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Introduction, aims of the research 

The change of political system in the Eastern part of Europe 

has had an impact on the spatial and social structure of cities; 

both determinants and patterns of the individuals’ residential 

decisions have undergone some modification. Though the 

heritage of state socialism (the city structure as it developed 

before 1990) has not ceased influencing residential mobility, 

the privatization of formerly state owned flats, the halt to state 

financed dwelling construction, and the development of a 

supply-demand based housing market have resulted in a radical 

transformation. 

The major question of the doctoral thesis is how the residential 

mobility has changed in large post-socialist cities since 1990. 

Our basic hypothesis is that residential mobility in large post-

socialist cities follows the Western European pattern at the 

level of urban zones, even if this process is somewhat 

hampered and tainted by the circumstances (mainly the 

reverberations of the state socialist housing policy, the 

deformed housing market, and the characteristics of post-

socialist urban development). This hypothesis is built upon two 

assumptions: (1) the rules of market economy seem to prevail 

in post-socialist countries, consequently, the spatial processes 

are also influenced by the housing market; (2) the structure of 

Eastern European cities is similar to that of their Western 

European counterparts, thus the residential preferences are 

likely to be similar, as well. 

The structure of the PhD thesis reflects the logic of the basic 

hypothesis. The first part includes an overview of the 

determinants of residential mobility based mostly on the 

Western European literature, and a summary of post-socialist 

urban development relying mainly on the works of Eastern 

European authors. The literature review concludes with the 
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formulation of a series of working hypotheses intended to 

guide the empirical analysis. Relying on both empirical data 

and qualitative information, the second part of the thesis 

compares the residential mobility in four post-socialist cities 

(Budapest, Leipzig, Sofia, and Vilnius), examines its common 

characteristics at the level of urban zones and the specificities 

of particular city quarters within the zones. The final chapter 

summarizes the major findings of the research, identifies the 

general tendencies and develops some conclusions that can be 

drawn from the research results. 

 

Research methods 

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used in order 

to analyze several different aspects of intrametropolitan 

residential mobility and to explore its major determinants.  

The theoretical basis for the analysis was developed through a 

systematic overview of the relevant literature (theoretical 

works, essays, comparative studies, articles, country reports, 

case studies, working papers, interviews). 

The most important data source of the empirical analysis was 

the database produced by a comparative survey carried out in 

2007 as a part of the project called ‘Between Gentrification and 

Downward Spiral (Socio-spatial change and persistence in 

residential neighborhoods of selected CEE urban regions)’. The 

project originally focused on upgrading and downgrading 

urban zones in post-socialist countries but the survey results 

provided us with ample information on residential mobility, as 

well. Recoding of existing variables, computing new ones, 

applying new classification criteria, and processing the 

respondents’ answers to the open questions enabled us to use 

the data for the purposes of an in-depth analysis of residential 

mobility. χ
2
 test, ANOVA model, and correlation analysis were 
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executed in order to test the significance and strength of the 

relationship between residential mobility and its determinants.  

While examining the characteristics of case study areas in more 

detail, besides the analysis of country-specific urban studies 

and sociological literature, we utilized statistical and census 

data as well as information available on the worldwide web. 

 

Summary of the research results 

1. The empirical results supported our basic hypothesis: The 

residential mobility processes in the large post-socialist 

cities proved to be very similar to the ones displayed in 

Western Europe in spite of the different circumstances.  

2. However, the post-socialist cities have a distinctive 

characteristic. As a comparison of the desire and the 

opportunity for moving to a new place reveals, a lot of their 

inhabitants ‘have been trapped’ in their flat. Most of them 

moved in during the state socialist period as a result of an 

official assignment and not by their own decision. Later on, 

they bought their formerly rented flat but the changes in the 

housing market prevent them from selling it, thus they must 

stay though they would like to move away. They are less 

satisfied with their place of residence than the rest of the 

sample, thus their massive presence in a neighborhood can 

be interpreted as an indicator of potential future mobility. 

3. The determinants of residential mobility – identified by 

Western European studies – also prevail in large post-

socialist cities though their impact varies and takes more or 

less different forms in different urban zones. 

a) The influence of demographic factors on mobility 

clearly fits the Western European pattern. Different 

residential needs and aspirations of different 

generations play an important role in the rejuvenation 

of inner city zones. Since residential choice is 
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associated with life style, young movers set a high 

value on the proximity of institutions offering 

educational and leisure time services. Their inflow 

explains the growing number of childless and atypical 

households in the inner city districts, while the high 

share of single-person households also has to do with 

the intensive presence of aging people who were born 

downtown or moved in many years ago. By contrast, 

the suburban zones mainly attract middle-aged people 

with young children. Significant demographic changes 

are not detectable in the housing estates, the largest part 

of their inhabitants are still the members of families 

with children. 

b) The impact of social and family relations is manifested 

mainly in residential satisfaction, rather than in the 

motivation for residential mobility. One of the long-

term consequences of the state socialist period is the 

limited opportunity for and willingness to change 

residence. There are a lot of people who could afford to 

move and still prefer to stay in their accustomed milieu. 

Their attachment to the city quarter they live in – and 

this is especially important in the downgrading districts 

– is partly results from the strength of their social 

relations.  

c) The attachment to the place of residence as a familiar 

neighborhood also has to do with the low-scale 

residential mobility under state socialism. Our research 

results indicate that even the inhabitants of the least 

prestigious housing estates tend to regard their district 

more highly than people living in other parts of the city. 

Moreover, this positive image is also reflected in their 

housing preferences; if they decide to move, they often 

select a dwelling close to the already well known 

neighborhood. 
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d) The high rate of home ownership (an outcome of the 

housing privatization) has brought about important 

changes in the large post-socialist cities. One of them is 

the population change (especially in the inner city), the 

other is that a lot of the inhabitants have been ‘trapped’ 

in the downgrading districts (e.g. in the prefabricated 

housing estates).  

e) The growing importance of the residential environment 

is beyond doubt. Not only the green belt of the cities 

has become more attractive; even several formerly 

deteriorated inner city districts and housing estates have 

managed to increase their prestige through carrying out 

renovation and rehabilitation projects. 

f) The impact of social characteristics on the prestige of 

specific city quarters is exceptionally strong in the 

upgrading inner city zone and in the suburbs. Their 

influence is still much weaker in the downgrading 

housing estates of post-socialist cities than in the 

Western European ones.      

4. The empirical analysis of residential mobility processes and 

their determinants has indicated significant differences not 

only between the major types of urban zones but also within 

these zones, between the case study areas. The numerous 

causes of the deviation from the major trend (revitalization 

projects, social and physical environment, urban policy and 

market changes, etc.) are not equally influential in different 

parts of the post-socialist cities. 

a) Inner city zone 

Zone-specific features: New functions have gained 

ground and incited population change in the 

deteriorated inner city zone after the fall of state 

socialism. However, these developments have not 

automatically resulted in prestige improvement. This 

latter seems to be more closely related to the renovation 
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of residential buildings and to the living conditions of 

inhabitants.    

Differences between the case sample areas: The 

diverging extent of renovation has created a dividing 

line within the inner city zone. It has turned out that the 

social composition of new inhabitants, the level of 

residential satisfaction, and the quarter’s prestige 

equally depend on the progress of renovation. Young 

movers do appear in the deteriorated districts but they 

consider these quarters only a temporary place of 

residence, while affluent people are likely to move into 

the renovated parts of inner city. Their presence 

increases the prestige of the quarter and the level of 

residential satisfaction, consequently weakens the 

suburbanization tendencies. This latter impact is very 

visible in the fully rehabilitated case sample area in 

Leipzig and also in Vilnius where the revitalization 

work is quite buoyant. On the other hand, the 

downtown’ reputation has not much improved in Sofia 

and Budapest for lack of complex rehabilitation 

projects, though some demographic changes are 

traceable.  

b) Housing estate zone 

Zone-specific features: The prefabricated housing 

estates constructed in the period of state socialism 

already belonged to the downgrading parts of the cities 

in the early 1990s. Nevertheless, their position among 

residential zones is still very different from that of their 

Western European counterparts. Our hypothesis 

concerning the high rate of inhabitants who plan to 

move off the housing estates is only partly supported by 

the survey data. Though this rate is really high (higher 

than in the other two zones), it still lags behind the 

share of inhabitants who are satisfied and willing to 
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stay. Another hypothesis about the decisive role of the 

dwellings’ maintenance costs in the motivation for 

residential mobility is completely refuted by the 

empirical evidence. It has turned out that the major 

motive is the size of the dwellings. 

Differences between the case sample areas: Differences 

within the housing estate zone have their origin in the 

diverging extent of rehabilitation and renovation 

processes. The level of satisfaction is high, the rate of 

the would-be movers is low in the renovated housing 

estates;  the ‘unsatisfied trapped’ and the dwellers who 

plan to move are numerous in the deteriorated ones. An 

example of the full rehabilitation can be found in 

Leipzig. This has not resulted in high prestige but the 

level of residential satisfaction exceeds the average. 

The prestige has also increased in the case sample area 

in Sofia due to the emergence of new functions and the 

construction of new buildings. The disadvantages of the 

lack of renovation can be somewhat alleviated by the 

relatively low age and good location of the housing 

estates. These factors are especially influential in 

Vilnius and Sofia where the overwhelming majority of 

the dwellings are located in the housing estates.    

c) Suburban zone 

Zone-specific features: This zone has rapidly developed 

since the change of the political system. As a 

consequence, it has become a popular place of 

residence for high status families with children, while 

the share of their former, less affluent inhabitants has 

decreased. The residential choice of the new dwellers is 

strongly motivated by the characteristics of residential 

environment (nature, silence, calm neighborhood) and 

the willingness to live in a separate house. The very 

same preferences also have an impact on the level of 
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satisfaction. Our survey data suggest that the 

disadvantages of the suburban zone (e.g. lack of 

services, traffic problems) have not generated an 

intention to ‘return to the city’, at least not to a 

significant degree.    

Differences between the case sample areas: The 

suburban zone is roughly homogeneous, only level of 

prestige varies slightly between the case sample areas. 

These small differences are partly explained by the 

characteristics of the residential environment. Natural 

scenery and beauties make the Budapest and Sofia 

suburbs extremely valuable for the inhabitants. As it is 

demonstrated by the example of Leipzig, the types and 

location of buildings also modify the level of prestige. 

However, the data do not confirm our preliminary 

expectations; in terms of residential mobility there is no 

difference between the newly built case sample areas 

(Vilnius, Leipzig) and the ones (Budapest, Sofia) with a 

more heterogeneous dwelling stock. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The high rate of home-ownership (resulting mainly from the 

privatization in the early 1990s) both stimulates and impedes 

residential mobility. Those home-owners, who bought formerly 

state-owned dwellings and are not familiar with the housing 

market, may have difficulties in changing place of residence. 

The problem of the ‘unsatisfied trapped’ could be solved if not 

only the residential mobility but also the housing policy 

followed the Western European pattern. 

Renewal of the residential districts in physical terms is 

indispensable; the growing number of functions and 

spontaneous change of population won’t automatically improve 

the prestige. Though the renovation of privately owned 
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buildings is obviously not the responsibility of public 

authorities, they should encourage and support the 

rehabilitation projects embracing whole city areas. 

Further empirical studies would be necessary in order to 

explore the relationships between the mental map of 

individuals and their residential preferences. This kind of 

research seems to be exceptionally important in understanding 

the needs of the ‘unsatisfied trapped’ and those who intend to 

change residence in the near future. The relations between 

urban transport and the opinions on urban districts would also 

deserve further investigation. 
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