomenon, two
methodological proposals are widely used: the binary method and the threshold method.
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In the first method, the shrinking city is determined based on the absolute changes in the
total number of inhabitants during a given period, without taking into account the intensity
of the change. The threshold method, on the other hand, uses a predetermined threshold
for the decline in total population. Although the binary method is easier to use, it does
not distinguish between short-term and long-term decline or take into account the fact
that a minor decline in total population does not necessarily imply the existence of urban
shrinkage. The lack of a single threshold value for total population decline complicates the
application of this method [41,42]. In order to arrive at a more comprehensive definition,
the Shrinking Cities International Research Network (SciRN) defined a shrinking city as
an urbanized area with at least 5000 inhabitants that has experienced a decline in total
population at an average annual rate of at least 0.15% over a period of at least five years,
with this definition being established within the scope of the ‘Cities Regrowing Smaller’
project from COST [43]. Such a definition encompasses both the temporal aspect of the
decline and its intensity, while determining the generally accepted threshold of decline
in total population that more clearly explains the process of urban shrinkage, making the
above definition increasingly common.

To explain the demographic aspect of urban shrinkage, it is important to take into
account the changes in the natural and migratory components that occur as a consequence
of socio-economic, cultural, social-psychological, etc. The negative natural balance is, to
the greatest extent, a consequence of the decline in the fertility rate due to changes in the
reproductive behavior of the population. Population changes are explained by the theory
of the second demographic transition: While the first demographic transition, which took
place in the 19th and first half of the 20th centuries, was characterized by a high marriage
rate, a low divorce rate, and low age levels at the time of first marriage, the characteristics
of the second demographic transition are a reflection of changes in social norms and values.
Due to less frequent and later marriages, the reduced number of live births per woman, as
well as the later birth of the first child, there was a decrease in the fertility rate and a decline
below the sub-replacement fertility level (an average of 2.1 live births per woman). Changes
in household size and structure, a decrease in average household size, and an increase
in single households and families without children are also some of the characteristics of
the transition in social forms of behavior [44]. Traditionally, low-fertility areas are visible
through the population of highly educated and employed women. Fertility rates have been
declining since the end of the 1960s; however, the trend and intensity of the decline are
regionally differentiated. Countries in the areas of Western and Northern Europe were the
first to enter this process, which intensified during the 1980s. For example, Sweden was the
first to witness a fertility rate value below the sub-replacement fertility level in 1968 (2.07
children per woman), with this falling to 1.61 children per woman by 1983 [45]. On the
other hand, in the countries of Central, Eastern, and Southeastern Europe, the lowering of
fertility rates started later but accelerated over time, with it being significantly more intense
in the later years of the transition (the fertility rate of the countries of Eastern Europe was
2.02 children per woman in 1989, while in 1999 it dropped to 1.22 children per woman) [45].
The most dramatic decline in fertility rates has been noted in Romania, Poland, Ukraine,
Russia, etc., where more cities have shrunk than grown [27]. For this reason, the sharp
decline in the total population of these regions is seen as a “demographic shock” [44,46]. In
this part of Europe, polarization is reflected in the form of an increased concentration of
people in larger cities (especially capital cities), with the remainder of the national urban
system facing urban shrinkage [46–52]. The increase in the number of shrinking cities as a
result of declining fertility rates is also observed in highly developed countries outside the
European continent, such as Japan and Australia [53].

Conversely, an aging population and an increase in mortality rates lead to urban
shrinkage. An increase in life expectancy increases the share of the elderly among the
total population. Europe is, and is predicted to remain, the continent most affected by the
aging process. The share of the population over 65 years old in the European Union in 2021
was 19%, while the population of Central, Eastern, and Southeastern Europe is among the
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oldest in Europe, with the elderly making up about 20% of the total population [54]. This is
extremely significant because in a number of countries (for example, Italy, Germany, Poland,
and Japan), it has been proven that cities with a higher proportion of elderly residents are
also cities affected by the process of shrinkage [46,49,53,55,56].

Migration of the urban population is another component of urban shrinkage [23,27]. It
may take the form of intra-urban relocation or out-of-town migration, resulting in shrinkage
in some parts of a city or an entire urban area. Emigration most often occurs under the
influence of mutually opposing factors: the “push” factors (for example, unemployment,
low income, environmental pollution, and lack of educational institutions) and the “pull”
factors (work force demand, higher income, wider opportunities for education, better
quality of life, etc.) [23,27]. Certainly, the migration of people from less developed to more
developed urban regions is the dominant pattern. During the 1990s, the more developed
regions, especially cities, received 82 million migrants, and their number increased to
157 million by 2020 [57], which is extremely significant since this is the primary mechanism
by which population compensation occurs in conditions of insufficient birth rates.

In 2020, the largest number of international migrants was recorded on the European
continent—87 million [57]—which clearly shows the importance of the migration com-
ponent for the emergence and process of urban shrinkage. Migration patterns within
the European continent went in the opposite direction. With the fall of socialism, the
emigration of the population from the countries of Central, Eastern, and Southeastern
Europe began, which intensified the decline in the fertility rate. In contrast, the countries
of Western Europe were the countries receiving these migrants, which mitigated their
negative trends of declining fertility rates. The opening of Western European labor markets
to labor from Central, Eastern, and Southeastern Europe further encouraged east-west
migration. According to the latest results from the United Nations, 70% of all migrants
in Europe came from another European country, which confirms the strong intraregional
character of migration [57]. Migration flows directed in this way led to the emergence
of shrinking cities in the countries of origin. For this reason, some authors view Western
European cities as poles of growth and Eastern European cities as poles of shrinkage [58].
In the disrupted living conditions of shrinking cities, the selectivity of migration is clearly
expressed, since most migrants are young, reproductively capable, and participate in the
labor market. The selective nature of emigration is often accompanied by unwanted effects,
such as the accelerated aging of the population, which further deepens the process of
shrinkage. Another unwanted effect is the emigration of the highly educated population
(brain drain). These processes represent a significant determinant for the direction of future
development in shrinking cities [20].

It is important to emphasize that shrinking cities do not follow a universal pattern [20];
therefore, the typological classification of shrinking cities has great practical importance.
In scientific literature, the first typologies of shrinking cities were based on observing the
trajectory of urban shrinkage during a certain period [23,25,26,29,31,51,59–63]. Bearing
in mind that urban shrinkage in Serbia is still an unexplored territory characterized by
significant spatial and temporal heterogeneity, the determination of different types of
shrinking cities according to their trajectory has been carried out with the aim of a more
comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon.

Urban shrinkage can be observed as either a linear or a circular process. The linear
character of the phenomenon appears as a result of the transformation of urban spaces
that can take place due to demographic changes, economic transformation, structural
upheavals (such as political upheavals or instability), suburbanization, or environmental
degradation. The circular character of the process can be observed based on the trajectory of
urban population development, which has a different temporal and spatial frame [64]. The
explanation is based on the theory of cumulative causation, according to which population
decline occurs based on the principle of a vicious circle, because it is both the cause and the
consequence of urban shrinkage. Although empirical evidence is scarce, this point of view
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sees urban shrinkage as a complex circular process, which means that it is possible to stop
or slow down its negative phase [64].

Differences in the trajectory of urban shrinkage at the regional and local level arise from
differences in regional specificities (old industrial regions, peripheral regions, mountain
regions, etc.) and local specificities of cities, as well as their mutual influence. Martinez-
Fernandez & Wu [65] state that the factors underlying the growth of one city can simultane-
ously cause shrinkage in another city. For this reason, the existence of differences in the
trajectory of urban shrinkage is expected, both between regions (inter-regional differentia-
tion) and between cities within the same region (intra-regional differentiation) [20].

Given the complexity of the studied trajectories, several types of shrinking cities have
been distinguished to date, such as those with continuous shrinking, cities that have recently
been affected by this process, cities with episodic urban shrinkage, i.e., alternating phases
of shrinkage and growth, and those that, after a phase of shrinkage, found themselves in
the phase of stabilization and even re-growth of the population, the so-called “resurgent
cities” [23,51,66,67]. In addition, by looking at the trajectory of the urban population, it is
possible to identify different trends and phases of urban shrinkage that cities go through, as
well as to observe patterns and irregularities in their trajectory. By taking a more detailed
look at the moment of entry into the phase of urban shrinkage and the duration of certain
phases, it is possible to distinguish subtypes, such as cities with short-, medium-, and
long-term shrinkage. In this regard, cities with continuous and multi-year population
decline are characterized by a high intensity and dynamic of urban shrinkage, while cities
with fluctuating and episodic population decline have a lower intensity of urban shrinkage
(gradual vs. “shock therapy”).

The economic aspect is a highly important dimension of urban shrinkage since it is
essentially determined by post-industrial transformation and shifts in production scale,
structure, and sectors [35]. The most radical economic and structural changes occurred
in cities reliant on “traditional” industries such as metallurgy, engineering, shipbuilding,
textiles, and chemicals, where deindustrialization was intense. Industrial centers that
based their economies almost exclusively on manufacturing or even on a single large
industrial enterprise were hit particularly hard by the new changes [4], leading to economic
decline and, subsequently, out-migration, further fueling urban shrinkage. In analyzing
the economic influence on out-migration flows and urban shrinkage, indicators such as
gross domestic product [33,68,69], employment and unemployment rates [70–72], changes
in the structure of the labor force in manufacturing and services [69,73,74], and changes in
the structure of industrial production [2] are usually used.

Studying the demographic aspect of urban shrinkage in this way is significant for
several reasons. First, the typology includes all cities that have experienced the phase
of urban shrinkage at a certain point in this study period or are still in it. Second, a
more detailed insight into the trajectories of the urban population is obtained, which
contributes to the understanding of the intensity and dynamics of urban shrinkage. Third,
the identification of periodic phases of shrinkage and growth and the observation of
“resurgent” cities indicate that the process of urban shrinkage does not necessarily have to
be seen as negative. Forth, the obtained results can be an important step in the formulation
of a development policy for shrinking cities in Serbia.

In Serbia, unlike many European countries, the issue of urban shrinkage remains
largely unrecognized by the public, and the concept of urban shrinkage is not well under-
stood. This phenomenon is notably absent from the most significant planning documents
and national-level development strategies. The Spatial Planning Plan of the Republic of
Serbia 2021–2035 [75] fails to recognize the existence of the phenomenon of urban shrinkage,
with population decline only being mentioned in the context of weakening the functional
development of cities.

Moreover, the Strategy for Sustainable and Integrated Urban Development of the
Republic of Serbia until 2030 [76] defines five strategic directions of urban development
(sustainable economic development, urban settlement design, social well-being, environ-
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mental quality, and urban development management). Here, depopulation and the aging
of cities are merely mentioned without a detailed explanation of causes and consequences
or any offering of solutions in terms of sustainable urban development.

Other official national documents on demographic development mention issues and
related negative demographic changes within the total population (rural exodus, aging,
emigration, sustained low birth rates, etc.). The most frequently addressed population
problem in Serbia has traditionally been the low fertility rate, and this problem remains
high on Serbia’s political agenda. The Strategy for the Promotion of the Fertility Rate in
Serbia [77,78] lists numerous measures to improve the general socioeconomic conditions
(easing the economic costs of raising children, harmonizing work and parenthood, lowering
the psychological price of parenthood, improving reproductive health, solving the problem
of infertility, etc.). However, these policies generally take too long to achieve results. In
more recent documents, migration has been considered equally important. For example,
the Strategy on Economic Migration for the period 2021–2027 mentions the importance
of measures for polycentric and balanced regional development, especially of small- and
medium-sized cities, as a general measure that would contribute to solving migration
problems, among others. However, it is important to emphasize that none of the documents
mentioned refer to urban shrinkage and demographic problems in cities but instead take
the country as a whole into consideration.

In a very recent study that covers 24 cities along with their suburban areas [17], the
first measures for managing shrinking cities were proposed, with urban shrinkage being
directly addressed. Based on the analysis of a series of factors, five types of urban areas
were identified (border cities; mono-structural cities; cities in the shadow of major cities;
cities in development axes; cities with significant growth), and measures to stabilize the
shrinkage of cities were recommended. The management measures, divided into three
groups, take into account the relationships between the city and its surrounding area, as
well as within the urban area:

- Broader area surrounding the city (strengthening district centers; cross-sectoral devel-
opment centers; theming cities; building expressways; permeability of borders; and
flagship projects).

- Immediate area surrounding the city (alliances and networks of cities; cross-connections;
enterprise interconnection; mega work zones; and public transportation).

- Within the urban area itself (creative incubators for businesses; zones for new uses;
functional renovation of city cores and residential centers).

The fact that the problem of urban shrinkage in Serbia is not institutionally recognized
in planning and normative documents triggers numerous problems in urban development.
Contrary to the practice in most developed countries [79–81], the Serbian state has never
fully developed professional and independent national and local institutions due to the
persistently unstable political and economic environment [82,83]. After a brief strengthen-
ing of urbanism in the 1970s, urban institutions began to erode in the 1980s, along with the
crisis in the socialist country. During the period of international isolation and sanctions
in the 1990s, almost all public institutions had fallen into considerable disrepute, while
post-socialist urbanization was corrupted. Corruption and a highly politically dependent
economic elite meant that there were no long-term plans for urban development. As a
result, the urbanization of Serbian cities was characterized by ad hoc and fragmentary
measures. In this context, fragmented urbanization, the “give away” privatization of the
housing stock, construction without legal permits, and the associated informality in the
1990s, etc. have deeply shaped today’s urban reality. In parallel with the intensification
of urban shrinkage, the share of vacant and abandoned buildings in Serbian cities has
increased from 3.0% in the 1990s to 15.4% of the total public and private housing stock in
2022 [84,85]. The lack of institutional recognition of urban shrinkage is accompanied by the
absence of a comprehensive housing policy. Accordingly, the sale, conversion, reuse, etc. of
vacant and abandoned buildings, which are firmly rooted in developed countries [80], are
carried out spontaneously and often informally in Serbia.
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3. Materials and Methods

The first methodological step is to measure the degree of urban shrinkage to determine
which cities are shrinking. The most commonly used indicator of urban shrinkage is the
change in the number of inhabitants over a given period. The determination of whether or
not a city was “shrinking” was based on the threshold method, which requires the use of a
predefined threshold value for the decline of the total population (average annual rate of
population decline of 0.15% during at least one inter-census period).

In order to understand the process and change in the trajectories of urban space in
Serbia, the time frame of this study covers the period between 1961 and 2022, while the
next step is to observe the average annual rates of urban population change during this
period (Figure 1). The main data source is the results of the Population, Household, and
Dwellings Census and Vital Statistics of the Republic of Serbia [86–88]. There are two
limitations to the census data: The first is the absence of data for certain municipalities and
thus cities in the survey (Bujanovac), while the second involves the change in the definition
of the permanent population that occurred in 2002. The census data are missing due to
the boycott of the census by the Albanian community in Bujanovac, Preševo, Kosovo, and
Metohija. While in the times of Yugoslavia the permanent population included persons
who worked or stayed abroad, regardless of the length of stay, this was changed in the
2002 census so that those among the population staying abroad for a period greater than
one year are no longer counted. Lastly, a major shortcoming at all territorial levels is the
inadequacy of migration statistics, which only cover resettlement within national borders,
and based on these data, the overall migration balance is not reliable. For this reason, and
because of the lack of population registers, this work used a vital statistics method to obtain
this component.
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The average annual change rates of the total population were calculated according to
the specified form:

r =
R
P
× 100 → [[R =

P2 − P1

t
]; [P =

P2 + P1

2
] ]

where r—average annual rates of population change, in %; R—average annual population
growth in the inter-census period; P—population in the middle of the period; (P2—number
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of inhabitants in the last census; P1—the number of inhabitants in the previous census;
t—the time period between censuses).

Observing the average annual rate of population change of the city’s population
determines the type of development as well as the different trends and durations of the
phases of shrinkage and growth of cities. With this in mind, we can distinguish four
directions of urban population trajectory:

• Growing city trajectory—with a positive average annual rate of population change
(r > 0.15%).

• Stable city trajectory—with a positive average annual rate of population change lower
than 0.15% (r > 0 < 0.15%).

• Potential shrinking city trajectory—with a negative average annual rate of population
change of less than −0.15% (r > 0 < −0.15%).

• Shrinking city trajectory—with a negative average annual rate of population change
greater than −0.15% (r > −0.15%).

The next and most important methodological step refers to the differentiation of urban
shrinkage at the regional and local levels. By identifying the differences in the direction of
change in the average annual rates of total city population between different points in time,
a typological classification of shrinking cities has been made according to the trajectory of
urban shrinkage. Determining these isolated types enables a more precise understanding of
the intensity and dynamics of urban shrinkage—both past and current—and also provides
a basis for understanding the future development of shrinking cities.

Based on this, and for the area studied, in addition to cities for which only periods of
growth are noted (cities with continuous growth and cities with potential urban shrink-
age), four types of shrinking cities have been distinguished, with different trajectories of
population decline:

• Cities with continuous urban shrinkage (marked by continuous population loss in all
inter-census periods since the beginning of the research).

• Cities with episodic urban shrinkage (marked by alternating periods of shrinkage
and growth of the urban population and being in the phase of shrinkage in the last
inter-census period).

• Cities recently affected by urban shrinkage (marked by population loss in the last
inter-census period only).

• Cities with previous urban shrinkage, the so-called “resurgent” cities (previously marked
by periods of shrinkage while stagnating or growing in the last inter-census period).

In order to clarify the drivers of urban shrinkage from a demographic point of view,
the next methodological step was to analyze the relationship between the components of
population dynamics: natural balance and migration. First, the rates of natural balance
were determined. Thus, based on census and vital statistics data, migration balance rates
were calculated using the vital statistics method. The data were derived from vital statistics
for the period 1961–2022 [88]:

j =
N −M

P
× 100

s =
S
P
× 100

→ [[s = P2 − P1 − (N −M)]; [P =
P2 + P1

2
]]

where j—natural balance rate, in %; s—migration balance rate, in %; N—number of births;
M—number of deaths; P—population in the middle of the period; P2—number of inhabi-
tants in the last census; P1—the number of inhabitants in the previous census.
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4. Results

The network of urban settlements in Serbia in the second half of the 20th century was
characterized by a significant spatial-demographic transformation. The transformation was
initiated by the process of urbanization, which increased migration flows from villages to
towns. The strongest growth in urban population took place in the 1960s, when the average
annual change rate was 3.06%. The decline in urban population continued until the end
of the 1980s (r = 2.24%), when, in addition to large cities, small and medium-sized towns
were also growing. After dynamic growth (1961–1981), when the number of inhabitants
almost tripled in the cities of Central Serbia and Vojvodina, the process stabilized in the
1980s. The average annual change rate in the period 1981–1991 recorded a negative value
(−0.41%). Even during the demographic transition, this process did not lose intensity but
slowed down with emigration from rural areas in the early 1990s [11]. The socioeconomic
changes of the 1990s, accompanied by political crises and wars, had a particular impact
on the demographic development of cities. While the total urban population stagnated
(r = 0.01%), migration flows from smaller cities to the leading regional centers (Belgrade,
Novi Sad, Niš, and Kragujevac) intensified, and cities in Vojvodina experienced an increase
due to the immigration of refugees from the former SFRY (especially in Srem and Bačka).
Taken together, this led to a more profound polarization between the large and small
urban centers. The process of demographic polarization of cities led to the creation of
zones of demographic concentration in the areas of the main development axes (Corridor
X—Danube-Moravian and West-Moravian directions) on the one hand and zones of urban
depopulation (peripheral, border, isolated cities) with the associated negative effects of
demographic development on the other [12,89].

At the beginning of the 21st century, a slight increase in the total urban population
was recorded (average annual growth rate: 0.13%). In the last census in 2022, a negative
average annual change rate of the urban population in Serbia was recorded for the first
time (−0.34%) (Figure 2). It is important to emphasize that there are significant differences
in the trajectory of population in urban settlements of different population sizes [15,16],
and that the hierarchy of urban settlements in Serbia is of great importance [18].
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Figure 2. Total urban population in Serbia for the period 1961–2022.

In determining the trajectories of urban shrinkage, a nonlinear pattern of population
trajectory was found. Based on the different trends and durations of phases through which
cities pass, four directions of urban population trajectory can be identified:

• Growing city trajectory with a positive average annual rate of population change
(greater than 0.15%).
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• Stable city trajectory, with slight population growth, on the verge of urban growth
(average annual rate of population change is lower than 0.15%).

• Potential shrinking city trajectory, with slight population decline, on the verge of urban
shrinkage (average annual rate of population change is lower than −0.15%).

• Shrinking city trajectory with a negative average annual rate of population change
(average annual rate of population change is greater than −0.15%).

The first cities affected by shrinkage appeared after the Second World War; however,
they were very rare and regionally limited to a narrow area of Vojvodina and the outskirts
of Belgrade. However, in line with the demographic development of the total population
of the cities, the same cities recorded growth in the subsequent inter-census period.

In the studied period (1961–2022), the evolution of urban trajectories shows a gen-
eral trend of a decrease in cities with an urban growth trajectory. On the other hand, a
tenfold increase in the share of cities with a shrinking trajectory was recorded. The almost
unchanged number of cities with a stable and potential shrinking trajectory indicates a
profound polarization of cities.

In accordance with the trend of urban population growth throughout Serbia in the
period 1961–1981, the majority of cities (about 85%) were characterized by a growing city tra-
jectory (Table 1). Due to the stagnation of the urban population and a slight negative trend
in the 1980s, their number began to decrease (1981–1991—68.3%). At the same time, the
number of cities characterized by a shrinking city trajectory doubled (1981–1991—21.6%),
and, from the appearance of the first shrinking cities until today, this was the most intense
period of increase. The unfavorable demographic conditions in certain parts of Serbia
began in the 1920s and became more pronounced after the Second World War.

Table 1. Number and percentage of cities according to urban population trajectory.

1961–1971 1971–1981 1981–1991 1991–2002 2002–2011 2011–2022

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

Growing city trajectory 150 89.8 142 85.0 114 68.3 80 47.9 38 22.9 16 9.6

Stable city trajectory 1 0.6 5 3.0 11 6.6 15 9.0 6 3.6 3 1.9

Potential shrinking city trajectory 4 2.4 5 3.0 6 3.5 10 6.0 16 9.6 4 2.4

Shrinking city trajectory 12 7.2 15 9.0 36 21.6 62 37.1 106 63.9 143 86.1

Source: Authors, based on [69,70].

In the 1990s, the process intensified. The number of shrinking cities (1991–2002—37.1%)
and potential shrinking cities (1991–2002—6%) increased rapidly. Despite the renewed
growth of the total urban population in Serbia at the beginning of the 21st century, the
tendency toward spatial-demographic polarization continued, and the number of shrinking
cities increased to 106 (63.9%). The above-mentioned negative trend has resulted in the
highest number of shrinking cities to date. The results of the last census in 2022 show that
more than 80% of urban settlements are characterized by this trend (86.1%), and with them,
the number of potentially shrinking cities is also growing (Table 1).

4.1. Typology of Urban Population Development in Serbia

Given the complexity of urban shrinking trajectories, cities were classified according
to the trajectory of population change over the six observed periods between censuses, that
is, according to the phases of urban development. By measuring the average annual rate of
change in urban population (the main indicator for defining and distinguishing shrinking
cities), several types of cities were defined, with different intensities, dynamics, timing of
onset or number, and duration of phases of shrinkage.

The typology of urban development trajectory identified, on the one hand, cities
that never recorded a decrease in the total number of inhabitants in the studied period,
i.e., never had a period of urban shrinkage: cities with continuous growth (type 1) and
potentially shrinking cities (type 2). In contrast with these, 94% of cities are affected by
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different variants of urban shrinkage: cities with continuous urban shrinkage (type 3), cities
with episodic urban shrinkage (type 4), cities recently affected by urban shrinkage (type 5),
and cities with previous urban shrinkage, the so-called “resurgent” cities (type 6) (Figure 3).
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Figure 3 shows the urban development trajectories of specific city types, with the
average development path of each type from 1961 to 2022 highlighted. Cities of the first
type (continuous growth) experienced population growth throughout the entire period
observed. The positive development of the urban population was highlighted in the 1960s.
Since the 1960s, the intensity of urban population growth gradually decreased until the
1990s, with some cities stagnating. At the beginning of the 21st century, a renewed increase
in the intensity of the average annual growth rate was recorded, with a slowdown in the
last inter-census period.

The potential shrinkage is characterized by slightly lower values of the average annual
growth rate of the urban population compared to the previous group of cities. The decline
in the intensity of average annual growth rates has been milder, with a more pronounced
period of stagnation since the 1980s. In the last inter-census period, a slightly negative
average annual rate of change in urban population was recorded, more pronounced in
cities that had already shown stagnant development in the previous period. This indicates
a potential process of urban shrinkage.

Cities with continuous shrinkage are characterized by more than one phase of pop-
ulation decline and represent a group with decades of long-term shrinkage. The main
characteristic of such cities is a gradual but continuous population decline, which, in
sum, represents a high degree of urban shrinkage. In the 1960s, there were only a few
continuously shrinking cities, while the average annual rate of change in urban population
was positive throughout the group. From period to period, the number of continuously
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shrinking cities doubled and has peaked since the beginning of the 21st century (with 90
such cities identified), with the negative development phase continuing and intensifying
in the following period. It is important to point out that the shrinking phase was usually
preceded by a period of stagnation, which indicated the possibility of the subsequent
shrinking of cities.

The trajectory of the average annual rate of change in episodically shrinking cities
is extremely heterogeneous. The peculiarity of this type is reflected in the alternating
phases of growth and decline of the urban population. Despite the trend toward a low and
relatively balanced average annual rate of change, variation between cities is pronounced.
In the case of fluctuating and episodic population development, the phase of decline was
essentially a form of “shock therapy”—rapid; with a lower intensity of urban shrinkage.

In the 1960s and 1970s, and even in the 1980s, cities more recently affected by urban
shrinkage (2011–2022) experienced intense population growth. Since the 1990s, urban
population growth has slowed slightly, with a tendency to stagnate until the 2000s and a
sharp decline occurring in the last inter-census period. In contrast to the previous types,
the decline of the urban population has a strong character, as shown by the average annual
rate of change across the whole group (Figure 3).

The most specific course of urban shrinkage was observed in cities with previous
urban shrinkage. In fact, each of these cities went through one or more phases of population
decline. Urban shrinkage mostly occurred in the 1980s and 1990s, less frequently in earlier
periods, with a steady trend of “revival” after this. Often, the period of sharp decline was
preceded by a period of growth with the same intensity. In the last inter-census period, all
cities in this group overcame the negative population trend, which earned them the epithet
of “resurgent” cities. However, most show a tendency toward stagnation, and some even
to potentially shrink again.

4.2. Regional Differentiation of Shrinking Cities

Based on the observed differences in the occurrence, intensity, and duration of the
phase, as well as the patterns and irregularities of the urban shrinkage process since the
mid-20th century, the interregional differentiation of the phenomenon is striking. Different
patterns of urban demographic development prevail in Vojvodina and Central Serbia. The
process of urban shrinkage in Vojvodina began earlier, and the first cities that recorded
a continuous shrinkage in total population emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, with most
of these belonging to the group of smaller towns (Bač, Žitište, Novi Bečej, Alibunar, Mol,
Senta, etc.). On the other hand, cities in Central Serbia, with some exceptions being small
spa and mining settlements, have been shrinking only since the 1990s. The process of urban
shrinkage in Central Serbia significantly intensified at the beginning of the 21st century,
especially in the western and southeastern parts of the country.

As a result of different development trends (demographic, economic, social, etc.) at
the regional level, local idiosyncrasies of cities, and their mutual influence and role in the
urban settlement network, an interregional differentiation of urban shrinkage in Serbia is
observed.

Cities with continuous growth include a very small number of cities (6% of the total
number of urban settlements) that have constant growth.

Cities with potential shrinkage include only two urban settlements (Obrenovac and
Stara Pazova). At the beginning of the 21st century, their growth slowed down, with
stagnation in the urban population being recorded. Considering the slightly negative
values of the average annual rate of change (below −0.15%), the mentioned cities are
considered to be potentially at risk in the future.

Cities with continuous shrinkage include most cities (54.2% of the total number
of urban settlements) that experienced a negative average annual rate of change in the
urban population for more than one consecutive census period. At the beginning of the
observation period, i.e., in 1961, there were only four such cities, but in the following
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decades, their number increased steadily. In each subsequent phase of urban development,
the number of cities has doubled, remaining constant since the beginning of the 21st century.

Cities with episodic shrinkage include 26 cities (15.7% of the total number of urban
settlements) that experience fluctuations in urban population development. Episodes of
urban population decline are followed by episodes of stagnation, or, less frequently, growth.
However, it is important to note that all thus-classified cities are currently in a phase of
urban shrinkage.

Cities recently affected by urban shrinkage include 27 cities (16.3% of the total number
of urban settlements) that experienced the process of urban shrinkage in the most recent
period studied (2011–2022).

Cities with previous shrinkage, the so-called “resurgent” cities, include 11 cities (6.6%
of the total number of urban settlements) that once had one or more periods of shrinkage
but managed to overcome the negative phase and today have a positive population trend.

5. Discussion

The differences in the course of urban shrinkage were identified by determining the direc-
tion of population change from 1961 to 2022, and, following previous studies [23,25,29,51,63], a
typological classification of shrinking cities was established. According to Wiechmann and
Wolff [29], a certain type of shrinking city has been found in almost all European countries
since 1990. Countries are affected differently by this process, with the majority having
cities best classified as “temporarily shrinking cities” (or resurgent) (60%), with the number
of continuously shrinking and episodically shrinking cities being smaller (continuously
14% and episodically 26%) [29]. In Serbia specifically, four types of shrinking cities have
been distinguished: cities with continuous shrinkage, cities with episodic shrinkage, cities
recently affected by urban shrinkage, and cities with previous shrinkage. In contrast to the
European level, most shrinking cities in Serbia are continuously shrinking cities (54.2%),
while resurgent cities are rare (6.6%) (Table 2).

Table 2. Shrinking cities trajectory types (number, %).

Type Countinuous
Growth

Potential
Shrinkage

Countinuous
Shrinkage

Episodic
Shrinkage

Recent
Shrinkage Resurgence Total

number 10 2 90 26 27 11 166

% 6.0 1.2 54.2 15.7 16.3 6.6 100

Source: Authors, based on [86,87].

In the most recent European study, the share of shrinking cities due to natural popu-
lation loss has been continuously increasing since 2012, reaching a peak of 36% of urban
settlements in total in 2020. On the other hand, migration loss has remained almost the
same during this period (the primary cause behind 30% of shrinking cities’ status as such).
In Serbia, on the other hand, the dominance of both components is evident in the same
period (2011–2022). The lower level of employment in cities is most likely the reason for
such results, both at present and in previous periods, especially in the 1990s and 2000s.
A similar view is taken by Turok and Mykhnenko [23], who find strong evidence that a
correlation exists between shrinking cities and deindustrialization, deconcentration, and
relocation of economic activity in some Eastern European countries.

The spatial distribution of cities with continuous urban shrinkage is broad but does
not show major interregional differentiation, with such cities existing throughout the entire
country. The largest concentration of cities with continuous shrinkage is located in the
region of Vojvodina (38% of cities in this group), followed by the region of Eastern and
Southern Serbia (32% of cities in this group), and the region of Western Serbia and Šumadija
(30% of cities in this group).

Moreover, the interregional differentiation of this type of city is expressed within
the mentioned regions themselves. Thus, in the Vojvodina region, most of the towns
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are concentrated in the northern and eastern part: Banat, and less in Bačka (Bela Crkva,
Kikinda, Zrenjanin, Kovačica, Novi Kneževac, Senta, Ada, Kanjiža, Bečej, Crvenka, etc.),
while in the region of Eastern and Southern Serbia they are located in the very east (Bor,
Majdanpek, Knjaževac, Pirot, Dimitrovgrad, Leskovac). Less pronounced interregional
differentiation is observed in the region of Western Serbia and Šumadija, where they are
relatively widespread (e.g., Priboj, Prijepolje, Nova Varoš, Trstenik, Ćuprija) (Figure 4).
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Since the onset of the shrinking phase varies between cities, several subtypes can be
distinguished: (1) cities with continuous shrinkage since the 1960s; (2) cities with continuous
shrinkage since the 1970s; (3) cities with continuous shrinkage since the 1980s; (4) cities
with continuous shrinkage since the 1990s; and (5) cities with continuous shrinkage since
the 2000s. By determining the aforementioned subtypes, a trend and spatial expansion
direction of the phenomenon could be identified.

Cities with episodic shrinkage are characterized by an uneven spatial distribution
and significant dispersion. They are widespread in the region of Southern and Eastern
Serbia (e.g., Požarevac, Kostolac, Prokuplje, Medved̄a), in the region of Vojvodina (e.g.,
Vršac, Novi Bečej, Srbobran), and in the region of Western Serbia and Šumadija (Jagodina,
Kruševac), but differ according to the duration of the phase(s) of shrinkage (Figure 4).

There are varieties of cities with episodic shrinkage based on the different phases of
urban development and the duration of these. Taking into account the duration of the
phases of urban shrinkage, four subtypes are distinguished: (1) cities with two, (2) cities
with three, (3) cities with four, and (4) cities with five decades of urban shrinkage.

Periods of sharp decline occurred in the 1980s and 1990s. The temporary recovery
was usually brief and had the character of stagnation, as improving economic conditions
temporarily halted the negative demographic flows. Most cities were simultaneously in a
period of shrinkage during the 1990s, only to go through a positive phase in the following
period, lasting until the current period of shrinkage today. Most towns, such as Irig,
Baljevac, Srbobran, Vršac, Umka, Mladenovac, and Medved̄a, went through such episodes.

Most cities have undergone two decades of shrinkage—in the 1990s and at present—with
even regional centers (Jagodina, Kruševac, and Požarevac) being included among these.
Smaller urban settlements recorded a longer decline: three decades (Bač, Žitište, Irig,
Medved̄a) or four decades (e.g., Srbobran, Donji Milanovac, Baljevac), mostly during the
1960s or 1980s, 2000s, and today. A five-decade decline was recorded in some cities (Novi
Bečej, Bački Petrovac, Brza Palanka), whose continuous shrinkage was interrupted only
during the 1970s.

Cities recently affected by urban shrinkage are located mainly in the region of Western
Serbia and Šumadija (44% of cities in this group), less in the region of Vojvodina (26% of
cities in this group), and in the region of Eastern and Southern Serbia (22% of cities in
this group) (Figure 4). Despite the numerical differences between the regions, certain
similarities in terms of spatial distribution can be observed. Regional centers along the
development corridors—Corridor X, i.e., the Danubian direction (Subotica, Ind̄ija, Paraćin,
Vranje), as well as the West Moravian direction (Čačak, Kraljevo, Gornji Milanovac), but
also the regional centers of Šumadija (Kragujevac) and South and East Serbia (Niš) belong
to this group.

Other cities of this type border the largest and most developed regional centers of
Serbia: Belgrade (Grocka, Dobanovci, Pančevo, Smederevo, Arand̄elovac, etc.), Novi Sad
(Futog, Temerin, Sremski Karlovci, Ind̄ija, etc.), and Niš (Niška Banja, Svrljig, etc.). This
indicates an inseparable connection between them.

At the beginning of the 21st century, the average annual rates of change in most of
these cities indicated a stagnation process. These were cities that experienced greater
population decline (e.g., Paraćin, Brus, Niška Banja, Sremski Karlovci, Subotica, Vranje,
Babušnica), while the intensity of urban shrinkage was slightly lower in cities with pre-
viously significant growth (the regional centers of Niš and Kragujevac). Apart from that,
exceptions also exist where urban shrinkage occurred suddenly (e.g., Dobanovci, Vrnjačka
Banja, Kraljevo, Svrljig, Smederevo), with it being possible to consider such towns as “new
shrinkage losers”.

Almost all cities with previous shrinkage that have overcome this phase of urban
shrinkage are located in the Belgrade region. Cities of this type in the region of Western
Serbia and Šumadija are rare (Figure 4). The period of “resurgence” took place at a time
of different urban development. It is important to note that after the decline of the 1990s,
the inner-city core of the capital, Belgrade, experienced a revival at the beginning of the
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21st century, while the recovery of the suburban settlements occurred a decade earlier (in
the 1990s).

Belgrade and its accompanying peri-urban zone (Surčin, Pinosava, Pećani, Ovča, etc.)
are the only areas whose “revival”, i.e., growth, was sudden, with this resulting from
the process of suburbanization. Thus, the cooperation and influence of the capital, as the
strongest pole of development, in relation to the cities of the suburban zone is evidence of
the pronounced intraregional character of the phenomenon of urban shrinkage. The other
cities in this group (Loznica, Lajkovac, and Ribnica) have pronounced local characteristics in
terms of their location and functions and have managed to emerge from the phase of decline,
with the renewed growth of the urban population taking place at a lower intensity and
having the character of stagnation. Considering the short-term trend of urban population
growth, cities with previous urban shrinkage can be considered “winning cities”.

Population decline, defined here as the key indicator of shrinkage, also has a variety
of facets. It varies according to the specific combination of natural population change
and out-migration [31]. Based on the values of these two components, it is possible, on
the one hand, to distinguish cities whose growth is due to a positive natural balance, a
positive migration balance, or both components. On the other hand, one can distinguish
shrinking cities that result from a negative natural balance, a negative migration balance, or,
in most cases, the negative effect of both components. As Haase et al. have stated [1], this
observation is significant in the more precise formulation of policies for the development
of shrinking cities.

Until the 1990s, cities were characterized mainly by population growth, which was a
consequence of the positive effects of both components of population dynamics (Figure 5).
In the 1960s, only 10% of cities experienced population decline, which was primarily due
to a negative natural balance. Subsequently, their share remained the same; however, the
importance of the natural component as a factor decreased at the expense of migration,
which was particularly evident in the 1980s. In the 1990s, the shares of cities with positive
and negative average annual rates of change were even.

Sustainability 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 18 of 27 
 

 
Figure 5. Frequency of the different components of population dynamics as drivers of urban pop-
ulation development, 1961–2022. (% of cities). Source: Authors, based on [88]. 

The growth of cities in this period was still, in most cases, the result of both com-
ponents of population dynamics, with the influence of the migration component in-
creasing. With the fall of socialism, emigration from the eastern parts of Serbia began, 
with these migrations largely being job-related. International emigration on a larger scale 
reinforced the decline in the fertility rate, with the 21st century being characterized by an 
increasing number of shrinking cities, a result of a combination of negative natural 
growth and negative net migration. Although negative net migration was the most 
common factor in shrinking cities at the beginning of the 21st century, it had almost 
ceased to be significant by the end of the observed period. Indeed, positive net migration 
remains crucial for the growth of cities in Serbia. However, decades of out-migration 
depleted population potential and initiated a process of population aging, which made 
the natural component the dominant form of population decline in shrinking cities. Some 
authors argue for regional differentiation of the demographic causes of urban shrinkage. 
For example, one study [16] found that natural loss is the most important factor contrib-
uting to urban shrinkage in Vojvodina, while migration patterns dominate in Central 
Serbia. 

To shed light on the demographic drivers of urban shrinkage, the relationship be-
tween the dynamic components of urban population in the period 1961–2022 was ex-
amined, and a dominant factor of urban shrinkage was identified (Figure 6). 

Figure 5. Frequency of the different components of population dynamics as drivers of urban popula-
tion development, 1961–2022. (% of cities). Source: Authors, based on [88].

The growth of cities in this period was still, in most cases, the result of both components
of population dynamics, with the influence of the migration component increasing. With the
fall of socialism, emigration from the eastern parts of Serbia began, with these migrations
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largely being job-related. International emigration on a larger scale reinforced the decline
in the fertility rate, with the 21st century being characterized by an increasing number
of shrinking cities, a result of a combination of negative natural growth and negative net
migration. Although negative net migration was the most common factor in shrinking
cities at the beginning of the 21st century, it had almost ceased to be significant by the end of
the observed period. Indeed, positive net migration remains crucial for the growth of cities
in Serbia. However, decades of out-migration depleted population potential and initiated
a process of population aging, which made the natural component the dominant form
of population decline in shrinking cities. Some authors argue for regional differentiation
of the demographic causes of urban shrinkage. For example, one study [16] found that
natural loss is the most important factor contributing to urban shrinkage in Vojvodina,
while migration patterns dominate in Central Serbia.

To shed light on the demographic drivers of urban shrinkage, the relationship between
the dynamic components of urban population in the period 1961–2022 was examined, and
a dominant factor of urban shrinkage was identified (Figure 6).
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During 1961–1971, there were rare cases of urban shrinkage (several cities with con-
tinuous, episodic urban shrinkage and one resurgent one) due to negative net migration.
Former mining centers (Aleksinački Rudnici, Bogovina), spa towns (Kuršumlijska Banja,
Jošanička Banja), and smaller urban settlements (Jaša Tomić, Mol, Alibunar, etc.) have been
shrinking the longest, with continuous decline since the 1960s and 1970s. Exceptions are
Rucka, on the territory of the City of Belgrade, and Žitište in Vojvodina, which both have a
negative value of natural increase.
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The next decade (1971–1981) was characterized by marked differences in the frequency
of urban shrinkage drivers. Cities in Serbia were clearly polarized into towns that shrank
due to negative natural increase (cities in Vojvodina) and towns where this occurred due to
out-migration (cities in Serbia and the Belgrade region). The Vojvodina region was the first
to record negative values for natural growth as early as the 1970s and is considered one of
the European regions where the process of demographic transition began earliest, while
outward migration started from the eastern, i.e., peripheral, part of the country.

A similar trend continued in the 1981–1991 period. Cities that are continuously
shrinking are joined by smaller urban settlements, especially in the northern and eastern
border areas (Bela Crkva, Čoka, Kanjiža, Bečej, Titel, Brza Palanka, Kučevo). Their decline
is the result of both components of population dynamics. The selectivity of the factors is
expressed in the examples of cities populated predominantly by ethnic minorities (Mol,
Ada, Kanjiža, Čoka, Senta, Bačka Topola), whose population declined due to low birth rates.

In the 1990s, with the influx of refugees directed towards Vojvodina (especially to
Bačka and Srem), the spread of shrinking cities in the area slowed. Rarer cases of shrinkage
were recorded due to negative natural growth, with these predominantly located in towns
in Banat (Zrenjanin, Kikinda, and Novi Bečej). On the other hand, new shrinking towns
appeared all over Serbia, especially in the border areas (from Priboj and Prijepolje in the
southwest to Bor, Majdanpek, Kladovo, Knjaževac, and Dimitrovgrad in the east). It should
be noted that the new shrinking towns were mostly the result of emigration. The cities
defined as resurgent still experienced extremely minor shrinkage; however, unlike the
previous period, this was not solely the result of net migration but rather combined with
emigration to result in a negative natural increase.

At the beginning of the 21st century, the number of shrinking cities rapidly increased
(only the number of cities defined as continuously shrinking doubled). Their spread was
largely the result of the negative effects of the two components of population dynamics.
A certain differentiation can be observed in the cities that experienced shrinkage for the
first time during this period. These are the cities in southwestern and southern Serbia
(Bajina Bašta, Kosjerić, Nova Varoš, Užice, Ivanjica, Kruševac, Aleksandrovac), where the
main factor in urban shrinkage was emigration, and rare cities in eastern Serbia (Zaječar,
Sokobanja, Despotovac), which shrank due to negative natural growth.

The intensification of urban shrinkage is reflected not only in the increased spread but
also in the dynamics and synthesis of the two factors of the population dynamic component.
Thus, the cities previously affected by this process (cities with continuous and episodic
shrinkage) continued the negative phase of development due to the negative population
dynamic component, mainly as a consequence of negative birth rates and accelerated aging.
Exceptions to this were cities where the migration factor was not recorded and which
shrank only due to negative natural growth (Sremska Mitrovica, Šabac, Svilajnac, Požarevac,
Umka). The opposite can be seen in Sjenica, where out-migration was undoubtedly the
reason for the decline, as natural growth was positive. Cities that have been affected by
shrinkage in recent times (2011–2022) are, with some exceptions, mostly the result of the
interaction of both components of population dynamics. It is important to emphasize that,
until recently, cities such as Niš, Kragujevac, Pančevo, Smederevo, Subotica, and Čačak
grew due to immigration. However, due to the lower intensity of migration flows and
the simultaneous effect of negative natural growth, the mentioned cities became shrinking
cities. In contrast, Grocka, a suburban settlement of the City of Belgrade, experienced urban
shrinkage due to increased emigration.

Usually, urban shrinkage is not an outcome of a singular trigger, but rather of the inter-
play of multiple triggers. Similar to what has been observed in previous studies [19,23,31],
population decrease occurred parallel to economic decline, especially job-related out-migration.
Out-migration further intensified the post-transition decline in fertility rate [58,90,91].

The socialist period that ended at the beginning of the 1990s was marked by the
relatively stable socio-economic development of urban areas. Economic expansion was
closely connected with favored industrialization, which resulted in the employment of the
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majority of the working population. Until the 1990s, the employment rate in cities constantly
increased. This led to further demographic development in towns due to migration from
rural areas to urban centers [15]. Thus, shrinking cities were very rare, and the largest
number of cities (about 85%) were characterized by a trajectory of growth. Shrinking was
imperceptible; only a few mining centers, spa towns, and smaller towns, which shrank due
to negative net migration, represented the cohort of continuously shrinking cities (Figure 5).

The post-socialist period, initially marked by civil wars, the disintegration of SFR
Yugoslavia, and institutional corruption, accompanied by changes in economic regimes
directed at a liberal economy and a parliamentary democracy, caused a series of negative
transformations. In these conditions, external migrations intensified almost immediately
after 1990. Turok and Mykhnenko [23] suggest that the late 1990s were the worst period
for European cities as a whole, with the most widespread decline. There was a slight
improvement in the first few years of the new millennium, although there were still more
cities in relative decline than growing. Although refugee flows from former Yugoslavia,
directed towards cities in Vojvodina, and internally displaced persons from Kosovo and
Metohija, directed towards Central Serbia, slowed down the shrinking process temporarily,
this was insufficient to halt the decline, and the number of shrinking cities (without this
refugee boost) rapidly increased.

After 2000, a slow and impeded post-socialist transition [72] significantly affected the
intensity and dynamics of urban shrinkage. As Serbia joined the global economic flows
and entered the transition toward a democratic and free-market society, the transition led
to a structural transformation of the economic system [82]. Large production systems that
were the carriers of employment and economic development largely went bankrupt. Large
mining centers and centers of traditional industries that employed the majority of the
working population were especially affected by the negative effects of the transition [92].
Primarily economically monofunctional urban areas reacted more slowly to changes [93].
A sudden and drastic fall in employment rates due to the collapse of industrial enterprises,
factory closures, and failed privatization increased economic migration, primarily to other
countries, as was seen in other Central, Eastern, and Southeastern European countries
during this period [49,58]. Thus, shrinking cities grew in number, and their decline has-
tened, with the number of continuously shrinking cities increasing twofold. Cities with
a pronounced dependence on ore mining, such as Bor and Majdanpek, also experienced
intense urban shrinkage due to mono-functionality (between 2002 and 2011, the employ-
ment rate decreased by 37% in Majdanpek and 29% in Bor). Thus, the rapid increase in the
number of shrinking cities was mostly the result of job-related out-migration. The trend of
decades-long and long-term decline in urban population led to these being cities with high
intensities of urban shrinkage, thus representing the so-called “loser cities” [15].

The constant decline in secondary sector employment (by 27.2% from 2002 to 2011) was
thus followed by an increase in employment in the service (tertiary) sector (of 14.5% from
2002 to 2011). Cities with a more diversified economy had more economic success and were
more easily compensated for the loss of jobs in the manufacturing sector. They reacted to
changes that were associated with the growth in employment in service activities. However,
the process of tertiaryization was regionally differentiated, and overall unemployment
rose [15], leading to more profound spatial-demographic polarization. Until recently,
regional centers such as Niš, Kragujevac, Pančevo, Smederevo, Subotica, Čačak, etc.,
grew due to immigration. They managed to recover faster during the previous period
(2002–2011), recorded a smaller decline in the employment rate (3% in Niš, 6% in Pančevo,
Čačak, and Kragujevac), and simultaneously developed the service industry (an increase of
12% in Kragujevac and 19% in Niš and Pančevo from 2002 to 2011) [15]. Previous migrations
driven by economic change led to accelerated aging, and negative birth rates became an
important driver of population decline. Recently shrinking cities (2011–2022) are mostly
the result of the interaction of both components of population dynamics.

In terms of urban resilience and sustainability, it is important to highlight the factors
that halt or slow down urban shrinkage over the study period. For this reason, cities
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with episodic and previous urban shrinkage, i.e., resurgent cities, are of particular interest.
According to previous findings [16,17], the slowdown of the shrinkage process is almost
always due to positive net migration. This was confirmed by the example of cities in
Vojvodina in the 1990s, but also later in large-sized and functionally more-developed
cities. Thus, until the last decade, Niš, Kragujevac, Pančevo, Smederevo, etc., also recorded
growth, while today only the largest cities in Serbia (Belgrade, Novi Sad), their suburban
areas, and the cities under their direct gravitational influence continue to grow.

Demographic revival was very rarely a consequence of growth due to increased
birth rates and is characteristic of areas with traditionally high fertility (Sjenica). In the
so-called resurgent cities of the 1970s and 1980s, recovery periods were mainly due to
positive natural growth or both components of population dynamics. Since the 1990s,
the revival of Belgrade’s peri-urban or suburban belt (Ovča, Surčin, Pinosava, Ostružnica,
Beli Potok) is the result of uncontrolled urban growth due to immigration and urban
expansion. Since the beginning of the 21st century, urban revitalization has been exclusively
attributable to positive migration trends, with the exception of Surčin, a new and more
attractive suburban settlement of Belgrade, which attracts a predominantly younger and
reproductively capable population.

6. Conclusions

The second half of the 20th century was characterized by dynamic spatial-demographic
changes and significant disparities in urban population development, resulting at the
beginning of the 21st century in the highest recorded number of shrinking cities in Serbia
(over 80% of the total number of urban settlements). The dynamics and intensity of changes
in the total population of cities indicate a pronounced regional differentiation of urban
shrinkage. The typology of urban development trajectory identified, on the one hand, cities
that never experienced a decrease in the total number of inhabitants (cities with continuous
growth and potentially shrinking cities). In contrast, 94% of cities are affected by different
variants of urban shrinkage: continuously shrinking cities, episodically shrinking cities,
recently affected shrinking cities, and previously shrinking so-called “resurgent” cities.

The largest cohort is that of cities with continuous shrinkage, declining over several
decades. Continuous shrinkage has occurred since the 1960s. The gradual decline in
population from decade to decade has led to high intensity and long-term shrinkage. The
distinctive feature of cities with episodic shrinkage is that they have alternating periods of
urban population growth and decline. In episodic population development, the phase of
decline was essentially a form of “shock therapy,” rapid but with a lower intensity of urban
shrinkage. Cities that have recently experienced urban shrinkage are characterized by
sharp population declines in the most recent inter-census period (2011–2022). Considering
their role in the urban settlement network of Serbia, they can be considered “new shrinkage
losers.” In contrast to them, the cities with previous shrinkage, or “resurgent” cities, have
left behind previous negative phases of urban shrinkage. However, most of them are
showing a tendency toward stagnation, and some even potentially toward shrinkage.
Nevertheless, they confirm the opinion that the process of urban shrinkage can be halted,
or at the very least slowed.

In order to explain the causes of population decline, the relationships between the
components of population dynamics—natural growth and migration—were studied. The
results show that negative natural growth has been driving urban shrinkage since the
beginning of the observed period, while emigration gained importance during the period
of war and economic crisis in the 1990s and in the subsequent transition period. The
slowdown and persistence of urban shrinkage are always due to positive net migration.
This is particularly evident in previously shrinking cities, resurgent cities, and episodically
shrinking cities.

Given the fact that the process of urban shrinkage in Serbia gained momentum during
the transition period, new scientific research is still relatively scarce. While some authors
have studied the importance of certain factors, they have not considered the longer-term



Sustainability 2023, 15, 15961 21 of 25

perspective, the differentiation of types of shrinking cities, or all urban settlements in
Serbia [14–18].

The official strategic and spatial planning documents do not recognize urban shrink-
age as a phenomenon present in Serbia. It is important to emphasize that the main problem
is the lack of an urban planning policy that recognizes urban shrinkage as a public problem.
It seems that the government and institutions are “in denial” about this issue. Adoption
of the recommended measures at the national level is a prerequisite for further implemen-
tation at lower levels (regional and local) [17]. A “one size fits all” approach to shrinking
cities is neither appropriate nor desirable [31]. The near-ubiquitous shrinking of cities
shows the importance of coping strategies at the local level, from both demographic and
non-demographic perspectives [94]. As population decline puts economic pressure on
municipalities, the question arises as to the possibility of implementing urban planning
measures in municipalities with lower levels of development [95].

Given the national population decline, long-standing low birth rates, emigration
patterns, and the number of shrinking cities, the coping strategy should be to adapt to
these circumstances at the local level. Of central importance to the future of shrinking cities
in Serbia will be the design of their long-term development under these conditions. This
article aims to contribute to the creation of such a basis through the proposed typology of
shrinking cities in Serbia based on demographic characteristics. Follow-up research will
aim to comprehensively determine the factors of differentiation of shrinking cities and
features of each type (modeling economic, social, functional, and other factors) as well as
questioning institutional changes with the aim of achieving a better understanding. The
development of an adequate typology of shrinking cities should be the starting point for the
formulation of appropriate policies for the management of the various types of shrinking
cities identified.
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10. Veljković, A.; Jovanović, R.; Tošić, B. Towns of Serbia: The centres of development in the network of settlements. In Special Issues:

No. 44; Radovanovic, M., Ed.; Geografski Institut “Jovan Cvijić” SANU: Belgrade, Serbia, 1995; pp. 1–136.
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