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Аbstract: The history of the 20th century was marked by the evolution of the con-
cept of a region that has undergone various formulations, as well as rejections. Dif-
ferent authors define the region as a natural, human, historical, cultural, as well as 
economic reality. The notion of the region is multifaceted because the region makes 
a complex interconnection between different geographical, economic, cultural, politi-
cal and other factors. In certain approaches, the region is viewed as a concrete fact, 
in other approaches, the region is only a theoretical fact, namely the creativity of the 
human spirit. Regions are often studied as a product of the interaction of individuals 
or social groups in different economic, political, and cultural contexts. Regionalization 
establishes the regions as administrative and political units within the national state. 
Consequently, regionalization implies decentralization, as it transfers the part of the 
authorities from the national to the regional level. The forms of the regional structure 
depend on the historical, geographical, political, and cultural specifics of the territory. 
From the aspect of the region, regionalization contributes to its affirmation and pres-
ervation of regional specifics, primarily cultural, but also of various interests – social, 
economic, political, etc. From the aspect of the state as a superior entity, regionaliza-
tion contributes to the achievement of a balanced development of the region and more 
efficient connection of state authorities to the local one. These two aspects of regionali-
zation should be compatible, but in practice this does not usually come about.

Key words: region, regional geography, traditional and modern concept, spatial units.

1 Corresponding author: S. Vujadinović, University of Belgrade - Faculty of Geography, 
Studentski trg 3/III, 11,000 Belgrade, Serbia; e-mail: vujadinovicnezana@gmail.com

Review article                                                                                                 UDC 913

Received: 26. October 2017;                                                                                                 doi: 10.5937/zrgfub1765195V
Received in revised form: 8. November 2017;
Accepted: 24. November 2017;
Available online: 7. December 2017                                                          



196

              Collection of Papers - Faculty of Geography at the University of Belgrade 65 (1a)

Introduction

Problems of regional differences, unequal territorial distribution of 
household income, and economic development opportunities are important 
theoretical and practical issues in all countries in the world. The overthrow-
ing or re-composing of Europe’s political space since the 1990s has led to 
the rise of economic regions - new territorial units in the political arena of 
Europe. The scientific problems of our research are related to the changes 
that have arisen under the influence of natural, social, and economic fac-
tors. Solving scientific problems in our article involves a complex definition 
of causality between the regions, territorial capital and regionalization. The 
task of the article is to identify the causes that lead to regional imbalances, as 
well as to define the direction of balanced regional development. The men-
tioned scientific problems are part of a complex subject of study, the aim of 
which is to identify, define and monitor the transformation of the region in 
order to perceive the future development. The secondary goal of the article is 
to point out the social and scientific importance of regional and development 
policy, as well as numerous problems and challenges in practice when it 
comes to the use of local resources and the strengthening of competitiveness.

Previous research

According to the concept of traditional regional geography, the region 
is a limited spatial system and the expression of organizational unity (Allen et 
al., 1998; Amin, 2004; Bristow, 2010; Castells, 1996; Cooke and Morgan, 1994; 
Gilbert, 1988). The region represents the product of the territorial differen-
tiation of the world. The connection between spatial and social dynamics is 
within the region, which, in analysis of traditional regional geography, coin-
cides with territorial units (Keating, 1998; Levis and Wigen, 1997; MacLeod, 
2001; Meijers and Romein, 2003). The first definition of the term region was 
given by Herbertson, in an article published in 1905. According to Herbert-
son, the natural region represents the unity of configuration, climate, as well 
as vegetation. At that time, which was marked by natural determinism, the 
region was a reflection of physical reality. Paul Vidal de La Blache proposed 
the concept of a geographic region that represents a different combination 
of natural and cultural elements (man and nature influence and shape each 
other). The geographical region is thus conceived as a concrete, tangible en-
tity, a physical reality that exists as a reference framework for the population 
living there (Contel, 2015). The task of a geographer is to explore and discover 
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the combination of factors responsible for such “regional configuration”. Af-
ter the Second World War, the region and regionalization are being studied 
in the context of the formation of an urban network. Knowledge of the urban 
network led directly to the geographical understanding of regional reality.

Most often, the region is defined as a complex spatial unit. Its structure 
differs from the environment. Regions are a concrete reality. They are devel-
oping and constantly increasing cohesion. They can suddenly disappear, due 
to the action of an external agent or slow decomposition of the system. Many 
factors influence the formation and development of the region. Natural factors 
such as relief, climate, soil can limit development, or they have the role of a cata-
lyst. Historical factors are also of importance, i.e. all elements that constitute the 
collective identity of a single spatial entity. Traffic is an important factor for the 
formation and development of the region. The competence of public adminis-
tration at the regional level, as well as the ability to control political decisions at 
that level, is also essential for maintaining the region’s internal coherence.

The region can be formed by internal generator from a regional center. 
In this case, the condition of the region’s creation is polarization, that is, the 
existence of a larger urban center, which with its influence shapes the envi-
ronment. The region can also be the result of an external division and delimi-
tation. Regional shaping is reflected in important spatial determinants such 
as position, connection, size, pоssиbility, centers, etc. Spatial components of 
regional identity have their qualitative and quantitative aspects (Кнежевић, 
2003). At the end of the 20th century, the region became more economical, 
more political, as well as supranational. Progress in the area of   transport and 
communication as well as the global economy has caused a crisis of the clas-
sic concept of the region. In contemporary conditions, the region is no longer 
a living reality that has its own internal coherence. Due to spatial and tem-
poral compression of the global era, the regions lost the historical stability.

Globalization has a strong impact on the political, economic, and cultural 
processes in the world. In political and economic terms, it leads to the opening 
of national markets, and in a cultural sense - the adaptation of national cultural 
patterns to the western culture. Since the mid-1980s, the analysis of political, 
economic, and cultural processes has become increasingly important among 
geographers, which is confirmed by the fact that scientific circles are increas-
ingly writing about it (Newman and Kliot, 1999; Miloradovic, 1999; Trkulja, 
2003; Soros, 2002; Stiglitz, 2003; Sen, 2003; Milovanović, 2003). Acceptance of 
elements of the social sciences in modern regional research aims to overcome 
the limitations of traditional regional geography. Numerous authors from the 
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1980s and early 1990s in their works explicitly point to a turning point in re-
gional research (Gilbert, 1988; Lee, 1985; Murphy, 1991; 2006; Paasi, 1986; Pred, 
1984; Sayer, 1989; Thrift and Pred, 1981; Thrift, 1990; 1991; 1993; 1994).

Due to increasingly complex international relations, the geographical 
idea of   the world as a mosaic of static spatial units is unrealistic. The world is 
not structured in such a neat way, but on the contrary, regions disappear and 
reappear and are being transformed under the influence of various economic, 
political and cultural factors (Levis and Wigen, 1997). It is precisely for this 
reason that there is a need to redefine the relationship between the global - 
regional - national (Ristic, 2012; Ristic and Marinkovic, 2014). Under the influ-
ence of regional science and new economic geography, the traditional concept 
of the region as homogeneous spatial units is abandoned. Regarding tradi-
tional regional geography, where the regions are defined as separate entities, 
on the basis of internal integrity, contemporary regional geographers consider 
the region as an entity created through social interaction (Vresk, 1997).

Regions are often studied as a product of the interaction of individu-
als or social groups in different economic, political, and cultural contexts. 
Three different approaches in contemporary regional geography can be dis-
tinguished: the region as a local response to contemporary economic processes 
in the world, the region as a medium for social interaction, harmonization of 
people, nature, and social relations in a certain time and space, as well as the 
region as a center / identification (Gilbert, 1988). The first approach examines 
the region as a spatial organization of social processes and production (circu-
lation of capital in social processes) with an emphasis on objective reality, on 
the political and economic basis of the region and the role of economic factors 
in space design. By the second approach, the region is a subject of social inter-
action. Territory as well as time, and material basis (nature, economy) is ac-
cepted as social and cultural constructions. The third approach accentuates the 
culture of the region, concentrating on problems such as regional identifica-
tion and regional identity. A region is considered as a set of cultural relations 
of a particular social group and a certain place or territory. Although they in-
clude different assumptions, all three approaches that define regional specific-
ity have similarities that are contrary to traditional regional geographic units. 
While emphasizing different factors in space design, the three approaches are 
complementary in explaining the social structure of space.

Although most geographers consider the regions to be social construc-
tions, they are still not clearly defined in practice (Allen et al., 1998; Paasi, 
2010). Regions are not isolated islands, but their development is influenced 
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by political, economic and cultural processes beyond their borders (Paasi, 
1986; 2002a; 2002b; 2009a; 2009b; 2010; 2011). The region is not a closed sys-
tem, and it is not immune to external influences. Also, each region is open to 
challenges from inside and outside. The regions have vague and more or less 
clear boundaries, but also a symbolic form that manifests in a social practice 
that produces or reproduces a region that defines a regional identity. Geo-
graphical knowledge of the regions can contribute to a better understanding 
of economic, political and cultural changes in the world. Thinking through 
the prism of regional geography is crucial to solving spatial problems in the 
world. Understanding the influence of structures, relationships and relation-
ships in space on these problems contributes to solving them (de Blij, 2005).

The new concept defines the region through social interaction and has 
different approaches, from political and economic, through geographical, to 
culture, but it is common for all of them to view the region as the result of in-
teractions between individuals, groups and institutions. This process creates an 
internal homogenized space and determines identity. Accordingly, the regions 
are models that indicate that different factors act and create a recognizable geo-
graphical landscape. In the global age, the main research problems of contem-
porary regional geography remain the regions, the organization of geographical 
space, regional development and regional identity, as a reflection of complex 
linkages on the relation between nature and society. Contemporary regional 
geography aims to inform the scientific and professional public with the plural-
istic nature of the world and new trends that link the global level and levels of 
regional and local communities (Вујадиновић et al., 2015). Regions according to 
the conception of contemporary regional geography represent analytical tools 
in geographical, economic, political, historical and sociological research (Claval, 
2007). Although some of the contemporary theoretical discourses point to the 
end of the “region”, and globalization attempts to homogenize space, however 
fragmentation and regionalization in the world continue.

Results and discussion

Region and territorial capital

In the context of the region and regional development, territorial capi-
tal gets more and more important. The territorial capital refers to the total 
development potential of a region, i.e. on its material and intangible ele-
ments (Storper, 1997). Different elements of the region can be included in 
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the analysis of territorial capital, from strategic position and size, through 
human resources, to cultural heritage. The importance of these elements is 
reflected in the fact that they can significantly affect the competitiveness of 
the region. However, European experience has shown that these elements 
are often limiting factors of development, which significantly impedes the 
competitiveness of the region. The territorial capital of the region is a com-
plex term and encompasses human, economic, cultural, environmental, and 
social capital. The availability of development resources (natural, material, 
knowledge, skills, information and technology) largely determines the de-
velopment of the region. Elements of territorial capital are interconnected 
and conditioned. So, for example, environmental problems can diminish or 
completely offset the attractiveness of certain regions in terms of tourism 
development, healthy food production and housing, while the unfavorable 
educational structure of the population can disable investment in the region. 
The synthesis of different types of capital that a region can possess in com-
parison with others determines its competitiveness (Вујошевић et al., 2010).

Territorial competitiveness of the region does not only refer to eco-
nomic competitiveness (the region’s ability to connect with the national and 
international market, i.e. to participate equally in the market “competition”), 
but also include social, cultural and other aspects (Јанковић, 2007). Depend-
ing on the volume and quality of different forms of capital, the comparative 
advantage of the region is reflected in the attractiveness and possibilities of 
job creation, investments in infrastructure construction, entrepreneurship 
and investments in small and medium enterprises, the attractiveness of the 
environment as a place of residence and recreation. Increasing territorial 
competitiveness is an evolutionary process that involves monitoring market 
changes, respecting local specifics, involving stakeholders and institutions, 
and integrating and coordinating among sectors in order to optimally exploit 
and achieve sustainable integrated development. European experiences have 
shown that regions with natural resources, a qualified human potential and 
an institutional system that fosters innovative business activities are attrac-
tive for development. Isolated regions without high quality natural and qual-
ified human resources have no conditions to engage in development flows. 
Social capital plays an important role in the region. Social capital includes 
the specificities of the region, social norms, trust, quality, and frequency of 
interactions, cooperation and common interest, recognizable identity, trans-
parency of decisions and actions, etc. The population living on the same ter-
ritory shares the same or similar experiences and belongs to the same region. 
Social capital is a resource that creates and maintains interpersonal relation-
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ships, connects and directs people towards a common goal (Shucksmith, 
2000). The role of social capital is high, especially in the creation of economic 
capital. An example of this connection is different regional associations. They 
represent the interests of their members gathered around common interests 
(Јанковић, 2007). Within such associations there can be the strengthening of 
social capital in the institution, association through education, informing and 
connecting different actors. Social capital is an essential element of human in-
teraction and network of relationships. Personal contacts with important eco-
nomic actors in the country and abroad in European practice have proven to 
be an important factor in the revival of the region. A significant factor in the 
development of the region is the establishment and strengthening of social 
cohesion. It is achieved by the participation of the population, i.e. by estab-
lishing a positive interactive approach in which the population is motivated 
to participate in resolving regional problems, and the regional government is 
ready and able to meet the needs of the population whenever possible.

European experiences show that regional initiatives through partner-
ships of various actors in the planning, implementation, financing of devel-
opment projects contribute to the improvement of social capital and the effi-
ciency of regional development projects (Јанковић, 2007). Social capital can 
initiate social change, but it can be limited by inherited and newly created 
conflicts and poor integration of the population. Knowledge and experience 
of the population are necessary in the realization of development and in-
vestment programs so that the projects would not be unrealistic. However, 
in the conditions of over-interference of the state, regional as well as local 
initiatives is often impeded or absent, and the population, relying entirely on 
state interventions, becomes uninterested and inert. The identity of regional 
and local communities, recognizability and comparative advantage can in-
fluence the strengthening of mutual trust and cooperation among the popu-
lation, as opposed to mistrust due to poor experiences and social isolation. 
The degree of functional integration is more significant if there is a greater 
connection between the inhabitants and the environment, and if there is a 
desire to stay in place. Economic underdevelopment, depopulation and traf-
fic isolation of certain regions often lead to social exclusion of the popula-
tion. Experience from Europe has shown that it is particularly pronounced in 
some mountain regions, which are significantly lagging behind in economic, 
cultural, educational and infrastructural terms compared to other regions. 
The scientific and professional public, the creators of economic policy and 
institutions, give more attention to the areas outside the large city centers. In 
order to successfully implement economic policies (i.e. Territorial cohesion 
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policy), the concept of territorial capital precisely applies to these territo-
ries. The modern approach to the territorial capital in the member states of 
the European Union is important for understanding and defining the future 
regional development of Serbia, primarily because regional differences in 
Serbia are higher than any member of this organization.

Regionalization – an instrument of decentralization

Regionalization is an instrument that can achieve the best possible use of 
space. It is an instrument of the creation of a region - spatial units within one 
state and the way of conducting state policy aimed at reducing regional dispro-
portions and structural adjustment of the region to existing regional resources. 
According to Borgegard et al. (1995), regionalization can be defined as an instru-
ment for balancing demographic processes in a country in which there is a demo-
graphic disparity (large differences in population concentration on the one hand 
and dispersion on the other), as well as the level of authority that fills the space 
between central and local authorities through regional populations politics.

Regionalization establishes the regions as administrative and political units 
within the national state. Consequently, regionalization implies decentralization, 
as it transfers the part of the authorities from the national to the regional level. The 
forms of the regional structure depend on the historical, geographical, political, 
and cultural specifics of the space. Regions can be formed on the basis of:

• characteristic geographical, cultural, socioeconomic or ethnic char-
acteristics,

• political criteria by agreement of political actors, and

• administrative criteria (structure, population, GDP, etc.).

Decentralization implies the existence of a network of different levels 
of local government. Each self-government has certain characteristics and 
a circle of jurisdiction. Strengthening of local government means financial 
autonomy and the use of its own potentials primarily in the sphere of foster-
ing economic development, but also the development of a local government 
network. In different countries, this network has different forms, and most 
often there are three levels within the network of local authorities: munici-
palities, districts, and regions. In the European Union, increasing attention 
is paid to the principle of subsidiarity, when it comes to relations between 
existing levels of government. According to this principle, the advantage in 
carrying out certain jobs is that the level of government that is closest to the 
citizens (the principle of democracy). If that level of government is unable to 



203

The Importance of Regions in Geographical Research

carry out entrusted tasks, due to staff, organizational or other reasons, they 
are transferred to a higher level (down-to-top). Thus, the work is carried 
out by the level of government that can best implement it (the principle of 
economy and rationality in the use of public funds).

The region represents the highest level of organization of self-govern-
ment. His presence signifies the existence of a three-step organization of lo-
cal government. Regions are territories that are specific and recognizable in 
physical, geographical, historical and socioeconomic terms, so that citizens 
are identified with them. The region is a link between local communities and 
the state. The regional level of government brings together jobs at the local 
and national level. Regions represent almost optimally rounded spatial unit 
characterized by economic, geographic and traffic characteristics, intercon-
nection of parts of the region and approximate conditions for independent 
existence and development (Јовичић, 1993). It is a unit large enough to or-
ganize different forms of social life in its framework, and politically it can be 
strong enough with a large number of citizens / voters, so that it is a kind of 
counterbalancing to the central government, without jeopardizing the terri-
torial integrity of the state. Although it would be more realistic and effective 
to look at the contemporary region as a spatial form of political organization, 
many geographers are still prone to naturalizing the idea of   a region.

Regionalization is primarily on the function of social and economic de-
velopment and does not pose a threat to national integrity. On the contrary, 
through the region as a cohesive element, it contributes to decentralization, 
balanced economic development, the democratization of society, and the 
political stability. Regionalization assumes the rationalization of the admin-
istrative apparatus, in order to achieve its greatest political and economic 
efficiency and bring the local decision-making site closure. Decentralization 
and application of the principle of subsidiarity ensure greater participation 
of citizens in political decision – making, resulting in a higher degree of de-
mocracy, as well as greater legitimacy of political decisions.

Regions and regionalization can contribute to achieving goals such as:

• more democracy,

• balanced development at the national level,

• the creation of a regional level of government as an administrative 
link between central and local authorities,

• Creating conditions for spatial planning and economic development,

• directing urbanization,
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• redistribution of gross national income,

• establishing a balance between the quality of agricultural and in-
dustrial production,

• establishing a systemic institutional balance,

• affirmation of regional specificities,

• preserving the traditional and cultural values   of the region,

• achieving greater competition between the region, and

• more transparency and accountability

Conclusion

From the aspect of the region, regionalization contributes to its affirma-
tion and preservation of regional specifics, primarily cultural, but also of inter-
est – social, economic, political, etc. From the aspect of the state as a superior 
entity, regionalization contributes to the achievement of a balanced develop-
ment of the region and more efficient connection of state authorities to the 
local one. These two aspects of regionalization should be compatible, but in 
practice this does not usually come about. 

In addition to creating a new level of government in the state territorial 
organization, regionalization leads to the formation of new institutions that 
can vary widely in terms of accountability and power. These institutions are 
always placed above the level of local institutions. Regionalization introduces 
a completely new type of relationship between different levels of government 
within the state (redistribution of economic, legislative, executive, financial 
and other powers). Establishing the regional level of government in the politi-
cal system of the state is a complex functional process of building a complex 
structure of society with different levels of decision-making. Regionalization 
must not be jeopardized by the local level of government, but should be a 
guarantee for the autonomy of local and regional institutions and entities.

Considering the role of regionalization in the economic and political 
processes in the European Union, its institutional and legal framework has 
been established. The process of institutionalized regionalization began in 
the West European countries in the 1950s, especially to intensify in the 1980s, 
when the European Union accepted the idea of   European regions. Then begins 
the revival of the region in countries like France and Italy. Countries where the 
region has not traditionally existed, they themselves began to define regions of 
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different names and functions. The common vision of all regions is economic 
development and prosperity. Europe encourages the process of regional for-
mation - regionalization, in order to better integrate the population and encour-
age development. Special attention is paid to the so-called European regions 
that cover parts of the territory of two or more states, and are often formed in 
border areas. These regions are created by spontaneous organization and ini-
tiatives of local communities, which, through the creation of common regional 
policies and attracting investments, solve the problems of their residents (new 
jobs, etc.). Hence, it is not surprising that a great deal of attention is paid to the 
implementation of regional programs in developed European countries and, 
consequently, allocates a significant part of the budget.

As one of its main objectives, the European Union has set the reduction 
of the existing differences between the regions in the member states by estab-
lishing a common policy of regional development and interregional coopera-
tion (Komšić, 2007; Mirić, 2009). By establishing a regional authority struc-
ture in EU member states and decentralizing state functions, more favorable 
conditions have been created to make regional development potentials more 
efficient. The concept of regionalization is primarily based on economic mo-
tives, while political motives mainly concern the protection of the right to 
linguistic and cultural identity of the ethnic communities of separate regional 
identities. In a European context, regionalization can also be seen as a form of 
transnational integration and cooperation between European countries.
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