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Abstract

Small town research represents a dominant part in urban
geography. Being a transitional settlement type between urban
and rural landscapes, it is important to define the roles of small
towns regarding economy, services and infrastructure, recreation,
or simply by their representations and identity. In this article, we
aim to provide an insight into small town research in Central
Eastern Europe and beyond, based on a 2024 summer school,
focusing on the changing development paths of small towns.
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Izvlecek

Raziskovanje razli¢nih oblik razvoja majhnih mest v srednji
in vzhodni Evropi

Raziskovanje malih mest predstavlja pomemben del urbane
geografije. Ker gre za prehodni tip naselja med mestnimi in
podezelskimi krajinami, je pomembno opredeliti vloge malih mest
glede na gospodarstvo, storitve in infrastrukturo, rekreacijo ter
njihovo reprezentacijo in identiteto. V tem c¢lanku podajamo
vpogled v raziskovanje malih mest v srednji in vzhodni Evropi ter
SirSe na podlagi poletne Sole iz leta 2024 in s poudarkom na
spreminjajocih se razvojnih poteh malih mest.
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1 Introduction

Last year, the Institute of Geography and Earth Sciences at the Faculty of Sciences,
University of Pécs, was excited to host the annual summer school of the Georegnet
network within the CEEPUS international mobility cooperation. Preparing the program,
we aimed for a topic relevant to the network's partner institutions and the Central
and Eastern European region. We chose the various directions and specificities of
small-town transformation, which proved an excellent key theme. The summer school
was extremely popular among students and lecturers. The theme engaged many
colleagues both within and outside the network, allowing us to implement a
remarkably diverse and complex program in the summer of 2024.

One scientific outcome of the summer school is the current special issue of the journal
Revija za Geografijo. This joint issue primarily contains research results from the
summer school presenters, alongside studies received in response to the thematic call
for papers. It is no exaggeration that this issue perfectly reflects the research trends
and characteristic scopes of small-town studies in our region. The diversity is marked
not only by the international collaboration but also by the varied competencies of the
authors, with numerous scientific fields represented alongside geography.

This issue also serves as a call to all researchers engaged in small-town research. The
significance of our initiative lies primarily in the fact that small towns, although often
neglected in urban geography research, are nevertheless extremely important. Their
importance stems from their essential role as centres of rural areas in organising
public services, creating jobs, and providing institutional supply. They also have an
important mission: our summer school and this issue primarily seek to answer how
our small towns are responding in a world full of challenges, characterised by the
crisis of environmental systems, the restructuring of the economic spatial structure,
or demographic imbalance in everyday life.

2 What is a small town?

The most essential question in small-town research is how to properly define what
constitutes a small town. The interpretation begins with defining the size category.
Certain approaches set the upper limit at 10-15,000 inhabitants (D6vényi, 2005;
Horeczki, 2014), while others express the upper limit at 30,000 inhabitants (Pirisi &
Trocsanyi, 2015). Besides diverse size classifications, other criteria also emerge. For
example, a small town cannot be part of a large metropolitan agglomeration, or it is
subject to debate whether we define the urban character of a settlement based on a
functional or a formal conceptualisation.

According to a more classical, geographical approach, small towns are an intermediate
settlement category where basic settlement functions are fully present, and
secondary (intermediate level) functions are typically found, albeit in varying
compositions. This implies the regional role of the small town, meaning the formation
of a medium-sized catchment area (Filipovi¢ et al.,, 2016). This catchment area,
however, can possess diverse characteristics. For a small town, the directions of
educational and labour commuting are not necessarily the same. Its regional
significance is often underpinned by a single dominant function, well-illustrated by,
for example, spa towns or healthcare centres (Horvat, 2010). Another group includes
settlements with a complex catchment area, typically serving the surrounding region
in terms of labour commuting, institutional provision, and services (Maier et al.,
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2006). Regardless, geography traditionally classifies settlements that are not too
populous but do possess some kind of catchment area into the small-town category.

Functional, catchment-area-based delimitations contrast somewhat with the use of
formal urban concepts and the formal urbanisation experienced in recent decades,
which has significantly increased the pool of small towns in Central and Eastern
European countries (Konecka-Szydtowska et al., 2018). Formal urbanisation can be
interpreted as a political process through which suitable settlements attain town rank
via applications, within a system of criteria that varies by country. As a regional
specificity, soft factors also play a significant role, such as historical processes,
political interest articulation, the settlement's role in regional strategies, or even a
specific special interest (Trocsanyi et al., 2024). Nevertheless, the urbanised nature
of these "newest towns" (Konecka-Szydiowska et al., 2018), the habitus of their
societies, and in some cases, even whether they possess any added significance in
the settlement network, are debatable (Pirisi & Trdocsanyi, 2009). Thus, the sets of
functional and formal towns do not fully overlap, and the question is primarily what
means can help the newest towns’ transition from being formally to functionally
urban.

Another approach to delimiting small towns integrates sociological interpretations,
where theories primarily focus on the extent to which the composition and operation
of the society exhibit urban or, conversely, rural, traditional traits. Based on this, a
small town is a settlement category where a high level of social capital defines the
town's operation, including the social, economic, institutional structures (Besser,
2009; Konecka-Szydtowska & Mackiewicz, 2015). In other words, the small town is a
close, informal system of relationships with high trust capital.

3 Demographic challenges of small towns

The demographic trends of small towns, true to their conceptual variability, present a
highly varied picture. The problem generally lies in the fact that small-town societies
in our region have also embarked on a demographic decline, a phenomenon
increasingly pronounced since the late 1980s (Burdack & Knappe, 2007; Troeger-WeiB
& Domhardt, 2009). This process fundamentally transforms the daily life and regional
roles of small towns experiencing shrinkage.

Despite these trends, the number of small-town residents significantly increased at
the national level during the first two decades following the transition of 1990. This
was a consequence of formal urbanisation, which allowed dynamic villages to become
small towns in countries including the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, Romania,
and Poland. Political decisions were generally justified by the presence of numerous
under-urbanised, underdeveloped regions, seemingly offering a way to narrow the
urbanisation gap between East and West.

This demographic growth, however, is almost always confined to agglomeration areas
and settlements that have strengthened their presence in new functions (e.g.,
tourism), the vast majority of traditional small towns face shrinkage. An extensive
literature covers the widespread symptoms of this crisis (Burholt & Dobbs, 2012).
Research reveals that the demographic crisis is fundamentally determined by
emigration and its selective nature (Pelc, 2012). This impacts economic potential and
the sustainability of institutions and services. The service needs of the ageing small
town society are also different, placing a serious burden primarily on the social care
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system (Vaishar et al., 2016). These demographic challenges demand entirely new
approaches in the strategic and planning dimensions of small towns and impose
significant tasks on settlement marketing.

Practices aimed at managing shrinkage can provide solutions that might long-term
guarantee a small town's renewal and its preparation for a new demographic situation
(Pallagst, 2010). Among international urban development practices, the green city
development concept seeks to strengthen sustainable urban planning and green
renewal. Smart cities not only envision a greener future but also place more efficient
operation and planning on a digital foundation (Berkecz & Trocsanyi, 2023). The
resilient city focuses on sustainable development, extending to developing social and
economic resilience as well (Pirisi, 2019).

Both of these concepts are brought to the forefront in the current issue. One author
(Ljubenovi¢, 2025) focuses on the planning strategies of Serbian small towns, seeking
to answer the extent to which regulation concerning a town's physical structure can
be an effective tool for managing contemporary challenges, especially those caused
by demographic shrinkage. Our special issue also includes a study (Komar et al.,
2025) that examines the central services and functions of small towns in the border
region between Croatia and Slovenia in the context of demographic shrinkage.

4 Sustainable small towns

The emergence and spread of sustainability principles represent one of the most
spectacular elements of small-town transformation. Sustainability is a complex, multi-
sphere paradigm, traditionally focusing primarily on environmental sustainability.
However, recent years and decades have also explored the problems of social and
economic sustainability in relation to various settlement types, including small towns
(Knox & Mayer, 2009; Vaishar & Zapletalova, 2010).

Historically, the small-town economy was built upon agricultural production and trade,
but this has now significantly transformed. Today, only rarely does the share of
agriculture in GDP production exceed 10%. Currently, one of the most important
economic questions is how our small towns can integrate into the system of the global
economy, and which ones have been negatively affected by the competition among
settlements (Enyedi, 2000). This largely depends on whether the settlement's new
spatial position makes it an ideal location for significant investment (Nagy et al.,
2021).

After the decline of small-town agriculture and industry, the local economy
strengthened in the tertiary sector. Services are already of paramount importance, as
small towns have traditionally functioned as commercial and public service centres.
The former is more significant in economic value creation, while the latter is primarily
important in employment (Argent et al., 2009; Konecka-Szydtowska et al., 2010).

One of the most important tools for the tertiary-based economic transformation at the
small-town level can be tourism. In the years following the system change, the post-
socialist bloc saw spectacular growth in tourism-related services. The most marked
growth was produced by spa and resort towns, which were able to strengthen these
functions either with the help of European Union funding or due to their existing
reputation (Buzsik et al., 2015). This required, besides existing assets, appropriate
communication, brand building, and place marketing. However, the basis for economic
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growth in these cases is also primarily provided by external resources and actors
(guests), rather than local ones.

The sustainability of small-town economies, therefore, largely depends on external
actors, and geographical position is also a determining factor. The question is thus
rightly raised as to how locally planned and how sustainable this strategy is, and what
other tools can be mobilised for a more sustainable economy (Kumer et al., 2023).

Urban development concepts created under the scope of sustainable development
offer numerous opportunities for strategic planning, including handling demographic
issues. Alongside these, we have now arrived at resilient urban development
strategies, the digital city development concept, and we know of green cities, blue
cities, smart cities, and even slow ones (citta slow) (Zielinska-Szczepkowska, 2021).
The diversity of contemporary challenges has thus created numerous development
directions and opportunities, yet it is far from clear how successful adaptation to these
can be at the small-town level (Kumer et al., 2022).

The varied development directions of small towns pose a serious dilemma for
researchers, as it is difficult to develop a strategy that simultaneously addresses
population decline, economic restructuring, or deficiencies in institutional provision.
A. Jaszcak's research in the settlements of Poland's Warmia-Masuria region draws
attention to the fact that the citta slow movement can provide a gentle development
path for our declining small towns, offering long-term sustainable responses to the
challenges of climate change (Jaszczak, 2025).

Another team of authors focuses on a more general approach to the transformation
and differentiation of small towns, exploring the issue of small-town resilience. The
small town necessarily represents the centre of rural areas, while also serving as a
kind of link between major urban centres and the village network. This role demands
that they react flexibly to all challenges and changes, given their outstanding regional
significance. Pirisi and co-authors examine the resilient modes of small-town
transformation using Hungarian case studies, covering the economic, social, and
political aspects of resilience (Pirisi et al., 2025).

A potential key to the development of small towns is the appropriate use of place
marketing and the definition of the town's reputation and brand (Lambe, 2008). In
this approach, the small town can be interpreted as a kind of product, where various
services, sights, and hospitality venues all increase the settlement's visibility and,
thus, its strength. However, it is difficult to develop a complex marketing strategy that
aims to increase a small town's competitiveness and visibility using tools that also
adhere to the principles of sustainability. In a study related to this in our special issue,
Miszewski uses a SWOT analysis to explore the development opportunities of
Chojnice, a small town in Northern Poland, by evaluating its social, economic, and
environmental factors (Miszewski, 2025).

5 Small towns outside Europe

In addition to the invited European speakers at our Summer School, our call for papers
reached other regions, and we are pleased to include two studies with an African focus
in our special issue. The paper is closely related to the arguably classic direction of
small-town research, with only the location of the study being unusual. In their
analysis, Saidi and Saidi research the central role of small towns in Algeria and seek
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to answer what function they have in regional development, what functions they
concentrate on, and what role they play in regional planning (Saidi & Saidi, 2025).

Our other African study (El Aoud) offers an evaluative summary of the built-up
characteristics of rural settlements in Morocco. The central question is the specificities
observed in architecture and their changes, comparing traditional architectural
solutions with modern elements in the central regions of the country, specifically the
Doukkala region. Although her research focuses less on the specificities of urban
settlements, her more general approach allows for a broad insight into the settlement
network characteristics of a North African region (El aoud, 2025).

4 Conclusion

The focus of our special issue is therefore the small town as a geographical unit.
Reviewing our authors' works, one of the most important conclusions is that although
this settlement type is difficult to define precisely, the phenomenon is universally
known, yet it forms a diverse and varied repertoire. At the same time, the global and
regional challenges facing small towns are quite specific. These, combined with the
diverse composition, raise unique questions but also reveal common conclusions.

In light of all this, we highly recommend these studies to everyone, as they offer
valuable insights into the interpretation of small towns in post-socialist countries and
certain regions in Africa. Additionally, this issue effectively highlights the many
intriguing and relevant research topics that this type of settlement presents. It was a
great honour for us to edit these studies, and now we present them to you!

References

Argent, N., Tonts, M., Jones, R., & Holmes, J. (2009). Rural Amenity and Rural
Change in Temperate Australia: Implications for Development and Sustainability.
Journal for Geography, 4(2), 15-28. https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.4.2.3186

Berkecz B., Trécsanyi A. (2023): A smart city eszk6zokhoz vald viszony harom hazai
kisvarosban a fenntarthat6 varosfejlesztési stratégiak vizsgalata alapjan. [Relations
to Smart City Methods in Three Hungarian Small Towns, Based on the Evaluation of
Sustainable Urban Development Plans] CITY.HU Varostudomanyi Szemle, 3(1), 95—
118.

Besser, T. L. (2009). Changes in small town social capital and civic engagement.
Journal of Rural Studies, 25(2), 185-193.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2008.10.005

Burdack, J., & Knappe, E. (2007). The development of small towns in Central Europe
and the Baltic States. Geografiski Raksti, 13(1), 35-45.

Burholt, V., & Dobbs, C. (2012). Research on rural ageing: Where have we got to
and where are we going in Europe? Journal of Rural Studies, 28(4), 432-446.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2012.01.009

6


https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.4.2.3186
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2008.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2012.01.009

Journal for Geography - Revija za geografijo, 20-2, 2025, pp. 1-10

Buzsik, K., Jonas-Berki, M., Kobli, A., & Palfi, A. (2015). Actual trends of health
tourism in Hungary: the case of Héviz. Geographica Timisiensis, 24(2), 1-9.

DoOvényi, Z. (2005). “Varos az, ami magat annak nevezi” T(in6dések Téth Jézsef
tanulmanya kapcsan. Terileti Statisztika, 12(49)(1), 3-7.

El aoud, Y. (2025). Characteristics of Rural Architectural Housing Typologies in
Doukkala area, Morocco. Journal for Geography, 105-132.
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.1.4959

Enyedi, G. (2000). Globalizaci6 és a magyar terlleti fejlédés. Tér Es Tarsadalom,
14(1), 1-10.

Filipovi¢, M., Kokotovi¢, K. V., & Drobnjakovi¢, M. (2016). Small Towns in Serbia -
The “Bridge” Between the Urban and the Rural. European Countryside, 8(4), 462-
480. https://doi.org/10.1515/euco-2016-0031

Horeczki, R. (2014). A dél-dunantuli kisvarosok a fejlesztési tervek tiukrében.
DETUROPE: Central European Journal of Tourism and Regional Development, 6(3),
98-111.

Horvat, U. (2010). Health Resorts and their Importance for the Development of Less
Developed Areas in Slovenia. Journal for Geography, 5(1), 147-159.
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.5.1.4012

Jaszczak, A. (2025). From Philosophy to Practice: Citta Slow and Green Space
Planning in Small Urban Communities. Journal for Geography, 33-46.
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.4963

Knox, P., & Mayer, H. (2009). Small town sustainability: Economic, social, and
environmental innovation. Walter de Gruyter.

Komar, K., Kaufmann, P. R., & Luki¢, A. (2025). Provision of central services in rural
areas: Views of the elderly population in Hrvatsko Zagorje, Croatia. Journal for
Geography, 7-32. https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5151

Konecka-Szydtowska, B., & Mackiewicz, B. (2015). Endogenous capital of small
towns in the Poznan agglomeration. Annales Universitatis Paedagogicae Cracoviensis
Studia Geographica, 8, 80-95.

Konecka-Szydtowska, B., Trocsanyi, A., & Pirisi, G. (2018). Urbanisation in a formal
way? The different characteristics of the “"newest towns” in Poland and Hungary.
Regional Statistics, 8(2), 135-153. https://doi.org/10.15196/RS080202

Konecka-Szydtowska, B., Zuzahska-Zysko, E., & Szmytkie, R. (2010). Role of
services in the economies of small towns of Silesia region and Wielkopolskie
voivodehip. Bulletin of Geography. Socio-Economic Series, 14(1), 51-62.

Kumer, P., Kralj, E., & Meulenberg, C. (2023). Tourism Gentrification in a Small
Mediterranean Town: Impacts and Implications for Urban Climate Resilience. Journal
for Geography, 18(2), 105-122. https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.18.2.3416



https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.1.4959
https://doi.org/10.1515/euco-2016-0031
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.5.1.4012
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.4963
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5151
https://doi.org/10.15196/RS080202
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.18.2.3416

Exploring the different ways of small-town development in Central and Eastern Europe

Kumer, P., Meulenberg, C., & Kralj, E. (2022). Challenges for planning climate
change resilience through the co-creation living lab approach in the Mediterranean
coastal town of Piran. Journal for Geography, 17(2), 89-106.
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.17.2.2737

Lambe, W. (2008). Small Towns Big Ideas: Case Studies in Small Town Community
Economic Development. N.C. Rural Economic Development Center.
http://www.sitka.net/Downloads/Small _Towns.pdf

Ljubenovi¢, M. (2025). Shrinking Small Towns in Serbia: Development Challenges
and Planning Policy Opportunities. Journal for Geography, 105-130.
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5003

Maier, J., Kadner, B., & Gutgesell, M. (2006). Perspektiven der stadtentwicklung der
stadt Rehau/Oberfranken : ein beitrag zur angewandten geographischen
kleinstadtforschung. Revija Za Geografijo, 11-20. http://www.ff.um.si/zalozba-in-
knjigarna/ponudba/zbirke-in-revije/revija-za-geografijo/clanki/stevilka-2-1-
2006/021-02 maier kadner gutgesell.pdf

Miszewski, F. (2025). Analysis of development factors and by-products of small
towns-case study of the town of Chojnice (Poland). Journal for Geography, 89-104.
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5050

Nagy, E., Gajzagd, G., Mihaly, M., & Molnar, E. (2021). Crisis, institutional change
and peripheral industrialization: Municipal-central state relations and changing
dependencies in three old industrial towns of Hungary. Applied Geography,
136(September). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apge0g.2021.102576

Pallagst, K. (2010). Viewpoint: The planning research agenda: shrinking cities-a
challenge for planning cultures. Town Planning Review, 81(5), i-vi.

Pelc, S. (2012). Demographic characteristics of population of Slovenian cities in the
first decade of 21st century. Journal for Geography, 7(2), 7-24.
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.7.2.3866

Pirisi, G. (2019). A reziliencia lehetséges értelmezése a telepilésfoldrajzi
kutatasokban. Tér Es Tarsadalom, 33(2), 62-81.

Pirisi, G., & Trocsanyi, A. (2009). Igy késziil a magyar véros. Teriileti Statisztika,
12(2), 137-147.

Pirisi, G., & Trocsanyi, A. (2015). Between shrinking and blooming: the crossroad of
small towns’ urbanisation in Hungary. Annales Universitatis Paedagogicae
Cracoviensis Studia Geographica, 8(1), 12-28.

Pirisi, G., Berkecz, B., Enkhtamir, N., Merza, P., Trocsanyi, A., & Maté, E. (2025). The
Central-European small town: interpretations, challenges and resilience in Hungary.
Journal for Geography, 47-68. https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5201



https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.17.2.2737
http://www.sitka.net/Downloads/Small_Towns.pdf
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5003
http://www.ff.um.si/zalozba-in-knjigarna/ponudba/zbirke-in-revije/revija-za-geografijo/clanki/stevilka-2-1-2006/021-02_maier_kadner_gutgesell.pdf
http://www.ff.um.si/zalozba-in-knjigarna/ponudba/zbirke-in-revije/revija-za-geografijo/clanki/stevilka-2-1-2006/021-02_maier_kadner_gutgesell.pdf
http://www.ff.um.si/zalozba-in-knjigarna/ponudba/zbirke-in-revije/revija-za-geografijo/clanki/stevilka-2-1-2006/021-02_maier_kadner_gutgesell.pdf
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5050
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2021.102576
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.7.2.3866
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5201

Journal for Geography - Revija za geografijo, 20-2, 2025, pp. 1-10

Saidi, F. A., & Saidi, I. (2025). The Role of Smaller Towns in Algeria: An Urban and
Economic Perspective. Journal for Geography, 69-88.
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5023

Trocsanyi A., Karsai V., & Pirisi G. (2024). Formal urbanisation in East-Central Europe.
Hungarian Geographical Bulletin, 73(1), 49-72.
https://doi.org/10.15201/hungeobull.73.1.4

Troeger-WeiB3, G., & Domhardt, H.-J. (2009). Germany’s Shrinkage on a Small Town
Scale. In K. M. Pallagst (Ed.), The Future of Shrinking Cities: Problems, Patterns and
Strategies of Urban Transformation in a Global Context (pp. 161-168). Institute of
Urban and Regional Development.

Vaishar, A., & Zapletalova, J. (2010). Sustainable Development of the Moravian
Countryside. Journal for Geography, 5(1), 43-54.
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.5.1.4003

Vaishar, A., Zapletalova, J., & Novakova, E. (2016). Between Urban and Rural:
Sustainability of Small Towns in the Czech Republic. European Countryside, 8(4),
351-372. https://doi.org/10.1515/euco-2016-0025

Zielinska-Szczepkowska, J., Jaszczak, A., & Zukovskis, J. (2021). Overcoming Socio-
Economic Problems in Crisis Areas through Revitaliza-tion of Cittaslow Towns.
Evidence from North-East Poland. Sustainability, 13, 7984
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13147984


https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.20.2.5023
https://doi.org/10.15201/hungeobull.73.1.4
https://doi.org/10.18690/rg.5.1.4003
https://doi.org/10.1515/euco-2016-0025

10

Exploring the different ways of small-town development in Central and Eastern Europe



