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“Most change occurs outside of (…) critical junctures, in gradual and incremental 

but nonetheless potentially transformative processes in which endogenous factors 

may be just as important as exogenous ones.” 

(Thelen 2004, paraphrased by Sorensen 2011, 716)
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ABSTRACT

Most of the suburban residential areas in Germany have been built during the sec­
ond half of the 20th century. Growing interest among practitioners and scientists is 
thus paid to the future development of maturing settlement areas characterized 
by old housing stock and aging inhabitants. This dissertation analyzes processes 
of change and adaption of suburban residential areas under the conditions of the 
maturation process. The analysis aims on contributing to the systemic notion of 
processes changing maturing systems within their natural lifecycle and its inter­
dependence with deliberate adaption under particular stakeholders’ constella­
tions. On the theoretically conceptual level it seeks to explore the key attributes of 
the development path for evolutionary lifecycles within the context of resilience, 
discussing the phenomena of stable maturity and continuous adjustment and on 
the concept of settlement space.

By deconstructing the lifecycle concept, the book analyzes the canonical view on 
mature suburbia based in the traditional growth-maturity-decline pattern and 
introduces a pluralistic concept of path dependent evolution based on a multi-
leveled interdependence between particular levels of space, stakeholders‘ panar­
chy and adaptive action. On behalf of outcomes based in theory and the results from 
two empirical studies conducted in German mature suburban residential areas, a 
concept of multi-leveled ‘systemic space’ as both interpretative and analytic tool 
for understanding development paths of mature suburban systems is introduced. 
The results of its application on the case studies show that, especially in terms 
of homogeneity and diversity, lifecycles of suburban residential areas underlie 
different conditions for change and adaption during the early and the maturity 
phases, and defines interpretative frames for conceptualizing  both theiretical and 
research approaches. Hereby, it issue the locally based stakeholders’ panarchy as 
the central adaption-steering potential, putting it at the core of strategic planning 
interest in mature suburban residential areas.
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1.	 INTRODUCTION

1. 1	 Development of suburban residential areas in the context of  
maturation 

Mature suburbia and its connotations

Most suburban residential areas of both family houses1 as well as suburban apart­
ment multi-storey housing that exist today in Germany were constructed between 
the 1950s and the 1980s. They accommodated both the population growth of the 
post-war era and the grown demands of living space per capita, at the same time 
being stimulated by the growing mobility, economic wealth and state subsidy pro­
grams (Brake et al. 2001; Burdack & Hesse 2007). Economic development, societal 
trends and post-industrial demographic change influence the conditions not only 
of further suburban residential growth, but also of the existence and perspectives 
for the further development of the areas that already exist. On the one hand, de­
mographic change accounts for the general drop in population numbers, the aging 
of the society as well as its internationalization (Deutscher Bundestag 2002; Kröh­
nert et al. 2004). The demographic effects and the lower share of families together 
with changed lifestyles and circumstances (Brake 2012) are most likely to be res­
ponsible for a slow but steady decline in demand for both detached family houses 
and suburban apartment housing (Dransfeld 2010). The spatially uneven develop­
ment in Germany is leading to diversified simultaneous development of economic 
and demographic growth or shrinkage in particular cities and regions in Germany2.  
On the other hand, the existing suburban residential quarters established during  
the extensive post-war development period are gradually coming into a phase of  
need for physical renovation and a new demand for demographic rejuvenation. The  
effects of a ‘double aging’, ‘double maturity’ or ‘double homogeneity’ (BMVBS/BBR 
2008; Nierhoff 2008; Berndgen-Kaiser et al. 2013; Aring 2012) in terms of physical 
and demographic alterations include shrinking and aging households. 

Even though demographic and social homogeneity have by far never been as pro­
nounced as generally assumed, suburban residential areas are coping with gene­
ral demographic trends and are becoming socially, culturally, demographically and 
ethnically more diverse (Aring 2012; Kötter 2013; de Temple 2005), and therefore, in 
a certain way, more ‘urban’. Similar to cities and, in part, to rural areas, households 
within suburban settlement areas are becoming older, smaller and more diversi­
fied as well as more susceptible to change (Kötter 2013; Zakrzewski 2011). Accor­
dingly, suburbia is becoming increasingly functionally mixed and self-sufficient 
within the metropolitan context. Its development dynamics are thus becoming less 
of a derivation of the development of urban cores. To a large extent, an autonomous 
post-suburban landscape is coming into being (cf. Lange 2000; Phelps et al. 2010).

1	 The term ‘family houses’ universally refers to single and double row, semi-detached and detached family 
houses (cf. Zanfi 2014).

2	 See data of the National Spatial Survey (‘Laufende Raumbeobachtung’), e.g. as quoted in Hesse et al. 2013.
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Parallel to the maturation and post-suburbanization of suburbia, a slight but rein­
forcing trend of reurbanization has become evident in Germany (Herfert & Osterhage 
2012). It stands in contradiction to the urban-suburban discourse of the 1990s, 
when the expansion of settlement space, suburbanization and partly even desur­
banization dominated (cf. BMBau/empirica 1998), but in consensus with the gene­
ral urbanization theory (van den Berg 1982). Even though a consensus regarding 
the absolute and temporal extent of the reurbanization trend has not yet been 
reached (Hesse 2012), it has already become evident that it is causing a “neo-stuc-
turing of urban regions in favor of the—mostly inner—city” (Brake & Herfert 2012a, 
417)3. This competition is, among others, often based on location and accessibility 
(Kadono 2013).

Still not yet statistically evaluated, but nonetheless evident in case studies—are 
the differentiated phenomena of reurbanization according to the size of the city: 
while both rural areas and small cities are losing especially young and educa­
ted population in favor of large cities mostly due to better educational, employ­
ment and career chances, many smaller cities are gaining elderly inhabitants 
from rural areas (Beißwenger & Weck 2011; Bernt & Liebmann 2013; Naumann &  
Fischer-Tahir 2012; Kühn & Weck 2013). In some locations, this trend is contributing 
to a growing demand for rental housing, not only in central, but to a large extent also 
in suburban residential estates and especially with regard to apartment housing. 
These areas are also profiting from single-person and start-up households. At the 
same time, these are competing with integrated locations as well as with other 
suburbs, some of them doing better, some other worse. Together with the advan­
cing statistical knowledge about maturing suburban residential areas it becomes 
evident that not only the location, demography and the morphology are pivotal for 
future development perspectives. Such further measures include the community 
and stakeholder networks, which in late maturity phase may generate juvenile 
powers both to steer an overmatured system against its putative fate of decline 
into an adaptional development path. Unfortunately, most of the theory and case 
research on mature residential areas in the suburban context trying to understand 
their adaption is still focussing on the (hi)story of growth and maturity rather than 
the adaptional phase and its background itself. Even though yet not sufficiently 
emphasized, the ‚Back loop‘ (Holling et al. 1986) of development carreers may carry 
important aspects for understanding mature suburban residential areas as sys­
tems own-shaping their development paths in a non-circular and more perspecti­
vistic point of view, than the traditional decline-based concepts can offer.

3	 Cited passages of references in German language have been translated from the originals by the author.
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Mature Suburban residential areas in research focus

A general challenge in conceptualizing maturity and adaption research in Germany 
is the limited theoretical background. Research is built on conceptionalistic appro­
aches based on particular suburban discourses as well as on interpretations of 
statistical analyses and their conceptual interpretations. These rather rare works 
oppose a relatively broad field of descriptive empirical studies, which however re­
main partly not sufficiently conceptualized in a broader context and disconnected 
from general theoretical frames. Based on what Reimer (2012, 53f) calls a discur­
sive production of particular images rather than methodological rigor, they re­
main partly anecdotic. Also characteristic remains the limitation of interpretation 
of lifecycles according to the urban ecology approaches without a broader view 
towards other disciplines and their concepts of cyclic change. Especially further 
broad discourse of development and change in urban sociology, the development 
path discourse in economical geography or the concepts based on system theory 
remain widely disregarded. 

Maybe the most evident consequence of this limitation for suburban residential 
areas in research is its spatially undefined and thematically limited debate. Even 
though the current discourse on mature suburban housing in Germany merely 
addresses ‘suburban residential areas’, the recent discussion and research is 
mostly focused on family houses and conducted within particular distinguishable  
morphologies (cf. Wüstenrot-Stiftung 2012). The large housing estates issue, 
connected with the suburban issue by their location at the city outskirts, has been 
prevailingly addressed within the national urban redevelopment program “Stad­
tumbau”.4 Especially since the turn of the millennium as well as in the present dis­
cussion on the termination of the Eastern German part of the program in 2016 large 
housing estates are a topic. This issue is generally seen as mainly solved, but as not 
taking the on-going adjustment of and interactive connections to other parts of 
metropolitan area development into account (Kabisch 2014, 178f). Aring (2012, 80) 
emphasizes one of these interconnections by presuming the competition between 
rental apartments and family houses within suburban locations. However, until 
now, only few authors have emphasized the need to regard the issue of suburban 
housing within a broader morphological typology, pointing to the importance of the 
interaction between the morphologies for maturation process strategies (Beilein 
2012 & Beilein et al. 2016). 

4	 ‘Stadtumbau’ (Urban Restructuring in East and West Germany) is a financial support program for cities run 
by the German Federal Government and the federal states since thy year 2002 resp. 2004. The program is 
targeting on cities under economic and demographic structural changes and aims to support urban restruc­
turing projects in order to adjust the physical and functional urban character to the changing situation. In 
East Germany, the program targets merely on reduction of appartment housing units omn the city outskirts, 
In West Germany, mosty physical and functional adjustments of existing structures are being targeted  
(cf. web BBSR 2010).
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Research focusing on family housing estates is based on the assumption that de­
mographic trends and reurbanization will result in a significant loss in the attrac­
tiveness of the existing suburban family housing stock, similar to what has already 
been experienced in the case of suburban apartments within large housing estates 
and new towns. Several reasons for this assumption are evident. The traditionally 
dominant group of young family households demanding housing is becoming less 
significant on the real estate market. At least for family houses, a decline in demand, 
a consequent reduction in real estate prices as well as rising vacancy numbers 
during the coming years have been assumed (Nierhoff 2008; Kötter 2010 &2013; 
Berndgen-Kaiser et al. 2012). This decline is mostly being predicted for quarters 
with ‘homogenous cohorts’: once becoming over-mature, these may break down, 
causing a shock which would leave the neighborhood virtually dilapidated (Schnur  
& Drilling 2011a; Zakrzewski 2011). Especially areas of a ‘double maturity’ of both 
aging housing stock and inhabitants are at the center of such scenarios. As such, 
these are especially to be found in the suburban housing areas of the second half 
of the 20th century (Dransfeld et al. 2010). Today, in large areas of suburban space 
created during the second half of the 20th century, a maturation process becomes 
significant. As for North Rhine-Westphalia, the most populated German federal 
state, since 2013 the supply of housing units in existing family houses for sale 
surpasses the demand on this kind of housing. Still, a continuously stable 20% 
of the demand is also perspectively going to be directed exclusively towards new 
constructed family houses. Together with the forecasted demographic decline and 
societal changes, a long-term oversupply of existing houses within ‘bad locations’ 
is to be awaited (Dransfeld 2010 & 2014 I). 

However, there has not yet been sufficiently addressed the question of what a good 
or bad location for family houses actually is. On the national level, the dynamics of 
economic and demographic development divert strongly between regions, and they 
partly correlate with the risks for mature housing. As a bad location for housing 
generally and the family houses in particular are being seen peripheral locations, 
merely as Beißwenger & Weck (2011) as well as Bernt & Liebmann (2013) are refer­
ring to them. They include rural and outside-metropolitan areas with low economic 
dynamics and negative demographic trends. Outside of such areas and inside the 
metropolitan and urban context, the question of location as a key indicator for their 
sustainable perspective becomes quite complex. Referring to the oversupply on 
existing housing stock, the combination of location and age of the estates is being 
seen as an unfavorable combination indicating future development hazards, and the  
age of the estates is being connected with the age of the inhabitants (cf. Berndgen- 
Kaiser et al. 2012 & 2013).
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As elder households do not grow and tend to shrink, such maturity perspectively 
interpolated and combined with physical maturity of the housing stock leads to the 
assumption that decline is inevitable when no new demand is evident. Regarding 
the time of construction, areas homogenous by age and morphology are seen as 
those most threatened by potential decline, which would then eventually come as 
a sudden ‘shock’, leaving a very limited window of possibilities to react (Nierhoff 
2008; Zakrzewski 2011; cf. Aring 2012). The risk further seems even higher as the 
demand for action related to mature suburbia is often not being estimated accor­
dingly. Especially among municipal stakeholders, many of them do not (yet) see the 
necessity or clear possibility to act. (Wüstenrot-Stiftung 2012)

At the same time, empirical studies based on assumptions shortly summarized 
above show a potential risk, but only a very limited evidence of a real fatal dilapi­
dation. Such seem rather to appear only in extreme rare cases of oversupply to an 
extent which would cause market failure5. 

5	 Regarding such failures, authors and experts mostly refer to the fundamental shifts in population develop­
ment due to the political and subsequent economical changes in former East Germany or to the abolition 
of large military housing estates in both the eastern and western parts of Germany after the reunification 
in 1990. In East Germany, they accounted for the consequences of structural changes connected to the fall 
of the socialist system. In West Germany, they accounted for closures of large production sites or military 
grounds, which caused an immediate influx of superfluous building stock. Regarding economic shifts, the 
downfall of locally or regionally dominant economic production, such as textile industry or mining, is often 
highlighted. As will be shown in chapter 5, experts however, point out that these market failures are rare. 
Here, the immediate ‘absorption potential’ of the market in place becomes crucial. Rather than immediate 
shocks, a ‘slow change’ of long-term reinforced development trends such as demographic and economic 
shrinkage is normal. 

Figure 1:	 The construction of housing in the state of North Rhine-Westphalia (own illustration) 
(Source: Landesamt für Datenverarbeitung und Statistik NRW 2013. Data since 1995: Dransfeld et al. 2010, S.19)
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Partly, this may be caused by a long-lasting internalization of shrinking processes’ 
effects among private households. Elderly households, after children have moved  
out, are automatically forced to internalize a part of the oversupply of living space 
in case of remanence within their own properties. This ‘hidden shrinkage’ also leads 
into enhancement of the per capita living space. Secondary effects of maturity,  
however, reach far beyond particular households and affect both social and techni­
cal infrastructure as well as the spatial and economic development of munici­
palities. The persistence of the existing households leads to a thinning out within 
existing areas as well as the necessity for the further expansion of the settlement 
area in order to accommodate existing housing demand. Especially in (but not  
limited to) municipalities in stagnating or shrinking areas, such development stands 
against a stated planning interest to consciously moderate the development. Nev­
ertheless, the housing market trends in suburban housing areas appear to be quite 
dynamic and reactive to economic and financial market conditions.6 Insights show, 
for example, that low interest rates lead to increased development among new  
family housing even in stagnating markets, and that this consequently influen­
ces the demand for suburban apartments7. The complexity of the housing mar­
ket thus surmounts the complexity of the limited set of location, maturity and 
morphology concept, used as a base for conceptualizing studies. In studies on 
spatial risk assessment for problematic areas among single-family and double- 
family housing such as Fina et al. (2009) a measurement for the risk of dilapidation 
is being proposed. This includes the indicators of housing, demography and spatial 
use8. Alternatively, a study by Hesse et al. (2013) shows that, in spite of the chang­
ing statistical picture of the suburban areas in Germany in regard to demography 
and physical conditions as the most evident consequences, by far not every mature 
area in a demographically and/or economically stagnating or declining periphery, 
even in shrinking regions, is actually dilapidating or under a fundamental threat. 

6	 Hesse (2014, 155) understands “suburbanization as a part of the bigger picture of urban and metropolitan 
transformation, of the deflation and contraction of urban space, and its continuous differentiation. This 
may occur in periodic loops and ups and downs, depending on factors such as income, space reserves and 
large-scale household mobility. Some time ago, Hoover and Vernon (1959) discussed such cyclical develop­
ment dynamics in their model of neighborhood change. Whereas it seems to be far too simplistic to assume a 
general urban renaissance and an associated suburban demise, ongoing trends such as those named above 
can be and are indeed shaped by unexpected eruptions. Shocks like the credit crunch have the potential to 
trigger fundamental ruptures.” 

7	 Low bank interest rates caused by the monetary policy of the central banks in Germany and the EU in reac­
tion to the Lehman Brothers crisis of 2008/2009, for example, markedly increased demand for suburban fam­
ily houses even under circumstances of stagnation or shrinkage by lowering demand for rental apartments at 
the same time. This fact reveals that solely focusing on the semi-detached or detached family housing issue 
when talking about residential neighborhoods in maturity conceals the complex view on the issue as a whole. 
Thus, demography and morphology should in any case be seen as the exclusive drivers of the residential 
development pattern. Housing remains strongly interrelated, not only on the macro and meso levels, but also 
in regard to different typologies between which inhabitants choose. (SH3, 99)

8	 Indicators used—Housing data: share of single-family or double-family housing, occupancy rate, change in 
numbers of household members. Demographic change data: total change in number of inhabitants, share of 
seniors, share of people aged 20-50 in migration. Land use data: density and centrality (for details, see Fina 
et al. 2009, 6ff).

see chapter 5
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This leads to a focus on how and how far stagnating or shrinking settlement areas 
may follow a strategy to adjust, maintain and internally keep themselves stabi­
lized. Despite the plea for a municipally led and ‘demand-oriented’ adjustment 
(Nierhoff 2008) and correspondingly recommended actions (ibid. Wüstenrot-Stif­
tung 2012), no strong evidence has yet been given for significant municipal con­
cepts or even for action beyond data monitoring in suburban residential sites. One 
reason for this may lie in the fact that, as stated above, a certain portion of sub- 
urban housing research arguing for such action is focusing on homogenous types 
of housing areas, often tackled by a specific morphology and age as well as demo- 
graphy (often mature single family houses), instead of seeing the housing issue in  
the context of urban settlements or functional quarters. On the contrary, municipal  
stakeholders, together with others, may deal with the issue of individual perspective  
of a particular area within a broader context of the whole settlement and individual 
life perspectives and the interaction within them, including the issue of canalizing 
housing demand for different social and demographic groups. From such a point 
of view, maturing suburban housing is including not only a certain type of family 
housing at a certain maturity stage, but also apartments, senior residences and 
homes as well as social and technical infrastructure and services in its context.  
These are interconnected with general municipal development strategies, includ­
ing strategic plans for long-term social and technical infrastructure measures,  
but also much more concrete and immediate plans, such as for designating new 
residential areas and thus expanding settlement area. Furthermore, they include  
the individual targets, strategies and activities of owners and other stakeholders 
at place. Inhabitants may act contextually to their very individual life perspectives, 
thus further diversifying the development perspectives of even morphologically 
and demographically homogenous areas. Still further, also local citizen networks 
or external stakeholders may influence the acting of both inhabitants and munici­
palities, thus co-shaping the development path of a suburban area.

Based on the definitional problem of ‘location’ for such complex interdependen­
cies, there is uncertainty regarding the definition of an interconnected settle­
ment area as a base for analysis. Even though Aring (2012), Schnur and Drilling 
(2011a) propose concepts based on ‘suburban neighborhoods’9, they again argue 
that, regarding the urgent need for planning action, morphologically homogenous 
neighborhoods of detached family houses are to be focused on. This remains in 
accordance with the common understanding of the suburban housing approach 
mentioned above, where morphological-physical issues remain the significant 
attribute of the neighborhood-based approach. Here, the neighborhood approach 
seems to struggle with a certain tentativeness regarding normative and concep­
tual issues. Primarily, as Schnur (2010 & 2014) defines it, the physical as well as 
functional demarcation of a ‘neighborhood’ proves to be a quite complex task and 
includes no less than eight particular alternatives (cf. Warren 1975 & 1977, Olson 
1982). Even though a homogenous neighborhood might be morphologically and 
spatially easy to define (Keller 1968), its functional definition might reach quite 

9	 In German, ‘Wohnquartier’ (Aring 2012, 81).
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beyond these borders. Furthermore, it remains to be seen to which extent the phy­
sical homogeneity of a neighborhood reflects an internal demography, and also to  
which extent the life-perspective homogeneity of individual households devel­
opes after some 40 years changes according to particular individual personal fa­
tes.10  The question to be addressed further includes the analytic understanding 
of space. The current approach towards maturing suburbia is merely tackled on a 
morphology and age based container space (cf. Löw 2000). However, relevant for 
the analysis of adaptive potentials and strategies are also the powers shaping the 
individual development paths.

Finally, it also remains unclear whether there is any irreversible border, ‘shock’ 
or ‘tipping point’ (Temkin & Rohe 1996; Pitkin 2001; Gladwell 2001; Schnur & Dril­
ling 2011) for change or even decline and where an imaginative threshold is ac­
tually positioned within the system’s development path to become a relevant 
risk to stagnate, decline or shrink.11 Even though decline is a general driver for  
conceptualizing the effects of shrinkage (cf. Beauregard 2009), in theoretical and  
empirical studies on the suburban housing settlements only little evidence for  
shocks has been found in the Western European context, even in physically and  
morphologically homogenous areas. In contrast to the American context, Beckhoven  
et al. (2005) attribute this to the specific welfare state system and its related plan­
ning and social programs. But usually, it is seen in connection with the general broad 
variety in change variables influencing the fate of neighborhoods (cf. Ahlbrandt  
& Brophy 1975). Growth and shrinkage might thus be a part of a natural ‘breathing’ 
(Hesse 2014), creating a non-linear, flexible and individual development path (cf. 
Temkin & Rohe 1996; cf. Martin 2010 & 2012; cf. Martin & Sunley 2010) and in turn 
overcoming the classic development lifecycle concept of homogenous growth, 
maturity and final decline sequences conceptualized in the ecological approach 
(cf. Burgess 1925; Hoyt 1933; Alonso 1960; Hoover and Vernon 1962) . If we follow 
the idea of differentiation surpassing the alternative of a decline, it leads us to 
the notion that suburban residential neighborhoods may possess and utilize both 
intrinsic and resilient capacities to adjust to both slow and sudden changes, and 
that these capacities yet not have been sufficiently concerned when conceptual­
izing the interconnection between maturity and decline. Exploring the adaptive 
patterns of suburban residential areas may finally question not only the clearly 
linear development along a given trajectory evoked by structuralistic theories and 
consequent analytic approches. It may also question consequently the perception 
of suburbia as a ‘patient’ passively enduring its maturation ‘illness’, resulting in its 
decline in dependence on internal and overall circumstances. This might show sub­
urbia generally as more intrinsically resilient and adaptable than usually assumed.

10	 These facts are usually hard to identify through standardized surveys. Due to its complexity, only a limited 
number of qualitative studies of inhabitants/owners focus on their perspectives and the circumstances of 
action for their property in the future. These include de Temple (2005), Beilein (2013) and Koura (2016).

11 	 Uncertainty about thresholds is repeatedly expressed, e.g by Aring (2012, 81). Hesse et al. (2013, 9) state that 
“a critical point remains in the partly controversial discussion on cyclic models regarding the emergence of 
the so called ‘tipping points’. This question remains a part of the broad research under the context of resilience.” 
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1. 2	 Paths of adaption within mature suburban settlements

The general discussion of maturation and change within urban settlements touches 
several discursive fields related to suburban development. Despite a long-lasting 
and rich tradition of scientific reflection on suburban development in the Global 
North, and especially in the US, the German theoretical discourse intensified du­
ring the 1990s, together with attempts to redefine the relation between suburbia 
and suburban development with the urban cores and thus to develop a self-stand­
ing framework for a deeper understanding of suburbanization as a part of the met­
ropolitan development process independent of the urban core-based trajectory  
(Sieverts 1997; Aring 1999; Aring & Herfert 2001; Jessen 2001; Harlander 2001; 
Hesse & Kaltenbrunner 2005; Siebel 2005). By that time, the suburban discourse 
was among others driven by the issue of land consumption related to settlement 
growth (Nuissl 2005; Siedentop 2005; Wiedemann & Preußer 2008), partly also en­
couraged by the booming suburbanization after the German reunification in 1990, 
especially in the east of Germany12. Since then, the suburban discourse in Germany 
has further partly experienced both internationalization and discursive enlarge­
ment regarding thematic, theoretical and empirical approaches (Hesse 1999; Kuhn 
2006; Burdack & Hesse 2007; Hesse 2012a; Schenk 2012).13 Together with the end 
of the expansive growth of suburban areas in stagnating regions in Germany (both 
rural and urban), and seeing a large portion of suburban areas established after 
World War II in Germany gradually coming into a higher age, discussions on ma­
turation and lifecycles of residential areas have intensified since the beginning of 
the millennium. Particulary the maturation ‘of and in’ family houses dominates the 
suburban maturation discourse (Kötter & Schollän 2010; Kötter 2013; Zakrzewski  
2011) and lifecycle discourse (Bizer et al. 2009; Dransfeld 2010; Aring 2012;  
Beilein 2013; Hesse et al. 2013), including an increasing fundus on empirical 
studies on older and aging suburban family housing quarters (de Temple 2005, 
BMVBS/BBR 2008; Schumann 2008; Drews 2013; Berndgen-Kaiser et. al 2012; 
Hofer & Simon-Philipp 2013; Berndgen-Kaiser 2014 and others). In the context of 
these contributions, this dissertation seeks to reflect on the maturation process 
within suburban residential areas and its related theoretical, empirical and con­
ceptual approaches on behalf of the resilience and path dependence theories in 
order to understand their influence on adaption trajectories within these areas.

12 	 The unification of East and West Germany in 1990 ended an era of more than forty years of two German 
states and re-established a unified German federal state for the first time after WWII. The change was a con­
sequence of the fall of the so-called Iron Curtain, which divided Europe into the influence areas of the social­
ist-based eastern and the capitalist western part. The border between the two blocks also divided Germany 
into western and eastern parts. By the time of the re-unification, the economic system of East Germany was 
significantly weaker than that of West Germany. This situation led to a massive investment of West German 
capital into the former East Germany. A significant part of the accumulated needs in East Germany was the 
lack of housing and the accordantly urgent demand for more and better dwellings. Being faster in planning 
and realization, greenfield developments outpaced the renovation of housing stock within integrated urban 
areas, which led to rapid sprawl around East German cities during the 1990s.

13 	 Parallel to the general suburbia discourse, an ongoing reflection on large housing areas or new towns in con­
nection with the ‘Stadtumbau’ process took place; even though thematically similar, it remained independent 
from the suburbia discourse.
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Following this target, this dissertation aims to contribute to the base of knowledge 
of processes enabling and leading particular mature suburban residential neigh­
borhoods disadvantaged by negative economic and demographic situation to adapt 
instead of decline. Consequently, it asks how and how far suburban neighborhoods 
are able to react on lifecyclic change and changes in outer circumstances. At the 
core of the discourse there lies the assumption that under certain conditions 
mature suburban residential areas as specific social ecological systems are, in 
reaction to outer and inner conditions, able to generate their own specific intrin­
sic strategy and power to adapt to changing internal and external circumstances. 
As theorizing on perspectives on the future of maturing residential settlement is  
having difficulties with general above mentioned suppositions, it is maybe time to 
undertake an attempt of an alternative conceptual view on maturation, especially 
when thinking about the future development and the possibility to influence the 
fate of particular residential areas by planning measures. 

The central cognitive interest thus aims on understanding development paths of 
social ecological systems within mature suburban residential areas as a result of 
the internal local and external trajectories in order to evaluate and conceptualize 
the adjustment processes along particular lifecycle trajectories. To do so, this book 
aims to connect three particular theoretical lines under the maturation discourse.

First, it aims on reflecting the urbanization discourse regarding the diversifying 
development perspectives of suburbia. Repeated attempts have been undertaken 
to reinterpretate the basic cycles of urbanization or stages of urban development, 
among others in order to accomodate development diversity of particular settle­
ment types of the model (e.g. Bizer et al. 2008; Geyer & Kontuly 1993; Tammaru 
2001; Fisher 2003; Ourednicek 2004; Sykora & Posova 2011 and others). Regarding 
suburbia, it prevealingly focusses on a re-positioning of the suburban development 
trajectory within the urbanization concept as developed by van den Berg (1982) in 
order to open argumentative space for a broader discourse apart from a growth 
and decline trajectory, which has been interpreted into this model. 

see Figure 2
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It then aims to explore and reflect the concept of maturation itself, particularly 
within the growth-maturity-decline trajectory. The emphasis is being laid on what 
is called the ‘suburban myth’ or ‘suburban cliché’ (e.g. Masotti 1972; Kramer 1972; 
Wunsch 1995; McManus & Ethington 2007). Again, the analysis aims on mapping 
its argumentative consequences for conceptualizing maturation trajectories in the 
suburbia. Due to a lack of a comparable basic theoretical dicourse in Germany and 
Europe, it initially refers to the American discourse and partly attempts to contex­
tualize it within the West-European reality by defining its specific components of a 
canonical view. In order to explore a multi-layered spatial concept and at the same 
time to refer to existing studies on suburban maturation in particular residential 
areas, it refers to discourses on space and neighborhood change as a way to ex­
plore difficulties to grasp diversifying local development.

Figure 2:	 Cognitive interest defined by its basic theoretical and discursive framings (own illustration)
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Taking on the first two thematic lines, the third step then introduces the lifecycle 
model into the development of mature suburban residential areas within the path 
dependence, resilience and adaption. In the centre of the interest is a concept able 
to accomodate also non-linear development paths within particular settlement 
systems. Taking the critical discourse on change in social ecological systems as a 
base, it attempts to contribute to a re-interpretation of the established develop­
ment trajectories based on alternating threshold reactions and equilibrium states 
towards a more pluralistic and open adaption concept. To do so, it mainly incurs the 
open model of path dependent evolution from the context of economic geography 
(Martin 2010 & 2012; Martin & Sunley 2010) and applies it to the mature suburban 
neighborhood development. This concept allows to regard adaption as a part of 
continuous maturation occuring along the whole lifecycle outside the growth-ma­
turity-decline trajectory. 

As a case study reference, the dissertation takes on two different suburban ma­
ture residential areas. The city of Grimma (case one) is situated in East Germany  
in the broader Leipzig region and represents an area of industrially constructed  
apartment houses from the last quarter of the 20th century with different kind of 
ownership. The Resser Mark case is an area with low density, with family houses  
but also apartment building areas with some suburban settings of the city of 
Gelsenkirchen in previous West Germany. Both of the micro locations are situated 
within municipal and regional areas, which have been shrinking at least during 
the last two decades, thus dealing with significant consequences of demographic 
change and physical maturity. Within the theoretical frame of nested analysis 
(Liebermann 2005) the case studies aim on a model testing in order to reflect the 
theoretical findings in the light of the lifecycle discussion towards the open ad­
aption concept mentioned above. One of the central questions is to which extent 
the systems tend to a state of stable maturity which they would remain in or keep 
adapting along an ever changing development path. Finally, besides the target of 
understanding mechanisms of adjustment within social ecological systems of ma­
ture suburban residential areas, the aim of the dissertation is to reflect existing 
analytical approaches towards maturation processes, which would deliver a broa­
der basic knowledge as a base for practical strategic planning.
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1. 3	 Structure of the dissertation 

The dissertation consists of six chapters. The introduction is followed by the second 
chapter on maturation and adjustment. It includes general assumptions on the 
concept of suburbia in maturity and its connections to the canonical urban-subur­
ban dichotomy, homogeneity assumption and the canonical view. As a base, van den 
Berg’s et al. (1982) stages of urban development and its alternatives are discussed 
in relation to the diversifying metropolitan, and especially suburban development. 
Aiming on both general macro and local micro level approach, the merely general 
discourse is enlarged by a reflexion of the concepts of the neighborhood change. 
The third chapter introduces the lifecycle theory. It hereby focuses on the approach 
based in social ecology and its further derivations and highlights the path depen­
dency, leaving other general concepts aside. It, however, discusses fundamental 
components which are co-constituting or specificy the lifecycle concept, including 
thresholds, equilibrium and intent as the main influentants on the development 
path. Picking up the critical reflection in Martin’s (2010) polemic Roepke lecture 
dedicated to rethinking of regional path dependence, it identifies a basic frame 
of a system-oriented analytic approach. In the fourth chapter, the methodological 
approach to the case studies based on previous conceptual findings is explained 
and the two case studies on mature suburban residential areas are carried out. 
In the fifth chapter interpretations on adjustment strategies derivated from the 
case studies within the context of maturation process are undertaken. Chapter six 
delivers a summary on findings on the maturation of suburban residential areas 
regarding the system adjustment strategies, and outlines the requirements on an 
equivalent analytic concept.
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Figure 3:	 Structure of the dissertation (own illustration)
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2.	 SUBURBANIZATION DISCOURSE

2. 1	 Conceptualizing suburbia within an urban-suburban dichotomy

Conceptualizing suburbia has been a continuous process throughout the ongoing 
development of the urban settlement area (Park et al. 1925; Mumford 1961; Farley 
1964; Fishman 1987; Teaford 1997; Hayden 2004; Harris 2010, and many others). 
Even though suburbia has been widely accepted as a part of both the metropolitan 
settlement pattern and of urban life, a consistent definition in terms of its spatial 
character and societal embeddedness has been continuously discussed, even in 
the German context, where conclusions have been made about the difficulty of a 
simple, self-standing descriptive definition of the phenomena without any relatio­
nal topic (c.f. Sieverts 1997; Aring 1999; Jessen 2001; BBR 2004; Hesse 2012)14.

Since the beginning of the suburban growth phase, the suburban discourse has 
been dominated by the concept of urban-suburban opposition (Beauregard 2009)15. 
Comparing the core city with the perception of suburban development: in the 
middle and the beginning of the suburbanization process, suburbia was classically 
defined as a core-dependent, detached settlement type beyond the administrative 
borders of the city (cf. Siebel 2005; cf. Hesse & Kaltenbrunner 2005; c.f. McManus &  
Ethington 2007), and planning challenges were thus defined accordingly. Concep­
tualized evolutionary and historically through its sprawl-oriented growth pattern 
(Fishman 1987), suburbia has long been seen as a spatially indifferent and socially 
selective contrast to the compact, urban, socially mixed and spatially well-organi­
zed core city. Furthermore, during the prevailing suburbanization phase, and espe­
cially during the second half of the 20th century, it was seen as the winner of spatial, 
functional and social tensions with the urban core. The concepts of density and 
distance had been mostly used to distinguish suburban contexts from the core city, 
with a number of derived dimensions, such as evolutionary phases and commuting 
distance, playing a fundamental role in defining suburbanization processes (Siebel 
2005). Such definitions may have distinguished suburbia from the compact and 
central location of the settlement area. However, it did not explain what suburbia 
itself actually was. 

Another topic in understanding suburbia is the development of its internal struc­
ture. A broadly compiled spatial, functional and social definition of suburbia, which 
would be self-standing and thus non-relationistic e.g. to the core city has not yet 
been established (Hesse & Kaltenbrunner 2005; Forsyth 2012). Existing attempts 
to do so rather define it as an intermediary space of peculiar and atomized inter­
ests and uses (cf. Sieverts, 1997). Analyzing definitional approaches to suburbia, 

14 	 For information on the general context of suburbia as a relational term, refer to Vaughan et al. 2009.
15 	 Even though North American literature offers a significantly broader base for theorizing suburban develop­

ment than that of other continents, the situation in other parts of the world, especially Western Europe and 
Germany, to which this text refers in case studies, may vary significantly. Where necessary, this is explicitly 
mentioned in the text. Other statements with a general meaning are used more broadly. Here, even though 
Beauregard addresses American cities, as we will see later, the urban-suburban opposition is a quite gener­
ally rooted phenomenon.
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Forsyth (2012) identifies a set of relational dimensions, including location, mor­
phology, transport, function, social, socio-cultural, processual, temporal and ana­
lytical measures as well as several criteria-oriented indices.16 She further draws 
attention towards two basic challenges of an unclearly defined suburbia. On the 
theoretical level, the first is the challenge of empirical research and theory, which 
requires “adequate definitions of features and concepts being measured” (Forsyth 
2012, 271). The second is the issue of action, as expressed by Caplan and Nelson 
(1973, 200): “What can be done about a problem depends on how it is defined”17. 
Thus, due to the prevailing contrary relation to the core city, planning strategies re­
garding suburbia were often taken from the urban point of view, defining planning 
tasks mainly as aiming on limiting sprawl and protecting the core city. Despite its 
relevance in many cases, they often were based on a monotypical understanding 
of the suburbia in spatial, morphological and societal contexts. Such concepts in­
cluded more than a substantial urban-suburban connection: suburbia relatively 
soon became an alternative concept for most of the aspects of the city, such as 
multifunctional and networked environments for living, work and recreation for a 
large portion of society within the core city (cf. Masotti 1972; Geyer 2002). 

Core-centric view on suburbia and the suburban(ization) discourse

The difficulty of a core-centric view on suburbia today can be seen in two main ob­
jections. First, as already mentioned above, quantitatively and institutionally, in its 
most narrow understanding suburbia has been defined as the result of suburbani­
zation. Again, the trend of suburbanization is mostly understood as an out-migra­
tion of inhabitants from the core city (Siebel 2005)18. The same understanding 
remains prevalent for the functions of industry, trade or recreation (cf. Hesse 2012). 

Second, suburbia—including surrounding cities within the metropolitan area of its 
main core—has already been developing ‘urban’ functions for some time. This has 
occurred not only as a contradiction to and an outsourcing from the core city, but 
also within a functional logic of a regional metropolitan space, in which both the 
core and the suburbs as well as other areas such as older and newly established 
‘urban’ centers and/or functional centralities have been included (Czok 1979; 
Wunsch 1995). Consequently, many current suburban attributes, such as qualita­
tive and functional diversification or selective growth and shrinkage, are not clearly 
contradictory to those of the core city, but rather increasingly similar. Suburbia’s 
development process into a post-suburbia (Lange 2000; Phelps et al. 2010) derives 
from substantial developments at the edge of major metropolitan areas, making 

16 	 Forsyth concludes that suburbia could either be abandoned as a term and replaced by particular and more 
specific environmental types (such as ‘edge city’, ‘office park’, ‘detached residential area’, etc.), or it may be 
kept, but qualified by adjectives (e.g., ‘ethnoburb’).

17 	 Cited by Forsyth 2012, 271.
18 	 Though urban-suburban borders may be defined according to either administrative or real physical-mor­

phological factors, data for statistic analysis of the settlement area mostly correspond with administrative 
borders (ibid.). This creates a further discrepancy between these two definitional aspects.
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particular suburban areas to a certain extent comparable to urban areas (cf. Roost  
& Folgmann 2013). Other convergence between urban and suburban is also evi­
dent in the ‘social urbanization’ of suburbia (Dittrich-Wesbuer & Osterhage 2014). 
Differently to this, Frank (2014) argues that the ‘suburbanization of the city’ is cur­
rently occurring through the reurbanization of the core city by the middle class, 
which is in fact oriented to the ‘suburban lifestyle’. This is resulting not only in sub­
urban physical morphologies in central locations, but also in suburban-like social 
patterns. This may mark the convergence of the metropolitanization processes in 
(sub)urban areas—manifested in an increasing proliferation of generational social 
and demographic characteristics—and a subsequent fragmentation of once cle­
arly defined spatial boundaries between these areas. This is supported by growing 
evidence of parallel degradation or gentrification processes, which until now have 
been mostly discussed in the context of cities (even regarding resilience and ad­
justment capacity), but not necessarily as a suburban issue (cf. Altrock et al. 2014).

The increasing criticism of the classic view on suburbia as a core-dependent urban 
system is strongly related to the challenges of the conceptual view of its develop­
ment in narratives and discourses (Beuka 2004; Beauregard 2009). Historically, 
suburbia has been juxtaposed with the compact city (Jackson 1985; Fishman 1987; 
Stilgoe 1988), although it might have also existed throughout the history of the 
city—and not necessarily as its opposite, which always has been the countryside 
(cf. Harris & Vorms 2014; Scott 2013; Wunsch 1995). Burgess (1925) understands 
urbanization and suburbanization as a consequence of the same urban expansion, 
caused by the shift of inhabitants from rural towards urban areas, stating that this 
tendency can be observed in most cities that have experienced a ‘classic’ industrial 
growth. The consequences of this include the relocation of wealthy residents to 
selected areas surrounding the compact city and situated beyond the existing sub­
urbs, followed in turn by the middle class. Widespread suburbanization included 
the outsourcing of additional functions that had until then been situated within the 
core (Fishman 1987; Kadono 2010). 

The point of suburbia’s subordination to the city is double-sided and anchored in 
both city and suburb, similar to the way in which they are interwoven. In times of ur­
ban expansion during industrialization, suburbia served as a foundation for urban 
development, which the growing city incorporated before pushing the suburban 
fringe out even further to the outskirts. To a certain extent, and especially in the 
industrialized global North (Harris 2010), suburban growth together with urban ex­
pansion took on the role of a ‘relief valve’ for extremely dense city cores. Within the 
Garden City movement and modernism, urban development extensively took place 
on the basis of strategies and plans, especially within industrial cities (cf. Howard 
1902). Here, development has partly taken place more liberally and independently 
as a private measure (cf. Walker and Lewis 2001). Politically, in the North American 
conservative understanding suburbanization is still often seen from the perspec­
tive of the colonial freedom to settle, which to a certain degree may origin from the 
understanding of freedom of the individual according to societal issues, including 
segregation (Harrell 2011, 247).
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At the same time, as Sykora & Stanilov (2014, 22) point out in a study on suburba­
nization in post-socialist Europe, suburbanization is generally to be seen as “not 
just a matter of personal choice, but a one of societal choice”. Historically seen it is 
likely that sub-urban (non-urban) settlement patterns developed simultaneously 
to most urban cores. One reason for this might lie in the rigid social system that 
banned functions at its social periphery to the physical periphery of the city. Addi­
tionally, the scarce historical urban space meant that some functions necessary 
for urban life were haphazardly or non-optimally located within a clearly defined 
urban environment. As such, suburbia has always been positioned as an alterna­
tive to the city (Wunsch 1995; Musil 2002). Some scholars, above all Walker and 
Lewis (2001) and Harris (2010 & 2014), emphasize the core independent develop­
ment, fed by growth in suburban locations. Harris (2010) similarly states that even 
though suburbanization might have been a matter of higher social classes in its 
modern-day beginning, the mass of suburban development in the Global North and 
even more so in the Global South instead developed at locations where residence 
in the core was for many spatially and/or economically impossible: a significant 
amount of suburban development might not have been voluntarily chosen as an  
ideal, but rather as a possible or rational alternative. Additionally, suburbanization  
was seen as a new form of (post)industrial settlement, overcoming the compact  
city together with its spatial-functional limitations and societal challenges (Gilham 
2002). Often, however, both of these patterns were mixed. (Nishikawa et al. 1989, 
Gilham 2002)

Suburban expansion as a basis for the narrative of decline

The urban-suburban interaction and logic are seen as generally symbiotic along the  
trajectory or narrative of parallel expansion at both the core and the suburbia. The  
interpreted end of the symbiosis between the core city and suburbia and its turn  
into complementary opposite roles arose when the city was no longer expanding or 
was even losing net population to the suburbs, and thus declining while suburbia 
was still growing. By that time suburbia to a certain extent still seemed to promise 
a better standard of living than the city (Madden 2000). Opposing positions towards 
suburbia already evolved during the 1950s and 1960s, as the consequences of the 
demographic and functional shift to the suburbs became evident in Northern Ame­
rica, in part due to the effects of harsh social and racial segregation and consequent 
dilapidation within many inner-city areas. At the same time, suburbanization had 
begun to fundamentally reshape the compact cities in Western Europe as a con­
sequence of the post-war lack of housing both in terms of quantity and quality, the 
baby boom and the combination of individual car ownership and spreading wealth 
(cf. Beckhoven et al. 2005). A critical view on suburbanization was often given from 
the neo-Marxist point of view (Harvey 1978; Walker 1981). Ourednicek & Spackova 
(2013) suggest on this that Marxist authors emphasized push factors, resulting 
from the malfunctioning of the capitalist city, whereas neoecological approaches, 
such as that represented by Aalbers et al. (2004), were rather concerned with pull 
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factors of suburbia in particular.19 They further conclude that macro-oriented so­
cietal views, such as those of Harvey (1978), Wirth (1996), Giddens (1997) or Put­
nam (2000), only negatively value the suburbanization phenomenon, whereas the 
empirically-based ‘inside view’, represented among others by Gans (1968) or Lupi  
& Musterd (2006) came to more favorable conclusions.

The urban movement represented by Jacobs (1961), Fogelson (2001) and others 
began to address the decline of the urban core as a societal issue related to suburba­
nization. The criticism of suburban development merely targeted suburbia itself—
the monotony of its settlement environment, its dependence on private car owner 
ship and central city functions and its lack of social interaction. This definition of a  
monoschematic space beyond the city limits—relationally subordinated to the city  
in terms of traffic flows and selective functional transfers (Mumford 1961; Whyte 
2002; Siebel 2005), with uncontrolled sprawl in the direction of the outer periphery 
as well as the integration into the compact city towards the urban core as the main  
development trajectory—has meanwhile been repeatedly criticized as insufficient 
(e.g. Dobriner 1972; Gans 1959 & 1962; Berger 1961; Kramer 1972; Wiese 2003; 
Hesse & Kaltenbruner 2005; Harris 2010; Forsyth 2012). McManus & Ethington 
(2007) have summarized this criticism into three basic points. First, it is the final 
acceptance of considerable diversity within and among suburbs, which stands in 
contrast to the monoschematic suburb. Above all, it challenges the understand­
ing of suburbia as a merely ‘non-ethnic’ middle-class area, instead showing it 
as a mixed settlement space that is also characterized by the working class and 
overall ethnic differentiation. Furthermore, it shows that functionally diverse sub­
urban space is not a recent phenomenon, but rather that ‘post-suburbanization’ 
has been going on since the beginning of suburbia. A second fundamental point  
is the questioning of the distinction between city and suburb, regarding major  
variables in the American context analyzed by Harris & Lewis (2001). They come  
to the conclusion that “in terms of social geographic patterns including residential 
patterns, jobs, transportation, journey-to-work and the home as a place-dependent 
worksite; land development and house building and the political fragmentation (…) 
characteristics attributed to either central cities or to suburbs were widely found in 
both locations.” (McManus & Ethington 2007, 325)20. Dittrich-Wesbuer and Oster­
hage (2013) come to a similar conclusion regarding lifestyles in a study comparing 
particular urban and suburban areas in Dortmund, Germany. Third, the definition 
and questioning of the ‘suburban myth’ is based on the notion that the dystopian 
societal narrative of suburbia has been entangled with a declining convergence of 
middle-class culture, which, however, is “more about the middle-class society than 
the suburbs per se” (McManus & Ethington 2007, 325).

19 	 According to Beckhoven et al. (2005), emphasizing the pull or push factors was already a distinction within 
the discourse of Burgess (1925), who was more driven by the human ecology approach, and Hoyt (1939), who 
argued that not only income, but several other factors influence the location of individual housing choices 
within the metropolitan area.

20 	 Menzl (2007. 400f) however sees a distinct difference in values of suburbanites, based on focussing on 
children, sublocal orientation, place of residence as a retreat, and a physical, life cyclic, social and normative 
homogeneity.
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From a dualistic model towards a post-suburban metropolitan diversification

Not only suburbanization itself made suburbia hostile, but also the increasing spa­
tial, functional and economic independence of suburbia from the core city. Here, the 
diversification of suburban space is increasingly becoming a central issue of the 
discourse (cf. Dittrich-Wesbuer et al. 2010; Phelps et al. 2010; Hirohara et al. 2010; 
Keil 2011). A significant diversity of suburban settlement types, forms and social 
contexts is being acknowledged, together with retrospective linkages to suburbia’s 
own diverse evolutionary history (Dyos 1961; Warner 1968; Jackson 1985; Hayden 
2004). Along with the ethnic, social and functional variety of both suburban and 
urban realities, the evidence that suburbia absorbs urban functions and is beco­
ming a multifunctional post-suburbia is beginning to promote such diversity on 
functional and spatial levels (Zimmer 1975 in Choldin et al., 1980; Teaford, 1997). 
In a densification process, the compact and multifunctional urban cityscape partly 
spreads over the inner suburban fringe and turns this area urban (Kadono 2009). 

Within the metropolitan context, which similar to ‘new regionalism’ is taking a 
unifying view onto the otherwise distinct ‘urban’ and ‘suburban’ (Pastor 2001), the 
physical and functional typologies of suburban settlements, interactions among 
them and with the urban core are taken as a basis for defining distinct entities 
within mostly undefined spaces and their physical typologies.21 As a generic term, 
the differentiated settlement space is deemed post-suburban (Hayden 2009). With 
post-suburbanization, interconnections within the diversifying metropolitan sub­
urban space are being further defined. Post-suburbia as a phenomenon beyond 
functional clustering and morphological differentiation opposes the classic un­
derstanding of suburbanization as a one-way expansion process from the core 
city to the outskirts. This was based on core-fringe migration as well as on depen­
dency on the core in terms of employment, mainly defined by commuting (cf. Siebel 
2005). Apart from the well-known fact that administrative borders in metropolitan 
areas are becoming increasingly incompatible with the spatial development of 
settlements, this further relativizes the basic definitions of the suburban space 
as a target area for migration from the core city. During post-suburbanization, the 
tangential migration of inhabitants, employment and other functions within the 
post-suburban space gains in significance as the existing metropolitan area’s net­
work system grows. Being spatially selective, it may not regard certain parts of cores 
and fringes. It moreover strengthens the regional metropolitan network of centrali­
ties and functional clusters and reshapes it according to hierarchies and functions 
(Todokoro 2000; Polívka et al. 2012). Vaughan et al. (2009) go further and argue that  
a non-centric metropolitan area settlement model offers an alternative to a ba­
lanced concept of the relationship between suburbia and urban cores for two main 

21 	 These settlement types include, for example, technoburbs (Fishman 1987), outtowns (Goldberger 1987) or 
edge cities (Garreau 1991), superburbs (Bourne 1996), ethnoburbs (Li 1998), Zwischenstadt (Sieverts 1997), 
exopolis (Soja 2000), edgeless cities (Lang 2003), zoomburbs (Hayden 2004a), boomburbs (Lang/LeFurgy 
2007) and in-between spaces (Keil/Young 2010), or beyond this as a phenomenon of the rural-urban fringe 
(Scott 2013). Other areas are gradually maturing as generational settlement typologies that need to be phys­
ically and functionally re-qualified (Sieverts, 1997, Dunham-Jones & Williamson 2011; Kadono 2010, Aring 
2012 and others).
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reasons. First, a non-centric model acknowledges the simultaneous emergence of 
settlements, centralities and functions. It also includes the differentiated typology 
of suburbia, which, for example, Connell (1974) calls ‘metropolitan villages’, with 
outlasting village elements, or Griffiths (2009) deemed ‘urbanized historical main 
roads or centralities’. More importantly, Castells (1989, 156ff) postulated from an 
Euro-Atlantic point of view that post-war decentralization was connected to mass 
car ownership, deindustrialization and new communication media and produced 
relatively dense commercial sub-centers, which slowly transform metropolitan 
areas into multinuclear, multifunctional spatial structures organized around new 
urban villages. Studies by Todokoro (2002) and Polívka et al. (2012) show that, while 
a development focus exist on both larger central urban and multi-connected func­
tional metropolitan cores, the peripherization of other areas progresses, whereas 
some specific functional clusters remain untouched by these trends and create 
their own—albeit not necessarily contrary—hierarchies in space.

Second, Vaughan et al. (2009) state that a non-centric metropolitan area settle­
ment model also corresponds with the multifaceted metropolitan demographic 
and functional development dynamics. Beyond the polycentricity system, certain 
other scholars argue for a non-hierarchical view of suburban centers, “since the 
urban gravitational pull is more truly said to be from everywhere to everywhere else” 
(Marshall 2006, 274 in Vaughan et al. 2009, 480/481). Sievert’s (1997) concept of 
the Zwischenstadt22 criticizes the notion that urban centrality is inappropriate 
for understanding the character and interactions of the settlement landscape. In 
order to define the multi-nucleated metropolitan system, he proposes the term 
‘semi-urban’ rather than suburban. A similar discussion is presently being held re­
garding the term ‘post-suburban’. The spatial concept of polycentricity is then seen  
as one of a fragmented mega-city region (Hall & Pain 2006), with ‘archipelagos 
of globality’ located across the region (Hall 2001; Kunzmann 2011). Even though 
a completely non-hierarchical point of view disregards functional differentiation 
as well as population barycenters, it seems likely that centrality within the metro­
politan system is something beyond the historical reminiscence of the ‘European 
City’ and its subsequent outskirts. Further it is not just differentiated in terms of a 
hierarchy of space and function, but rather in functional or thematic clusters that 
create their own regional centrality network.

22 	 According to Hesse (2010, 25), the Zwischenstadt stands for: “(1) the classical suburban areas at the out­
skirts of agglomerations, but also (2) such parts of suburbia that lie in-between different central cities and 
exhibit rather hybrid settlement characters, and finally (3) rural areas where densification and urbanization 
tendencies are beginning to take place, and which have usually been referred to as the urban and semi-ur­
ban periphery. This particular discourse thus left behind substantial problems of definition, which can only 
partially be accounted for by the variety of suburban settlement structures.” Hesse further remarks that, 
despite the fundamental importance of the book for the discursive shift on suburbia, fundamental problems 
remain: the “fuzzy term” of the still insufficiently defined Zwischenstadt or the generalization of the case 
study (Rhein-Main & Ruhr Area, Germany).

see Figure 4
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Figure 4:	 Development of centrality in metropolitan areas according to Todokoro (2000) (1 – 4), enlarged by  
Polívka et al. (2012) according to Hall’s (2001) archipelagos of global city regions (5)
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2. 2	 Suburbia and the urbanization cycles within a diversifying 
metropolitan development

The maturation process of suburbia has an impact on the interpretation of urbani­
zation cycle theories23, which are interpreted regionally but also implemented locally.  
In most of these theories, the period of concentric urbanization alternates with a 
period of centrifugal expansion, showing that the rise of the one comes along with 
the decline of the other. Influenced by the post-war suburbanization wave, Hall 
(2001) presented four phases of urban development. These began with centraliz­
ation at the core, followed by two decentralization periods (relative and absolute) 
and, finally, the absolute decline of the urban region due to inhabitant loss at the 
urban core. During the 1980s and 1990s, cycle-based urbanization theories were 
strongly influenced by the net inhabitant reconcentration in the core cities after a 
long phase of post-war deconcentration. In 1981, Klaasen and Seimeni introduced 
a ‘recurring’ cycle of reconcentration. One of the first phase-based deep analyzes 
of the urbanization process was conducted by Fielding (1982), who analyzed the 
phases of urbanization and counterurbanization on the basis of net migration and 
settlement size (cf. Champion 2001).

Van den Berg et al. (1982) used a circular urbanization pattern by defining urban 
development in the four phases of urbanization, suburbanization, counterurbani­
zation or deurbanization and reurbanization based on population change in the 
urban core and at the periphery24. During the urbanization phase, large cities 
emerge and the population of the region grows, concentrating within the urban 
cores25. In a second phase, centripetal population development is replaced by sub­
urbanization. It redistributes the highly concentrated population from urban cores 
to adjacent spaces, causing spatial expansion of the settlement area by means 
of a declining density. This phase is again supported by many factors, among 
which the spatial-functional conflicts in the core push, and individual wealth pull 
a significant part of the inner-city population to move out towards adjacent sub­
urban areas.26 This phase is then replaced by counterurbanization, which draws 
the population from the agglomeration core area further out to its outskirts and 
to the adjacent rural areas beyond. It is reliant, among other things, on ubiquitous 
infrastructure (Siedentop 2008), functional spread and diversification as well as a 
lack of favorable spatial alternatives closer to the agglomeration’s already urba­
nized and suburbanized core (Kadono 2010). In this phase, both the core city and 
suburbia may lose population. Finally, within reurbanization, the urbanized area 
begins to gain inhabitants at its core(s) and, again, in adjacent suburbia, driven by 
a parallel decline in the growth of external areas.

23 	 Also referred to as “Study of growth and decline”(van den Berg et al. 1982).
24 	 This includes suburban areas of the metropolitan settlement area.
25 	 Tisdale (1942) defines urbanization as a process of population concentration in two ways: the multiplication 

of points of concentration and the increase in their size (cf. Champion 2001). In the modern age, such concen­
tration—especially in the European context—was evoked by the urban industrialization era (Ourednicek 2004).

26 	 See the previous argumentation on ‘pulls’ and ‘pushes’ by Ourednicek & Spackova (2013) and Beckhoven et al. 
(2005) in the previous chapters. 

see Figure 5
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The universal urbanization model developed by van den Berg’s team was widely 
influential in the interpretation of the dynamics of metropolitan area development, 
as it principally enabled scholars to describe the spatial attributes of the process 
of metropolitan growth and density change and considered the post-industrial re­
growth of the cores after counterurbanization. However, the basic model of urbani­
zation has been subject to several alterations, mainly due to its rigidity. Geyer and 
Kontuly (1993) proposed a model of ‘differential urbanization’ based on the rela­
tion of migration and settlement size to accommodate dynamics.27 The analysis by 
Herfert and Osterhage (2012) further shows that regions may skip certain phases of 
the cycle and switch to others, and that different phases may run simultaneously.28

Based on the concepts of urban development cycles, some scholars have empha­
sized the correlation between a shrinking core and growing outskirts and vice versa. 
Accordingly, since a steady reurbanization trend has been observed in German  
cities since the turn of the millennium (Herfert & Osterhage 2012), significant chal­
lenges caused by shrinkage have also been expected within suburban areas. These 
have been expected to especially affect the most prevalent function of housing—
including both apartment buildings and detached family housing (Häußermann 
2007; cf. Aring 2012). 

27 	 Ourednicek (2004) remarks that even though the ideas of the models might be effective in principle, in addi­
tion to the fact that these merely apply to cities that have experienced a rapid industrial expansion, they have 
not yet been empirically proven—at least for Europe. He quotes, among others, Cheshire and Hay (Cheshire  
& Hay 1989; Cheshire 1995), who in studies on metropolitan areas found that none of 200 cases went through 
all phases and only 18 per cent went through at least the half of the cycle. Furthermore, he points out that, 
even in the research made by van den Berg et al. (1982), empirical affirmation could not been delivered.

28 	 Herfert and Osterhage (2012, 107ff) point out that reurbanization is a prevailing—though not the only—trend 
among German cities and metropolitan areas regardless of their actual population trend. At the same time, 
reurbanization might overlap with further centrifugal development, even though a clear deurbanization (con­
terurbanization) phase is not evident.
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Figure 5:	 Urbanization model by van den Berg (Champion 2001, 147)

Figure 6:	 Geyer & Kontuly differential urbanization model (Champion 2001, 146)
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Theories on the basic lifecycle process of settlement development have also influ­
enced the conceptualization of suburban development. After a growth phase, sub­
urbia was to a certain extent expected to decline during the reurbanization phase. 
Scenarios of decline were fed by many different contexts, including the painful 
20th century experience of urban decline (Jacobs 1961), peak oil29, discussions re­
garding transport and land use (Becker et al. 2011) as well as changes in lifestyle 
preferences (Brake 2012)30. Although they pick up on an important shift in societal 
history, empirical data show that such an approach is unable to provide a gene­
ral explanation of urban-suburban development trends. Similar to what has been  
mentioned above, rather than ‘pure’ phases of reurbanization, a “complex restruc­
turing process in the context of the urban regions” (Jessen & Siedentop 2010) is tak­
ing place. There, many outcomes are possible, including both growth and decline, 
but also adaption and transition31. As Aring (2012, 73) puts it by interpreting Jessen  
& Siedentop 2010: “Current trends of stagnating or limited suburbanization along-
side modest reurbanization do not (yet) mark fundamental change, but seem to be 
embedded into rather complex restructuring processes within urban regions, which 
as such have not yet been scientifically understood.”

This demonstrates that the diversifying development within metropolitan areas to 
a certain extent refutes the regional urbanization model. Therefore, even though 
certain phases and their succession on the general regional level may be statisti­
cally identified, within certain parts of the region and their quarters or neighbor­
hoods contradictory parallel development paths may exist. Similarly, there seems 
to be limited space for predictions of general cyclic development within suburbia. 
This especially regards the general growth, maturity, decline and regression of an 
entire existing settlement type—in this case, the decline of suburbia—during a 
reurbanization cycle, defined exclusively by the conditions32 of location, demogra­
phy and economy. 

29 	 Sieverts (2012) assumes that every historical revolution in an energy medium also has a fundamental impact 
on the settlement structure. Still, there is no evidence that this fatally affects the previous structures; rather, 
it modifies the existing structures and adds new ones due to fundamentally increased mobility of individuals 
and goods within them.

30 	 Brake (2012) argues that many individuals tend to live in urbanized rather than suburbanized contexts due  
to interdependencies with structural change resulting from changed societal and economic backgrounds. 

31 	 Here, in part similar to basic resiliency theories, ‘adaption’ stands for the change of a system without its 
fundamental restructuring, and ‘transition’ stands for fundamental changes from one system to another  
(cf. Holling 1986; Walker et al. 2006 or Martin 2010).

32 	 ‘Conditions’ refer to characteristics based on facts such as statistical data, stakeholder constellations as 
well as physical shapes and functional interrelations outside and inside the area.
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Suburbanization versus suburban development

There are two more views on the development path diversification assumption in 
the context of suburbia. The first and rather general is related to the question of 
whether and to which extent the whole metropolitan area undergoes one common 
lifecycle phase at a particular point in time. If we follow Siedentop (2008) in es­
tablishing an interconnection between reurbanization and intraregional popula­
tion shifts in favor of larger cities, it becomes evident that within the intraregional 
post-suburban shifts including the wider metropolitan area, areas of centrality 
gain population and, at least in relative terms, also functions at the cost of peri­
pheral areas. This can be recognized in both relative and absolute numbers, and 
may apply to both population and functions. However, reurbanization does not 
necessarily lead to a laminar decline of the suburban metropolitan area. Rather, it 
may keep drawing population selectively from some areas and especially weaken 
the position of peripheral areas. General urbanization models mostly distinguish 
between the core, suburban and extraurban areas and not necessarily between 
different places within these areas. Therefore, even though the urbanization theory 
and the methods of lifecycle phase analysis are mostly concerned with the macro 
view on interregional or intraregional shifts, the diverse differentiation trends in 
maturation indicate that phases of the lifecycle need also to be tackled on the 
level of local areas (Siedentop 2008, Hesse et al. 2013). This notion becomes cru­
cial when seeing the diversification as a general attribute of a structural ability to 
adapt (Huning et al. 2014, 13). 

The second issue, as Ourednicek (2004, 3) states it, is that “the main disadvan-
tage of proposed theoretical models is (the) narrow view on urbanization processes 
concerned only (with the) relation of population growth of core and periphery of 
metropolitan regions”. The basic model disregards the fact that a more complex 
population development is characteristic of settlement regions. As already men­
tioned, an increasing influx of population into the urbanizing settlement areas 
does not target the core first, but immediately suburban space. According to Harris 
(2010) and Kadono (2013), this is one of the main reasons why agglomerations 
deurbanize, in addition to the usually mentioned fact that the population of the 
core seeks less dense settlement conditions and suburbanizes as a consequence 
of its own growing wealth. Further, as the metropolitan settlement region becomes 
more complex and post-suburbanization gains significance, tangential migration 
within the larger metropolitan area become evident. Siedentop (2008, 207) accord­
ingly classifies these diverse migration trends as a “new complexity”. Focusing on 
the suburban space, Fisher (2003) defines four different resources of population 
migration: the processes of counter-urbanization and suburbanization mentioned 
above, direct migration from rural to suburban areas, and population retention 
due to limited out-migration from suburbia. Making reference to Tammaru (2001), 
Ourednicek (2004) suggests using ‘suburban development’ as an overarching term 
for migration and population development in post-suburbia instead of ‘suburbani­
zation’, which is associated with the classic rural-urban-suburban migration of the 
urbanization model. 
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This short overview shows that the development within a metropolitan settlement 
area during the ‘second circle of urban development’ (cf. Geyer & Kontuly 1993, 165 
in Fig. 6) overreaches any statically repetitive model of urbanization, and rather 
tends towards intraregional diversification. Regional expansion of the urbanized 
area is further connected to its inner diversification according to the pace of demo­
graphic and functional change. As post-suburbanization and reurbanization show, 
a return to a general state of the initial urbanization cycle is not probable, or at 
least by far not the main possibility. 

Especially in regard to the relative time of the start of urbanization at a particu­
lar place and to its development history, certain areas of the urban region may 
stand coevally in a different phase, using a different pace and following a different 
development path (Kadono 2010). Here Ourednicek (2004) sees a fundamental li­
mitation of the otherwise coherent urbanization models: “There is no doubt that 
xy-urbanizations mentioned by van den Berg and others are still the most important 
processes of urban development in Europe. On the other hand it must be noted, that 
these processes are not consequent stages but rather kinds of urban development. 
Although we are aware these particular urbanization processes are mutually inter-
related, two or more of them can (and they do) coexist within one urban system or 
urban region.” (Ourednicek 2004, 3).

Figure 7:	 Types of migration processes according to Ourednicek (2004, 3), terms used by Fisher (2003) are shown in 
brackets
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Contextualizing suburbanization careers and transformation process  
in suburbia 

Regarding the diversifying conditions of development, Kadono (2013) refers to three 
basic societal contexts as phases of development in certain parts of the suburban 
area, which are spatially and societally contextualized spaces. He defines them as 
rings or segments of the suburban regional settlement, which not only underlie a 
specific situation at a particular time during their emergence, but are also codified 
in individual spatial (proximity to the core city, connectivity), physical (density, buil­
ding size, function) and social (demography, economy and societal priority of the 
inhabitants) characteristics with a direct impact on particular maturation careers. 
These divergent characteristics define possible corridors for further settlement 
development alternatives that evolve for each area. 

•	 The first suburban ring of ‘inner suburbia’ from the first half of the 20th century  
situated closest to the core is defined as the voluntarily established ‘Utopia of 
Bourgeois’, which later widely merged with the expanding compact city. 

•	 The second is defined as ‘outer suburbia’, a suburban expansion area of middle- 
class housing and other functions during the post-war growth period, which initially 
also integrated older workers’ and migrants’ slums. As homogenous settlement 
areas catering to a homogenous lifestyle, outer suburbia further expanded into 
adjacent spaces in accordance with the growing demand of the middle-class on 
housing in the metropolitan area. This second area mostly included homogenous, 
partly state-controlled or at least supported (social) housing projects, transitional 
residential projects for those who first move into apartments and later into their 
own detached house, and a large mass of monostructured semi-detached and de­
tached housing units. By that time, the density of urban areas was still high, and 
was only reduced in the case of state-planned programs. Both urban and suburban 
life was based on commuting between functional locations for work, residence and 
spare time. Suburbia was functionally diversifying, but remained focused on the 
core and developed its centralities mostly around traffic hubs and arteries that 
connected the outskirts to the core. In industrialized countries, this phase pre­
vailed as domination suburbanization pattern until the early 1980s. 

•	 The third phase of ex-urban settlements from the post-industrial time was not 
merely driven by the scarcity of living space at the core, which had already begun 
to become less dense, but on its high price and low quality of life on the one hand, 
and the low capacity of the second expansion area from the industrial age on the 
other hand, which still remained strongly occupied by the metropolitan population 
and found itself already functionally diversifying or partly urbanizing. Further, it  
accommodated desurbanites of all social classes, who preferred to live at the 
rural-urban finge. It was therefore situated beyond the commuting distance to the 
core and targeted at those who longed for a suburban dream of their own house 
close to nature and other amenities, but who could only find an appropriate space 
at the sprawling outskirts of the second ring, the latest rural-urban fringe. 
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Figure 8:	 Transformation process of suburbia. The time-shifted manner of reaching maturity among the different 
‘archetypes’ are shown by the diagonal elipses (Kadono 2013, 16, adapted by author)
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According to Kadono, it is important to understand that each of the suburbani­
zation types develops its own maturation and diversification pattern: whereas  
voluntary and forced suburbanization was strongly divided by class, quality and  
location during the first phase, and later the ‘Utopia of Bourgeois’ during its change  
phase was invaded by urban functions such as retail, large housing units and plots 
are subdivided, new commerce and luxury condos are developed, all increasing  
the functional and physical density that creates urbanity and changing into a 
mixed-use and partly brand-conscious (sub)urban areas with corresponding 
users. The ‘outer suburbia’ represents a central or even single settlement alterna­
tive for the growing general middle class, especially regarding the urban expansion 
that pushes residents from the inner cities through high land prices as well as the 
rules and measures of urban planning. In the actual stage of development, it is 
influenced by a laminar physical and demographic aging process (cf. Fujii, 2010) of 
maturation, within which the first generation or its direct relatives are often living 
and the local ties to a place are high, and the remanence thus remains. Its chances 
for transformation depend on good connectivity to metropolitan urban cores as 
well as a proximity to cores in adjacent areas. Still, these are becoming quite selec­
tive across the settlement scape. The third ‘super-suburbia’ shows an increasingly 
voluntary and individual post-industrial suburbanization, which is no longer able 
to attract the broad middle class generally because of its great distance to (sub)
urban core(s). Due to demographic challenges and the trends of reurbanization, it 
becomes partly stuck and matures in its growth phase. Together with disconnected 
areas of the second development phase, these areas are prospectively the main 
losers of the regional re-concentration. They may only be selectively marketed, for 
instance as distinct lifestyle locations at the rural-urban-fringe (Scott 2013) for 
certain distinguished groups of suburbanites. 
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Figure 9:	 Types of local governance societal system supporting core functions within settlement areas (Kadono 2013, 19)
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The argument is that the potential to develop depends on particular suburban 
‘archetypes’. Similar to the argumentation of Ourednicek (2004), Kadono argues 
that these do not necessarily develop along the whole lifecycle trajectory, thus 
possibly taking an individual lifecycle course pattern. Each of the suburban area 
types may already show symptoms of stagnation during or immediately after their 
growth phase due to various external influences, and might experience a diverging 
pattern of maturation or decline, but also a long-lasting state of a mature stability 
by continuous adjustment. Particular suburban archetypes reach their maturity in 
a time-shifted manner: seen from the history of their emergence, the suburbs of 
bourgeois became mature first and have adapted during expansion phase, where­
as the further two development phases reach maturity while many metropolitan 
areas are already stagnating. Nevertheless, both of them basically take one of two  
paths, declining or adapting. Rather than location itself, Kadono sees the back­
ground of path creation in a combination of potentials defined by spatial, infrastruc­
tural and functional interconnection potential to other core areas, the archetypes 
in each of their different maturation stage and possible adaption paths. These 
individual adaption paths are co-shaped by the internal logic of change as well as 
the individual combination of societal support for the adjustment, characterized 
by an alliance of societal, local, market and non-profit organizations as ‘societies’ 
supporting the core functions of a settlement and leading its adaption (Fig. 9). To­
gether with the acknowledgement of archetypical diversity in development paths 
according to particular place and history, ‘soft measures’ play a similarly crucial 
role in path creation as the ‘hard’ locational, physical and statistical facts do. To 
such also belong commerce, jobs, culture, entertainment, communication and wel­
fare at place or nearby33.

Regarding the locational character and access issue, the specific character of the 
suburban structure has to be taken into account. The rather international view on 
suburban development is undoubtedly a fruitful if arguing on theoretical level. At 
the same time, suburbanization in Germany historically and in terms of planning 
is underlying particular conditions. E.g. the rigid zoning rules differentiating clearly 
between areas in and outside of settlement areas and the planning power of Ger­
man municipalities led together with the specific settlement structure and other 
measures to a specific suburban settlement pattern. Suburbs in Germany mostly 
evolve on areas adjacent to existing settlements and are also functionally connec­
ted to them. There are also no large suburban housing project developers as they 
are known from the US or Japan. For the mature suburban residential areas, the 
merely intergrated structure of German suburbs might prove as favorable in the 
future. Nevertheless, the general challenges based on aging of the society and the 
resulting decline in population numbers as well as the change of housing prio­
rities and alternatives in the population are changing the perspective of suburban 
housing not as general phenomena, but in terms of particular locations. Seeing 
it from the point of the suburban housing, the competition on real estate market 

33 	 For similar concepts related to this understanding of fourthsome stakeholders’ combination, see e.g. the  
Multiple Houses Project (‘Multiple Häuser’) supported by the German Federal Government (Reichenbach- 
Behnisch, 2010 & 2014).
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will become stronger in coming years, most likely leaving parts of the suburban 
settlement areas under or unused. It is also likely that the real estate market in 
Germany has the chance to attract those who would like to live in the suburbia but 
could not yet afford it, or even those who would like to live in the city and could not 
afford. Hereby, not necessarily the absolute distance to the core city shall play a 
crucial role, but rather the actual access time, shopping, healthcare, educational 
and spare time activities offered at place. Especially larger cities with a diversified 
basic infrastructure will therefore manage to keep and even partly expand their in­
habitants number, while peripherized areas, regardless if within the metropolitan 
area or outside of it, may struggle with over-maturity and stagnation.

Diversification as a natural process of suburban development

Suburbia does not generally decline during the reurbanization phase, and particu­
lar areas of the urbanized space, including suburbia, do not necessarily develop in 
a laminar fashion. Rather specific (and to a certain extent also ‘new’) qualities of 
the development in any of the areas—urban, suburban or rural and those areas 
between them—are expected to evolve. This strengthens the assumption that, in 
general, maturity differentiates or diversifies urban systems. In this regard, there 
is no ultimate either or between suburbanization, counter-urbanization and re-ur­
banization, as these may simultaneously exist within the generally changing region 
and enable particular areas to develop along relatively independent ‘paths’. Diffe­
rences among these paths are based on their relational and absolute intensity at 
certain places, channeling them into more or less general development trends. 
Seen from the meso and micro levels, the different phases of urbanization may 
therefore be regarded as interconnected and in part parallel phenomena with a 
specific significance on each (micro, meso and macro) level. To understand the 
development in the maturing ‘second circle’, suburban diversification in time be­
comes crucial as another viewpoint in addition to the assumption of the general 
growth-maturity-decline trajectory. 

Summarizing this one can conclude that maturity may shift urban systems to 
an even more diversified development. The maturation process over time is ac­
companied by divergent influences on the macro, meso and micro levels34, which 
co-define individual development paths. As such, the diversified developments 
on the micro-level become relevant in relation to the regional and urban develop­
ment. Even though the methods of lifecycle phase analysis are mostly concerned 
with the macro view on intraregional shifts, authors indicate that the phases of 
the lifecycles are mirroring onto - and thus need to be tackled also on - the meso 
and even neighborhood level (Siedentop 2008; Bizer et al. 2008; Aring 2012; Beilein 
2013; Schnur 2014). This individual development in particular parts of suburbia in 
different societal concepts and spatial as well as economic contexts neither fol­
lows a pre-determined pattern, nor is it necessarily stable, remaining the same 

34 	 Here: macro = region, meso = city / municipality, micro = (sub)urban quarter.
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throughout its development trajectory. Instead, one can identify a differentiated 
range of development perspectives for particular parts of suburban areas. The 
question arises, therefore, in which way lifecycle models can accommodate diver­
sification within particular suburban residential spaces. The suggestion followed 
here advocates for deeper insight into the particular development path of different 
suburban areas and their sub-systems (Menzl 2007, 402 f). 

This must be based not only on quantitative data, but must also try to achieve a 
certain degree of qualitative comprehensive insight into the path dependencies 
that shape individual diversification patterns. According to such an approach, it 
might be necessary to divide the regional demographic and/or economic growth-
and-decline discussion from the subject of the local suburban quarters or 
neighborhoods. In terms of individual lifecycle development, the functional, demo­
graphic, economic and political situation as well as the resulting societal situation 
in suburbia also develops along specific paths. These may not only make particular 
suburban areas take on completely diversified external and internal contexts and 
exogenous and endogenous conditions35 (and a resulting complexity after some 
decades of existence); they may also provide these areas with a different scope 
of further development options along differentiated path dependencies. Such a 
view also offers the opportunity for a more dynamic understanding of suburban 
change, taking into account the dynamics of the process within suburban develop­
ment trajectories instead of solely focusing on evidence offered through general 
theoretical frameworks and statistically approved local data or on visual signs of 
physical ‘decline’. 

35 	 Here, the external context signifies the characteristic of a particular settlement area defined as using 
externally ascribed attributes. It often has to do with the role of the particular area in both urban (meso) or 
regional (macro) contexts, regardless of whether this is defined mentally, spatially or functionally (cf. Schnur 
2014). The internal context stands for the sum of characteristics defined by the inhabitants and internal 
stakeholders of a particular settlement area. Both external and internal contexts are separate from exoge­
nous and endogenous conditions.
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3.	 SUBURBAN MATURATION AND LIFECYCLES

3. 1	 The growth-maturity-decline pattern in the maturation context

The originally static definition of suburbia, understood and analyzed at a particu­
lar time and place, is gradually shifting towards a dynamic understanding of an 
ongoing suburban career as a transition process. Owing to such a longitudinal de­
velopment, its “examination (…) in the context of metropolises” opened up a broad 
discursive field for development oriented research and strategic planning approa­
ches (cf. McManus and Ethington 2007, 318ff). Much time had elapsed before the 
conclusion could be made that suburbs do not necessarily “retain their peculiar 
socioeconomic characteristics for long periods”, as Farley (1964, 38 in Choldin et 
al. 1980) stated in his Persistence-Stability Theory. They rather remain instable 
and change over time. This topic remained an issue until the 1970s, especially in 
the American discourse. Three classic concepts of change, all based on the under­
standing of the city as an ecological system, all based on sociology and all of them 
mainly related to residents, served as a foundation. The first is the ‘residential 
succession’ by Burgess (1925)36 who explained spatial development by means of 
upward mobility and the succession of residents into other, better-situated areas, 
while the neighborhoods they had left were taken over by lower-class inhabitants. 
In the second concept, Lowry (1960) calls this ‘filtering’. Both authors propose an 
interpretation of persistence and downgrade. As third, probably one of the ear­
liest theoretical lifecycle approaches, comes from Hoover and Vernon (1962), who 
combined the states of physical and social development of residential areas and 
defined the stages of development, transition, downgrading, thinning out and re­
newal. Both models are often used in a complementary manner (Schwirian 1983). 
Choldin et al. (1980, 973) conclude that “all three of these concepts—succession, 
filtering and neighborhood lifecycle—consistently portray a downward change, not 
stability, among residential areas”. 

The classic suburbanization concepts are underlined by the proposition of a cont­
inuous growth and expansion of suburbia. They are fed by a more or less sustained 
economic and demographic growth, or at least by an influx in inhabitants of the 
metropolitan area, by stable lifestyle patterns and ideals, and therefore, by pre­
dictable lifecycles of growth, maturity and decline, which are resolved by passing 
areas over to the next-lower group of users or uses by spatially expansion of the 
settlement area. Thus, they create a kind of ‚successive novelty‘. The residential 
succession concept takes for granted that certain areas accommodate a particular 
range of social strata, where the inhabitants move in as they reach the lower limit 
of the range and move out when they exceed the upper limit. The filtering concept is 
based on socially selective succession from aging neighborhoods into newer ones. 
The lifecycle concept of Hoover and Vernon (1962) is based on the understanding 
of a basic closed-cycle system in which transitions are more or less predictable. 

36 	 Also known as the Invasion-Succession Model (Schwirian 1983).

Jan Polívka

Maturity, Resilience & Lifecycles in Suburban Residential Areas
Suburban maturation and lifecycles



Choldin at al. (1980) also came to a similar conclusion by analyzing educational, 
occupational and income ranks in suburban residential areas over the span of their 
initial 30 years of existence, thus covering the first demographic generation cycle. 

These basic assumptions on the suburban evolution result into a specific con­
struction of the ‘sub-urban’ as a one-way time-and-space-based definition of the 
urban-to-suburban development trajectory. This static definition has not funda­
mentally changed ever since it came into being in the 1950s. It has even been re­
flected in the cultural perception, such as in films and works of fiction as well as 
in sociological texts (Beuka 2004). Meanwhile, suburban development has mostly 
been defined within the middle-class context. Within the process of maturation, 
however, vast areas of current suburbs with a history of five or more decades con­
tinue to exist, spanning over the period of far more than the first two generations 
of users. 

Still, not only mature, but also fairly young suburban areas may experience demo­
graphic and/or physical decline (Hesse et al 2013). Similarly, evidence of vast areas 
of existing suburbia and of current maturation patterns has shifted the point of 
view from the residents to the physical structure. Socially and/or ethnically driven 
residential succession (Burgess 1925, 1928) exists, but it is by far not a central issue 
in the German suburban environment. The difficulty is rather that residents remain 
in their houses even when they are older and their houses become over-mature. All 
of the three points made above show that the successive novelty model is only a 
theoretical pattern limited by the diversity of the reality, especially where different 
influences shape the individual path of the life careers of those living at that place.

Still, although recently conducted studies on mature suburbia include resident 
surveys, their examination areas are rather defined by suburban housing types.  
Detailed and valuable insights such as Menzl’s (2007) analysis of the social life of a 
suburbanizing family do exist, but they are not at the core of the questions regarding 
the background of general remanencies or persistencies. Current studies rather 
refer to a specific kind of suburban areas of the same age and physical structure,  
mostly from the 1950s and 1970s (Dransfeld 2010; Berndgen-Kaiser et al. 2013; 
Hopfner & Simon-Philipp 2013; ILS 2014). Such areas is being referred to as areas 
of ‘demography-driven suburban decline’ (Bendgen-Kaiser et al. 2013). However, 
the data used to identify such a decline are, at best, based on quantitative surveys  
or standardized surveys of inhabitants. Regarding their content again, they refer 
to physical housing rather than to the individual life stages and particular decision 
backgrounds of the residents. What we do know from quantitative statistical series 
analysis and physical surveys are the conditions of the suburbanization process as 
such, as well as the inner dynamics of particular maturing suburban areas. There 
is no doubt that they both have a significant impact on how suburbs develop. Ne­
vertheless, understanding under which individual and complex conditions particu­
lar stakeholders (e.g. house owners) perform their remanence seems to be more 
meaningful when aimed at strategic planning action than through monitoring or 
surveying the occurrence of maturation. Recently, adjustment of cities, regions, 
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organizations and stakeholder networks is being pursued within the theoretical 
discussion on the adaptability of regional and urban systems (Wiechmann 2008; 
Reimer 2012; Altrock et al. 2014) in order to understand processes of adaption. 
However, with some exceptions37, only limited attention has yet been given to the 
internal strategies of particular neighborhoods on the urban periphery outside of 
urban development programs such as ‘Stadtumbau’ or in suburban family housing 
areas.38 Still, these studies already show that maturity-related diversification in 
time and adjustment strategies need to be discussed rather than focusing solely 
on particular phases of growth, maturity and the decline of the structures and de­
mography of a place. 

3. 2	 Components of a canonical view on suburban maturation

Lifecycle polarities of growth, maturity and decline on the background of the ur­
ban-suburban polarity and successive novelty have a substantial impact on how 
mature suburban areas are conceptualized.39 This trajectory evokes assumptions 
on particular lifecycle phases, not only as a part of the urban-suburban pendulum 
already referred to in the second chapter, but also as a set of linear given frames 
animating structuralistic and positivistic conceptual and analytic approaches. 

Homogeneity

Perhaps one of the most significant of the approaches used is the ‘homogeneity 
assumption’, which is based on the understanding of suburban expansion within 
a relatively short period of a development phase with significantly distinguishable 
morphological characteristics. These in turn enable a clear definition of particular 
areas in comparison to the surrounding settlement and their conceptualization as 
homogeneously built areas inhabited by population of a similar social status who 
settled during the same period and simultaneously underwent similar life careers, 
finding themselves in a similar mature state within a ‘double matured’ demogra­
phically and physically aged environment. The homogeneity assumption is defined 
as fixed to an area entity and is understood by its demographic and socio-cultural 
homogeneity. It is thus rooted in the container-based understanding of space, also 
disregarding other definitional aspects such as those by Lefèbvre‘s spatial turn 
(cf. Schmidt 2005, 13). Strategical planning solutions for the challenge of maturity 
sought on this basis merely target a re-growth strategy as a next part of the trajec­
tory. To reach a phase of re-growth, consequent strategic conclusions essentially 
account for measures that evoke an investment in physical renewal and demogra­
phic rejuvenation on the micro level. Or they account for soft systemic strategies 

37 	 A rear case is e.g. Kabisch 2014.
38 	 A rear case is e.g. Homburg 2001; Hesse et al. 2013.
39 	 See Forsyth 2012 in chapter 2.1. see chapter 2. 1
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that generate physical renewal and demographic rejuvenation on both local and 
municipal levels, to encounter decline trends within a classic linear growth-matu­
rity-decline urban lifecycle model (cf. Smith et al. 2001). Such strategies suggest 
that a broad scope of urban planning measures need to be implemented primarily 
by the municipalities in order to reach such a target (Nierhoff 2008). However, at 
the same time, they predominately conceptualize the suburban space as a physi­
cally definable ‘container’ (Löw 2000) on the micro-level based on mono-structured 
areas, not taking into account its broader functional, demographic or governance 
frameworks, as well as its differentiation in time. But particular suburban areas—as 
any others—may be strongly interconnected in a spatial, functional and contextual 
way beyond the particular homogenous settlement type. Thus, in many cases it be­
comes difficult to clearly define them within the suburban settlement space. Simi­
larly, concerning physical investments, real estate owners within the mature phase 
usually act individually according to the rationalities that are rooted in the context 
of their individual life situation (Beilein, 2013). It, however, becomes extremely dif­
ficult to regard such situations and interdependencies within the structuralistic  
approach. Persistencies40 and remanencies41 remain strongly rooted in the indi­
vidual personal and family situation, which to a certain extent is not related to a 
possible physical or demographic homogeneity of the neighborhood, whether or 
not this is given in an albeit defined suburban area. Objective inefficiencies are 
often individually internalized, as subjective alternatives are unclear or undesired. 
From the structuralistic point of view, these particular rationalities of owners and 
inhabitants as stakeholders within the suburban context are often understood 
as negatively ‘privatopic’, irrational, and therefore hindering in terms of the li­
fecycle change. At the same time, they reveal the limitations of the homogeneity 
assumption. 

The assumption of homogeneity in suburban areas is thus based on a similar un­
derstanding of suburbia as a result of a selective migration of inhabitants and func­
tions from the city towards its outskirts, mirroring corresponding morphological  
and functionally disintegrated settlement patterns. The homogeneity of suburban 
areas, which accounts for physical, morphological, functional as well as for de­
mographic and social structural measures of ‘typical suburbia’, takes for granted 
that those who have left the city would subsequently settle in its primal suburban 
context within the sprawling suburbs, which to a large extent are reinforced and 
do not further evolve or adjust. At first glance, the clear spatial division of resi­
dential, retail or production areas allows one to assume that a clear classification 
and assignment of quarters or at least coherent areas would stand for a timeless 

40 	 Persistence in suburban residential areas is mainly defined in sociological terms, as “the maintenance of 
steady socio-economic composition of residents over time” (Sies 1997, 197). One or more of four variables are 
used: family income, occupational status, educational level, and in the American context, race. Sies points 
out that these factors are good for identifying persistence, but there is still no clear consensus about what 
kind of factors are responsible for it. Only the factors of distance to the city and the status of the original 
residents correlate here (ibid.; see also Farley 1964).

41 	 Remanence is here used in the definitional frame of spatial planning, meaning the unwillingness to adjust 
one’s own pattern of residence after the household size or circumstances have changed (Just 2005).
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homogeneity (Beckhoven et al 200542). Studies on suburban maturity often define 
mature suburban quarters by measuring homogeneity in terms of morphology, age 
and demography. Additionally, a ‘double homogeneity’, both physical and demo­
graphic, is presumed within the residential areas, based on the successive city-
to-fringe migration into particular juvenile areas of growth (BMVBS/BBR 2008; de 
Temple 2008; Berndgen-Kaiser et al. 2013; Aring 2012).

The Zwischenstadt discourse (Sieverts 1997) has introduced conceptual appro­
aches that point out more complex spatial connections, which partly show up as 
more strongly interconnected across the alleged spatial-morphological borders 
of the settlement network than the morphologically defined place would suggest 
(Sieverts 1997 & 2005; Sieverts & Bölling 2004). In this sense, a morphologically 
and demographically based spatial definition of particular suburban quarters is 
relativized. As a consequence, a direct implementation of the inner-city ‘Quartier’ 
discourse (Schnur 2010) within the context of the suburban physical container 
comes into question.

Even though urban quarters are often morphologically and functionally definable 
and are often perceived as such, this definition is by far not the only valid one (cf. 
Schnur 2010 & 2014). Furthermore, authors report a significant independency be­
tween suburbs and the core city. Historically, the metropolitan areas of large cities 
were often highly inhabited prior to the mass transport revolution, and suburban 
settlements were characterized by a diverse local economy, ethnic profile, popula­
tion density or total migration. To an extended part, inhabitants of suburban areas 
also originate from other areas than the city core, such as the existing metropolitan 
settlements or through rural-urban or global migration. Thus they are clearly not 
just consisting of those who were affluent enough to afford to live outside the city 
by their own choice43, but also of those who cannot afford to live inside it. Especially 
in the US, where since the end of the last millenium more people under poverty 
are living in suburbs of metropolitan areas than at their cores, the issue of social 
exclusion and economic exclusion - especially within the so called first ring close 
to the core cities - is going hand in hand with suburbia‘s ongoing diversification 
(Kneebone & Berube 2013). The outflow of the affluent urban middle class in this 
context seems itself to be an episode of what we today might call a ‘classic subur­
banization’ within a broader history of suburban development. Consequently, one 
must ask to which extent non-homogeneity is distinctive and which effect it has on 
the suburban settlement landscape. (Wunsch 199544; Ourednicek 2004)

42 	 Quoting Turkington et al. 2004 and Hall et al. 2005.
43 	 Such a picture has been promoted, among others, by Fishman (1989).
44 	 The classic simple suburbanization myth is based on a social and economic vacuum of the urban borderland 

(Wunsch 1995, 9).
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Episodity

A ‘change concept’ correlating with the supposition of physical and demographic 
as well as social homogeneity is the episodity of suburban development along the 
trajectory of a lifecycle. Based on the narrow definition of ‘classic suburbanization’, 
an important attribute of the episodic view is that the development of the suburbs 
is a ‘fatally determined’ one, targeting decline as a consequence. If a classic linear 
lifecycle within a homogenous settlement is assumed, it leads to the notion that, 
after a period of sudden growth and subsequent universal maturation, a period 
of decline based on the natural maturity of households would occur. In areas that 
were developed as a coherent project at one point of time, it is presumed that such 
a period would affect most of the households at approximately the same time 
(Zakrzewski 2011; cf. Aring 2012; and others). Beckhoven et al. (2005, 4) summarize 
‘problems’ of maturation which evolve beyond the ‘double maturation’ of planned 
neighborhoods through the aging of the structures and social down-filtering. 
These include structural problems resulting from outdated or malfunctioning phy­
sical structures, internal design problems, competition problems to newer or other 
more attractive areas due to the market position, including also a poor image, ur­
ban design or spatial problems related to the modernistic concept and peripheral 
location, internal social problems including poor neighborhood relations and coha­
bitation conflicts among households differentiated by social and lifestyle factors, 
the financial problems of both tenants and owners due to rising rent and empty 
units, management and organizational problems because of bad management and 
insufficient resources, legislative problems concerning apartment ownership as 
well as wider socioeconomic problems, including unemployment and broad diffe­
rences in income unusual for a Fordist society for which the suburban areas have 
been constructed. 

Lack or absence of stakeholders

The third intrinsic assumption connected to suburban maturity is the lack of sta-
keholders within the quarter45 in comparison to the city, especially when taking into 
account classic detached or semi-detached family housing areas. Measures for ac­
tion are consequently mostly addressed at the municipality as the main or even the 
only legitimate actor. Studies on particular suburban areas have already collected 
a large scope of concepts or measures for possible action, including ‘demand-ori­
ented portfolio adjustment’ (Nierhoff 2008) 46, information, communication and  
consulting measures, or directive land use management (Wüstenrot-Stiftung 2012;  
Simon-Philipp & Hopfner 2013). The municipality can monitor the situation and 
issue strategic visions in form of master plans. At the same time, as analysis of 
governance of the inner-city areas shows, the steering itself needs to be fulfilled 
by others, which would then connect the quarter with the sector departments of 

45 	 ‘Quarter’ here is understood according to the concept of Schnur (2014) as further explained in chapter 3.3.
46 	 ‘nachfragegerechte Bestandsanpassung’

see chapter 3. 3
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the cities (cf. Selle 2008, 11; cf. Borchard 2010, 140ff). When addressing tasks of 
suburban governance and on-site action, advocates of suburban areas might be 
even more difficult to grasp and less visible than those within the urban context, 
and relying on the municipality becomes the first choice. Calling the municipality 
to its imagined main responsibility, as it is often done in studies, assumes that no 
internal advocates within particular areas exist, and thus views the municipality as 
the main if not the only remaining advocate. However, municipalities do not often 
see themselves as in charge or able to fulfill this claim. Thus, the question remains 
of whether there is reason to believe that the three other more-or-less-institutio­
nalized stakeholder categories of state, capital and organized civil society are irre­
levant in suburban settlement areas just because municipalities do not yet engage 
themselves in the topic of suburban maturity in a way which a demand-oriented 
adjustment based on the homogeneity assumption would require. 

Figure 10:	 Suburban ‘static fatality’—components of the dystopian canonical view on suburbia (own illustration)
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The SCAD myth

The perception of suburban development based on homogeneity, episodity and 
advocatelessness can be summarized as a ‘simply cycled suburbanized area de­
velopment myth’ (SCAD) 47, which consists of a tight connection between growth 
as an attribute of development, and stagnation as a matter of decline. An import­
ant consequence of the SCAD myth is the tendency to understand the suburban 
area as a cyclically non-facetted generational model, where areas homogenously 
develop during their maturation in a consequent order, time span and particular 
areas: the oldest, with the highest proximity to the core, are the first to change, and 
the outer areas do so later. Consequently, the development of suburbia as such and 
its particular areas is marked by a general lifecycle episode of growth, maturity 
and decline. This naturalistic urban ecology based way of approaching the mature 
suburbia is related to structuralistic methodical concepts (Flyvbjerg 2001), which 
perpetually call analytic approaches based on objectively measurable indicators 
such as demographic and spatial data into action and reassuring the general li­
fecycle episode instead of opening towards alternative interpretative ways.48 

Discourse on suburban stagnation

There exists a field that describes the narrative of the SCAD complex within the 
German suburbia discourse. Adopting Jäger’s (2005) concept of discourse, Hesse 
(2010) points out three parallel and concurring discourses of suburbanization: 
Zwischenstadt, and suburbia as the ‘next slum’: the canonical ‘inter- or meta-dis­
course’ in contrast to the ‘special discourse’ carried out by a limited number of pro­
fessionals contextually connected within deeper levels of the topic, and the ‘contra 
discourse’, which presents alternative ideas and concepts. Even though all three 
are branded as special discourses, the suburbanization discourse might be seen 
in a role of a basic inter- or meta-discourse, as it possesses a significant element 
of broad scientific and public knowledge and contextual understanding.49 It is also 
strongly rooted in the polarized city-suburbia distinction, which, as a counterpoint 
to suburbanization, led to its birth.

47 	 ‘Myth’: Leaned on McManus & Ethington (2007) as well as Wrong (1967).
48 	 As an analytical reference on interia of the positivistic concept, Reimer (2008, 140) points out a politology 

study by Morcöl (2001) on this issue.
49 	 The enormous expansion of cities during the industrial age stands at the core of the understanding of sub­

urbia as a derivate of the city. However, many authors point out that urbanization within metropolitan areas 
might have much in common with several parallel development paths, of which urban expansion was just 
one. In fact, in many cases it is not clearly definable whether a city expanded in an alternative manner of den­
sity and urbanity, or evolved as an alternative product of urbanization under different spatial conditions at 
the same time. An alternative story would be a self-standing metropolitan area which became urban during 
the industrial age (cf. Wunsch 2004).

59



The Zwischenstadt discourse might—at least for now—be becoming a meta-dis­
course within special scientific areas. In contrast to this, the ‘next-slum’ discourse 
works on the same foundation as the suburbanization discourse. Suburbaniza­
tion, as a mistake of and threat to the European city, is now being conquered by 
demographic and lifestyle changes, leading to reurbanization (Häußermann 2007 
Brake & Herfert 2012). In this context, and Brake (2012) attempts to define socie­
tal reasons for the emerging reurbanization in Germany, coming to the conclusion 
that the phenomena of the living environment have changed significantly in favor 
of integrated urban areas. These include the multi-jobbing and working woman,  
flexible life and workschedules, open partnerships, a less strictly planned parent­
ship, reduced family structures and changeing household constellations, to which  
households react by project orientad phased life concepts. To such, the suburban 
life determination is not generally fitting. Especially regarding the situation of  
women, significant changes in roles occure since the second half of the 20th century, 
leading also to divergent constellations and pressures among suburban housing 
(Menzl 2007).50 

50 	 The fragmentation of the conceptual discursive path shows missing reflexive links between suburbia and 
family housing, leading to conclusions which conceptualize the slowing growth of suburban settlements and 
partial population growth at metropolitan cores as the death of the suburbia as such (“Suburbia geht das 
Personal aus”, means “suburbia is losing personnel”, especially the housewives). (Häußermann 2007). 
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Figure 11:	 Discourses on Suburbia (Hesse 2010, 5)

Jan Polívka

Maturity, Resilience & Lifecycles in Suburban Residential Areas
Suburban maturation and lifecycles



The main subject and empirical narrative for the post-industrial suburbia is stag­
nation, expressing the stasis of expansive development, and interpreted as the 
disability to develop in another way than expansion. Here, in parallel to the subur­
banization discourse, an object-related discourse evolves. It concentrates mostly 
on housing and divides the suburban context morphologically into the most ob­
vious and frequent types of large housing estates as well as detached and other 
family housing. By doing so, it separates these particular issues from the complex 
view on suburbia.

According to what Hesse (2010) rather polemically calls the ‘Suburbia - the next 
slum?’ discourse, based on a scientific literature review, Aring (2012) summa­
rized three parallel discourses on maturing family housing, which to a certain ex­
tent have dominated the suburban maturity discourse after the large apartment 
housing areas were the main issue at the end of the last millennium, thus standing 
as a kind of pars pro toto of the next suburban agenda. In his reflection, he dis­
tinguishes the discourses on apartment and building vacancy in rural areas51, the 
discourse on suburban space around large cities, and the object-related discourse 
on stagnating family housing from the 1960s and 1970s. 

Family house areas maturation discourse

However easy it seems to analytically, conceptually and strategically handle and 
communicate stagnation as a scientific and planning issue, it should also be regar­
ded with a certain caution, especially when addressing in it certain morphological 
and demographic constellations. On the one hand, pursuing the topic of a certain 
housing type within the metropolitan area might seem to be - if not more progres­
sive - then at least more pragmatic, especially by declaring the family houses as 
the next potential stage of suburban ‘slum creation’. Here indeed, there is also a le­
gitime need for finding analytical approaches and practical strategies for particu­
lar morphologies. On the other hand, from a more comprehensive point of view, the 
existing research on these topics suffers from the presumptions already defined 
under the SCAD complex as well as limited discursive assumptions mentioned 
above. The discursive problems in analysis show that the homogenous housing 
area-based approach as a main approach to suburban development is questio­
nable in two fundamental ways. First, it remains difficult to distinguish between 
urban, suburban and rural single or similar family housing, as family housing can be 
found virtually anywhere and thus within divergent contexts. Thanks to the distinc­
tive definition work on peripheral areas and ‘peripherization’ in German literature, 
a rough but reliable discursive context is still being established for areas outside 
the metropolitan context (Beißwenger & Weck 2011; Kühn & Sommer 2012; Bernt  
& Liebermann 2013; Kühn & Weck 2013). It must be admitted that such defined 
peripheral areas never have or should have been a part of an earnest suburban 
discourse. In peripheral rural areas, where nearly the whole settlement’s building 

51 	 Also correlates to a large extent with ‘peripheral areas’, cf. Beißwenger & Weck (2011) and others.
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stock consists of detached or similar family housing, the role and future of such 
a housing type underlies quite different conditions, such as the consequences of 
peripherization (ibid.), hardly comparable to those of suburban areas within most 
parts of the metropolitan areas. Unfortunately, many (even respectable) studies on 
family housing refer to case studies regardless of whether they are situated inside 
the city or suburb, or outside the metropolitan context at the periphery. Similarly, 
the same type of family housing within the spatial and functional context of the 
urbanized first suburban belt, which, however, has already been obscured by the 
expansion of the urban core and has become an integrated part of it, underlies 
different conditions of development to those areas already mentioned. 

Second, it still remains unclear to which extent it is possible to define functional 
quarters exclusively along particular morphological and/or demographic borders. 
Besides the fact that statistical areas as the main sources of quantitative defini­
tions mostly do not sufficiently fit to either functional or morphological definition 
of quarters52, disregarding the suburbia and/or urbia as a contextual space does 
not solve the question on how family housing areas are interconnected with its sur­
roundig settlements, its functional interdependencies as well as overall develop­
ment conditions on the micro, meso and macro levels. Defining housing ‘quarters’ 
as analysis and strategy entities according to the limits of certain morphology thus 
bears the danger not only to negate the broader locational setting as a trigger of 
individual development, but also to disregard the complexity of the settlemenmt 
area as such, especially regarding the societal and stakeholders’ context the parti­
cular part of the settlement is embedded in.53 

To a certain extent, the argumentation introduced above might lead to the assump­
tion of a critique on morphology oriented research in general and the family house 
type in particular. However, such assumption has to be categorically rejected. It is 
indeed meaningful to broach the issue of morphologically focused family house 
type research in order to gain knowledge about this particular settlement type, not 
least to prove or disprove the range of really existing ‘typical’ homogeneity assumed 
on morphological measures. What is being criticized here is the underestimation or 
even absence of the context marked by a broader view, both in geographic, func­
tional and societal measures. Even when assuming that types or groups of mor­
phologically and demographically clearly definable physical areas generally exist, 
if one would put aside the location as one of the main indicators, a morphologically 
limited view at the outset remains a factor that limits the ability to recognize the 
societal and functional setting of a housing area’s ‘connection space’ and its pos­
sible role in the particular suburban house’s dynamics and stability. 

52 	 This also might be one of the main practical difficulties in the implementation of the methodology for ‘use 
cycles of housing quarters in city regions’ by Bizer et al. 2008, who developed a comprehensive way of data 
analysis resulting into a handy system of early problem monitoring.

53 	 These difficulties may apply generally. In the suburban residential context, they are connected not only to 
family housing, but also to the apartment housing in new towns, being definitely one of the reasons why cities 
in Germany are obliged to deliver comprehensive urban development plans overreaching far more  
than the place where concrete measures are to be done, when applying for state funding programs for re­
construction or clearance such as Stadtumbau. 
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It seems that the spatio-functional definition by Kadono (2010 & 2013) relating 
certain residential areas to areas of obligatory functions for a ‘good residential 
area’ and including commerce, jobs, culture, entertainment, communication and 
welfare, could stand for such a functional dimension. Also stakeholders’ confi­
gurations copy and to a certain level also extend the spatio-functional definition 
depending on individual settings. Such an understanding is based on a neo-in­
stitutional understanding of stakeholders and their institutional structures, which 
evolve freely according to the particular situation (cf. Reimer 2012, 126ff). In any 
case, this kind of ‘systemic space’ definition includes the local but also the supe­
rior levels. A space defined like this, as a general context for neighborhood change,  
not only accommodates the basics of neighborhood change theory and analysis, 
but to remarkable extent, it also pre-determines the lifecycle concept of settle­
ment areas. This approach should therefore be discussed as a next step before 
conclusions will be made on suburbia maturation discourse.

3. 3	 Approaches to neighborhood change 

In order to broadly reflect the quarter or neighborhood theories would lead too far 
from the original aim of this dissertation. Without having this possibility to reflect 
these fields in this context, it is worth mentioning that a morphologically narrow 
definition of ‘quarter’ (‘Quartier’; cf. Schnur 2014) as a spatial reference for ana­
lysis, strategy and action can only be used in a very general way, and may rather 
apply if defined as a complex, multifaceted, and partly even a multi-level entity in 
which particular careers develop. Schnur (2008) 54 points out eight interconnec­
ted portals of the multi-definition of a quarter. These include: (1) Social ecolo-
gy-defined succession and invasion cycles and quarter lifecycles based on the 
Chicago School of sociology and Hoover’s and Vernon’s succession model (1962). 
They define ‘quarters’ as natural areas emerging through segregation, based on 
the principal of selectively filtering invasion and succession as known from natural 
(ecological) systems. An argumentatively connected portal is (2) the neo-classical 
theory. It highlights market value as the main driver of constitution and change 
within urban quarters. Regarding lifecycles, it relates to the theory of so-called 
‘dual cyclic model’, which includes the repeatedly occurring switch between urban 
expansion and urban renewal (Lichtenberger 1991, 25ff). The next portal is the (3)  
demography issue, including migration and housing demography. It mainly con­
cerns the attempt to typify the interrelation between household change and fluctu­
ation, in turn outlining four different types of quarters: first, quarters with a highly 
fluctuating population mostly driven by gentrification or ghettoization; second, 
morphologically inflexible and/or homogenous areas with high fluctuation; third, 
family housing areas with families in their different reproduction and household 

54 	 In Germany, the quarter-based management concept for the endogenous empowerment of ‘disadvantaged’ 
urban areas has a dominant position in planning, concentrating resources from different governmental levels  
(city, state, federal government as well as the European Social Fonds ESF) onto the local area. A further differ- 
entiated view of ‘Quartiersforschung’ (‘quarter or neighborhood-based research’) is included in the same book.
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phases strongly fixed to the place through home ownership and raising children (cf. 
Menzl 2007); and fourth, segregated areas with no principal changes in households 
and no fluctuation. The fourth portal stands for (4) sociography, with a holistic ap­
proach to surveys and community studies, which attempts to understand the quar­
ter as a whole and its parts in depth on the basis of empirical research rather than to 
typify such an area. The (5) neighborhood-based approach focuses not only on re­
flecting the scientific, but also the ‘real reality’ through mainly qualitative research 
approaches. It highlights the individual actors in addition to the particular space 
and focuses on neighborhoods as functional spatial-social entities of living spaces 
and the creation of both physical social places defined in a multi-layered manner. 
The broadly used term of (6) governance in the role of a ‘quarter portal’ focuses on 
power and decision-makers, their groups and constellations as well as influence 
within a particular system of a quarter or city. It sees these urban regimes as a 
kind of growth machine, which—to a great extent based on (local) social capital— 
are able to steer the fate of certain areas in a particular way. The (7) Neo-Marxist 
approach explains real estate as value accumulation objects and points out pos­
sible conflicts with their—mainly residential—function. Its main current critique 
is of the Post-Fordist accumulation regimes, which in terms of housing relate to 
tertiarization, privatization and deregulation with remarkable social systemic (and 
especially social) consequences, such as growing segregation. (8) Post-structura­
lism, finally, may be seen as an approach-related reaction to the previous tenden­
cies by the reconstitution of or a ‘turn’ in space, culture and linguistics. As a basis 
for its concept of space, it relates to the spatial concept by Henri Lefebvre (1991) 
(cf. Schmid 2005), defining the quarter as a triad of dialectical-interdependent 
concepts, including ‘spatial practice’ or ‘perceived space’ experienced as a spatial 
area of everyday life, the ‘representation of space’ or ‘conceived space’ mentally 
conceptualized by science and planning as a study object, and ‘representational 
spaces’ or ‘lived space’ as a matter of cultural identity and symbol, including socio-
cultural ‘tagging’ or interpretation of space by particular user groups. 

However distinct these categories might appear in their argumentative concepts, 
their approaches may overlay or combine. Even though they invite to select the 
most fitting model, for any approach conceptualizing residential space, a com­
plex understanding is necessary in order to grasp the substance. Failing to do so 
and thus act selectively would mean reverting to simplified approaches criticized 
above. Such an approach may result in a rather punctually qualified point of view 
on a certain settlement area, which does by no means grasp it as a whole. Conse­
quently, it leads to interpretations that only allow for a limited explanatory ground, 
and, therefore, a similarly limited conceptual value. In contrary, research willing to 
contribute to a broader understanding of mature suburban residential areas in or­
der to enhance the foundation for strategic planning action cannot be satisfied with 
a concept limited to selected analytical postulates. The ‘systemic space’ approach, 
therefore, stands here for non-dogmatically based integrative analysis. Recog­
nizing that an all-encompassing approach is an impracticable illusion, it seeks  
its borders for an analytic approach in the context of the topic of change, thus fo­
cusing on processes that include and guide it as more or less intentional adaption. 
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Human ecology approach

The term ‘neighborhood change’, which is mainly used in the North American  
context, and besides its stronger emphasis on social (and thus also racial) is­
sues, quite directly incorporates the concept of maturation and adaption within 
a multi-layered definition of a settlement area. Here, the ‘neighborhood’ is one of 
the central topics when addressing change in urban areas, not at least because 
of its long discursive tradition. Beckhoven at al. (ibid.) point out three traditional 
approaches to neighborhood change: the human ecology, subcultural and political 
economy approach. The human ecology approach is based on the Chicago School. 
The concept is identical to the approach already mentioned in previous chapters, 
including the assumption that “Neighbourhood change is described as a natural 
process that inevitably results in decay” (ibid., 7). It is based on the assumption 
of economic competition among social classes (Burgess 1925). Hoyt (1933) later 
argued that not just income, but a sum of pull-push factors determines this com­
petition. Accordingly, (1971)55 (similarly to Schnur (2010) and Zakrzewski (2011)) he 
argued that by decreasing investment, the attractiveness of residential areas for 
young families to settle also decreases. The ecological approach has often been 
criticized for its limitation within narrow economic thinking, and also for the fact 
that human ecologists often analyzed the city as an entity separate from the soci­
ety and its dynamics as a whole, and especially with only a small conceptual space 
for human agency. A contiguous critic states that the approach mirrors the Ameri­
can reality, but does not fit with the European welfare state concept. Viewing this 
from the present German experience, developments vary according to the context 
of the particular settlement: in terms of succession and filtering, the maturity of 
the suburban settlements generates the growth of new settlements on the outer 
fringe, urging the wealthy to move out and leaving the poor behind. However, many 
of the first-wave suburbs from the early period of the suburban expansion already 
became an integrated part of the city and remained or regained their attractive 
and wealthy conditions. In relation to the US, in Germany, the social dynamics of 
succession are not as evident, so that the market situation of particular mature 
suburban areas based on location, age and the condition of particular physical 
objects is believed to be steered by the demand generated from the suburbanizing 
population in the context of generational alternation. Under such circumstances, 
the market potential of particular locations and physical objects, such as subur­
ban housing in combination with demographic development on the macro level, 
shifts into focus. This highlights the outdated real estate in peripheral locations on 
the one hand and generally falling demand due to the reduction in the size of po­
tential buyer groups (mainly young families) on the other. Similarly relevant, yet not 
handled quite as often within the context of the polarized view in which suburbia 
as such is said to be under decline, is the competition between the growing supply 
of real estate within existing suburbia (which, in line with ‘brownfields’, one could 
deem ‘suburban brown estates’) and greenfields.

55 	 Quoted in Beckhoven (2005).
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Subcultural approach

Based on the criticism of the human ecological approach, change within the sub-
cultural approach is based on several variables of change, including economic, 
social and attitudinal, psychological and demographic factors (Ahlbrand & Brophy 
1975). The subcultural approach further states that “neighbourhoods do not fol­
low the same trajectory through time and are therefore not doomed to deteriorate” 
(Temkin & Rohe, 199656). The same authors argue that these trajectories are deter­
mined by the confidence, satisfaction, commitment and social network of the local 
actors and stakeholders. The attachment and activity of local residents is high­
lighted as important for the fate of the neighborhood, and the breakdown of social 
relationships is seen as a reason for decline.57 However, the neighborhood lifecycle 
theory has been frequently criticized for its strategic implementation. Hollander  
& Nemeth (2011, 4f) point out that “neighborhood life-cycle theory was developed 
in order to better understand and rationalize the declining city”, and used in the 
American context to advocate public financial interventions within declining neigh­
borhoods, as the Boston Redevelopment Authority’s urban renewal program in the 
West End of the city shows (Gans 1962; Teaford 2000). One of the main concerns 
of Hollander & Nemeth (2011, 355) is what they call “serious flaws” of many such 
smart ‘decline’ practices: “a top-down orientation, the assumption of a blank slate 
at project locations, and the requirement of a quieted public”. 

The basic understanding here is that citizens are able to influence the situation 
within their neighborhoods by themselves (Beckhoven et al. 2005, 8). The subcultural  
approach is based on the matter of social cohesion of or within the neighborhood, 
which needs to be able to develop and realize strategies locally in connection to the 
broader (here often called ‘regional’), context. This connection is measured in an 
information exchange (Hollander & Nemeth 2011) as well as in financial measures 
(Metzger 2000). The critique of the subcultural approach is mainly based on the 
lacking role of the physical environment and its aging in connection with the situa­
tion of neighborhood communities and their possibilities to act (Beckhoven 2005). 
It is also based on demographic issues, including the aging of the population in a 
particular neighborhood, which created a specific—and, in the case of demogra­
phic renewal, by the settlement of new households—generational or even social 
differentiation (cf. Aring 2012). Generally, the criticism of the subcultural approach 
points out a one-way, narrow view on the quarter itself without taking into account 
the broader development trend on the macro level of both national and global so­
cieties or economies.58 

56 	 Cited from Beckhoven et al. (2005, 8).
57 	 See Ahlbrand & Cunningham (1979), here quoted in Beckhoven (2005). See also Metzger (2000). 
58 	 Beckhoven et al. (2005, 8) call these “macro factors”.
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Political economy approach

The political economy approach takes on critics by emphasizing larger economic 
and societal contexts and operating on global and local levels. Especially in the 
European context, the retreat of the welfare state, which causes macro-level social 
diversification, is seen as one of the fundamental influences on neighborhoods. 
Such diversification not only includes decline patterns, but also ‘growth machines’ 
(Molotch 1976), following strategies of selective wealth pursued by economically, 
institutionally and politically strong players at lucrative areas of the settlement, 
such as the revitalization of urban cores through investment in real estate. Evalua­
tion of the approach shows that it is based on the change in the welfare state en­
vironment towards a neo-liberal one, thus proving a better comparison with the 
European reality. On the other hand, the focus on the institutional role as an exter­
nal influence within this process remains at the core of such an argumentation as 
a reminiscence of the welfare state’s top-down societal conceptualization by un­
derestimating internal factors of residents and their role within the neighborhood 
process. (cf. Pitkin 2001; Beckhoven et al. 2005)

As the role of the macro-environment has been recognized, conceptualizations 
have been made separately for the American and European contexts (ibid.). For 
the American context, the discussion continues alongside the human ecological 
concept, for example by emphasizing succession over decline or by trying to more 
strongly include the interconnection of the institutional and inhabitant levels. For 
the European context, particular ‘conditions for decline’ are being defined, often 
along with multi-thematic concepts but with a stronger emphasis on the physi­
cal context and under the further recognition of technical and economic decline, 
distinguishing internal and external conditions that influence the neighborhood’s 
development (Prak & Priemus 1986; Power 1987) as a kind of ‘self-perpetuating 
mode’ (Andersen 2003, Beckhoven et al. 2005).
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3. 4	 Critique of the suburban maturation discourse 

Summarizing the three approaches above, there is a strong argumentative in­
terconnection in terms of the growing role of human agency within the two latter 
concepts, thus connecting it with the differentiated paths of each neighborhood. 
Consequently, works in all three concepts are criticized when they underestimate 
the local context, and positively perceived when interconnecting the micro and 
macro levels mostly in terms of managerial interaction between the local inhab­
itants and higher institutional systems. Except for the human ecological system, 
an emphasis is put on the macro societal conditions that influence the neighbor­
hood’s possibility to develop and intentionally act—for example, the macroecono­
mic situation. This is an important difference to the fatalistic approach mentioned 
above. 

Regarding human agency, within the suburban context a difficulty remains that ar­
gumentation based on cases is still merely limited to large housing estates, which 
are often chacterized by rental users and institutional owners. Only a small (but 
growing) amount of analyzes reflect human agency within family housing areas 
in Germany.59 Regarding large housing estate analyses, Beckhoven et al. (2005, 
16f) state that these provide lower social costs and lower quality housing, and 
therefore “it has become clear that the initial quality of the housing stock can be a 
forceful determinant of its later situation, physically as well as socially. No matter 
what you do, if the initial quality is low, deterioration may start quickly and continue 
rapidly.” This quite fatalistic statement marks an interpretative concept based on 
the decline process. However, as for owner-occupiers, a conclusion is made that  
“Owner-occupiers are in general more inclined to put investments in their dwellings 
and neighbourhood, financially as well as socially. The fear of declining house val-
ues can be seen as an important determinant of this tendency.” (ibid., 16f). Avoiding 
decline by influencing development marks an important step away from the pas­
sive understanding of a linear one-way development of a neighborhood. Certain 
actors of a steered process—here, the owners—are seen as subjects who can acti- 
vely influence the change. It draws to the conclusion that neighborhood adaptation 
to changes in order to prevent or cope with decline, shrinking or other change phe­
nomena, even growth or gentrification, is more important than the change itself—
regardless of the question of whether decline is causing neighborhood change or 
vice versa.

Hereby, it remains questionable to which extent fatalistic assumptions are right 
at place: From the adaptionistical point of view, low initial quality of the housing 
stock combined with unfavorable external circumstances may also induce an ear­
lier and more substantial impulse for improvement among institutions, including 
financial resources, thus avoiding fatal maturity and strengthening the housing 
stock’s further development. Similarly, the owner-occupier model in certain cases 
may stand for a lower inclination to negative changes, as the owners are keen to 

59 	 Studies by Beilein (2013) belong to such rare examples.
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maintain or increase value of their real estate rather then let the value decline. 
However, as already mentioned above, recent experiences with ‘double matured’ 
(aged physical structure and population) family house neighborhoods show that 
remanencies and persistencies of owners may lead to disinvestment, caused by a 
significant readiness to passively accept the consequences of negative changes 
such as bad or inappropriate physical condition of the housing as well as the in­
ternalization of ‘hidden vacancy’ within their own houses, thus generally resisting 
adaptation.

Regarding the definition of suburban residential quarters, it might be necessary to 
re-conceptualize the area definition and step out of the morphology and statistic 
definitions towards a more systemic definition of space which would capture func­
tional and other interconnections. Schnur’s concept of quarter may deliver initial 
hints on how to do this, but it still leaves a quite ‘fuzzy concept’ of space. Defining 
areas using a systemic approach might remain similarly general. A further hint on 
such a concept should, therefore, first be drawn on the experiences of stakehol­
ders. This may remain a topic for the forthcoming empirical chapters. 

It seems that there is yet only little knowledge about the diversification of subur­
ban residential quarters during the process of its maturation. Therefore, one must 
also ask in which way maturation needs to be understood within the concept of 
lifecycles in order to reflect the dynamics of change and adjustment, especially re­
garding the action of stakeholders at the local place as well as the higher instituti­
onal levels. To do so, after laying a discursive base for the ‘maturation’ in suburbia, 
as the next step it is reasonable to focus on its processual part, described within 
the lifecycle concept.

Despite of the basic accuracy of such a dystopian canonical view along a time and 
space trajectory, the societal and spatial context of the suburban area’s develop­
ment during the lifecycle plays, together with other individual aspects, a funda­
mental role for diverging maturation careers in both time and space. According to 
the research question, the cognitive interest of this dissertation focuses on capa­
cities, patterns of action and processes in their relation to the mature suburban 
space, rather than describing the state of an area development on behalf of indi­
cators. The following chapters, therefore, attempt to deal with a more pluralistic 
alternative to the homogeneity-based definition, including both spatial and actor 
issues within the neighborhood concept, moving towards a universalistic phrone­
sic (Flyvbjerg 2001) actor and process oriented approach, which aims on process 
description and understanding in order to reveal mechanisms beneath the indica­
tor-based cognition.60

60 	 An introduction into the phronesic approach and its distinctions offers Reimer (2012, 62f and 140ff).
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3. 5	 Life-cycles in ecological and social-ecological systems

This dissertation focuses on the lifecycles of settlement systems in general and of 
suburban residential areas in particular. Lifecycle concepts are rooted in different 
disciplines such as biology, sociology and economy as well as in urban planning. 
Although based on similar basic principles, in each of the disciplines they show 
specific discourses of different theoretical depth and directions. The common un­
derstanding of lifecycles is based on the trajectory of formation and growth, peak 
and fade-out for what is generally being described as ‘systems’. As for the planning 
context, this general pattern has already been mentioned in the settlement context 
as consisting of growth, maturity and decline in previous chapters. It should be sta­
ted that it is neither the task, nor is there a capacity in this dissertation to discuss 
the broad fields of lifecycle concepts in all their particularities. Therefore, in the 
following sentences, specific main discourses and their characters will be presen­
ted against the background of the particular cognitive interest of this dissertation. 

In social sciences, the focus is directed towards demographic as well as social life 
phases of individuals and communities, such as families and households. Due to 
lifestyle changes in the post-industrial and post-modern society, the traditional 
family models are pushed aside as individual life careers significantly change the 
way of life and new flexible lifecycle models emerge to accommodate such diver­
sity. This diversity includes, among others, the growing number of, for example, 
single-life careers, single-parent households, non-traditional life communities, 
divorced households, late parenthoods or childless couples. As the traditional life 
patterns diversify, so does the related housing market. The typical housing career, 
i.e. moving out of the parents’ home after having reached maturity, founding a 
household and family, then reaching retirement, which have created predictable 
demand on particular housing markets within (but not limited to) suburban re­
sidential areas, is becoming less explicit. It merely results in weaker ties to local 
neighborhoods, greater mobility and partial preferences of flexible urban environ­
ment. (Herlyn 1990) 

In economics, the lifecycle of products stands in focus, marked by trends of total 
sales numbers of a product. New products usually experience a growth in sales 
at the beginning of their career and a later decline when being replaced by newer 
products. Marketing and production strategy as well as innovation in products may 
steer the lifecycle in order to stabilize or prolong it. This makes steering tools a 
strategic focal point of production, labor and investment management. Especially 
regarding the continuity and perspective of the producing company itself, the com­
bination of lifecycles of different products towards a continuous execution is of a 
significant importance. (Koppelmann 2001)

A relatively juvenile but already distinct field within economic lifecycle studies is 
the real estate economy. Here, the expected or actually useful life of real estates 
is conceptualized, including the three main and further diversified stages of build­
ing erection, use, and finally abandonment. Similar to product lifecycle strategies, 
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management targets uses that are the most profitable and longest lasting. This 
is marked by the distinction of the technically and economically useful life spans. 
Here, too, the strategic product portfolio management may play a significant role, 
as the well-known distinction between ‘cash cows’, ‘poor dogs’ and other types 
show. A real estate usually differs from short-life products such as everyday goods 
in its length of useful life span and their immobility that fixes them to a certain 
location. Innovation and market adjustment take paths that differ from usual mo­
vable products. Reuse, adjustment, update, repair and reconstructions are com­
mon. Within this context, the dual cycle developed by Lichtenberger (1998), which 
includes a second lifecycle of renovation following the decline phase, can also be 
sub-summarized. (Preuß & Schöne 2010)

Bizer et al. (2008) summarize basic findings relevant for the conceptualization of 
lifecycles in residential quarters within metropolitan regions. A general transfera­
bility is - as already mentioned - given within the basic concept of the lifecycle. But 
also within the particular fields, references to alterations may deliver valid concep­
tual hints. Thus, the basic concept proves to be a solid simple basis, being relatively 
rudimentary and inflexible at the same time. Further alternations, therefore, aim to 
mirror the complexity of the real world, such as the concept of new household types 
in the sociological context or the inclusion of external costs including environmen­
tal follow-up costs in economy, and the dual cycle in real estate lifecycles mark the 
convergence of discursive directions on the lifecycles. Furthermore, and perhaps 
more important if regarded from a strategic point of view, a continuous manage­
ment of the product life and system innovation seems to be an ultimate necessity 
in order to remain successful on the market beyond the lifespan of the particular 
product. Significantly, taking balance within lifecycles does happen in regard to the 
integrated management of different products within a common productive palette 
in order to reach long-term stability in a (productive) system: “Analogically to the 
different products in one firm, which may appear in different phases of a lifecycle in 
one time, the ‘quarter’ also consists of different ‘components’. They include buildings, 
social and technical infrastructure, but also the inhabitants.” (ibid., 11). In the eyes of 
Bizer et al., the alternated lifecycle concept also helps to “operationalize the social 
dimension of lifecycles”, as it “offers a conceptual framework for the development of 
indicators which would describe the requirements on the use of appartments, adja-
cent open spaces and the quarter itself.” (ibid., 16). Besides the dual phase model, 
they build their approach to the ‘use cycles’ of the van den Berg urbanization model 
and the human ecology approach of the Chicago School, further operationalized by 
Hoover and Vernon (1962) and Ottensman (1975), who finalized and enlarged the 
criteria set into a numerical indicative catalog.

As far as the theory of van den Berg and the basic human ecology concepts by the 
Chicago School have already been reflected and evaluated in the previous chapters, 
this approach in its principles leads back to a structuralistic methodology based 
in the positivistic planning ideology of the 1970s rather than offering insights into 
decisive adaptive processes. Contrastingly, the argumentation in further chapters 
sees suburban areas as systems which do not necessarily develop steadily in a 
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regular and clearly definable pattern, but are reluctant to internal and external 
influences and woven into economic, demographic or financial contexts, trends or 
crises both locally and regionally. A distinct alternative approach to neighborhood 
change could be, therefore, led by the assumption that maturation of particular 
parts of suburbia is grounded in differing societal concepts and spatial contexts. 
This opens the possibility of an enlarged view on the lifecycle concept, which is  
usually trapped within the evidence of growth or decline. In terms of individual 
lifecycle development, this would mean that the functional, demographic, economic,  
political and the resulting societal situations develop along specific careers. These 
not only make particular suburban areas appear in a completely different context, 
role and physical shape after some decades of existence. They also offer a different 
scope of further development options along differentiated path dependencies. 
Such a view offers an opportunity for a more dynamic understanding of suburban 
change and adjustment. It is more concerned with process dynamics within sub­
urban development trajectories than with their statistic evidence or visual signs of 
physical decline, which are indeed definable as attributes of stagnation. 

In order to approach the open path, two development concepts should first be dis­
cussed in order to structuralize the differential approach: the lifecycles in ecolo-
gical and social-ecological systems, among others connected with Holling (2001) 
and Walkers (2006), and the discussion on lock-in, equilibrum and evolution within 
path dependency by Martin (2012), based on the economic geography discourse 
as a more pluralistic alternative to the basic neighborhood change concepts and 
lifecycle theory. As a discursive frame, it further serves the following analytic levels: 
the resilience—stability phenomena of transition patterns as lifecycle balance 
steering strategies, including and balancing the processes of urbanization and 
diversification, flexibilization and specialization; the physical and societal condi­
tions of the suburbanization process within external and internal contexts; and the 
panarchy system within and between different levels of space on the macro, meso 
and micro levels, its stakeholders, their conflicts and synergies. 

Life-cycles in ecological and social-ecological systems 

Even though the definition of ecological adaptive cycles as established, for in­
stance, by Holling (1986, 2001), can be easily related to demographic lifecycles or 
those of physical buildings, there is a mass of yet uncategorized strategic patterns 
to encounter transitions within social-ecological systems61. Holling’s system is ba­
sed on the characteristics of two basic development loops, both consisting of two 
phases, which altogether build the lifecycle system: the Fore loop, consisting of a 
growth phase, where the system is under construction and retains a high level of 
flexibility to adapt to changing conditions, and of a conservation phase, in which 
the system strengthens the form which it achieved during the growth phase, chan­

61 	 Here, ‘system’ is defined as ‘neighborhood’, with all the limitations discussed in previous chapters. 
‘Sub-systems’ stand for particular households.
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ging it into a more stable, but less flexible one. The Back loop consists of a release 
phase where the resources are used not to stabilize, but rather to retain the system 
in its stabilized shape, thus preventing changes and adaptions. 

It further consists of the adaption or transformation phase, in which the system is 
no longer able to retain its previous state. It then adapts by using available internal 
and/or external resources, or it collapses and transforms into a different system. 

According to Walker’s (2006) heuristics of adaption and transformation, compared  
to ecological systems, human actors in social-ecological systems account for 
some 14 different resiliency propositions. Walker also points out that rules for both 
adaption and transformation applied to ecological systems have not yet been suf­
ficiently proved and developed for social-ecological systems, which suburban and 
urban areas account for: “Coupled social-ecological systems may have very differ-
ent dynamics when compared to the ecological components, because the social do-
main contains the element of human intent62. Management actions can deliberately 
avoid or engineer the crossing of actual and perceived thresholds.” (Walker, 2006, 7).

62 	 ‘Human intent’ mentioned by Walker in the context of the lifecycle theory can be handled here as identical to 
what Yuen (1979) calls ‘human agency’, as mentioned in the previous chapter. 

Figure 12:	 Approaches on Phases in Lifecycle of Suburban Areas (own illustration)

Divergencies in Lifecycle Process & 
Stategies of Adjustment

14 Basic Prepositions

Phases in Lifecycles of Suburban Areas

Maturity Decline
Hoover & 
Vernon
(1962)

Neighbor-
hood

Lifecycles

Ecological 
Resilliency 

System

Social-
Ecological 
Strategies

Holling et al.
(1986)

Walker et al.
(2006)

ReleaseGrowth Conservation Adaption

Transformation

Development

Fore loop Back loop

73



This illustrates the complex dependency between different physical layers, stake­
holders and actors within a system of particular interests and both institutional 
and functional interconnections conditioning each other. The question remains of 
whether certain patterns are followed within the suburban transition as social-
ecological systems in terms of space, place and society, or whether they generate 
a complex dynamic of transition on merely random, situationally determined prin­
ciples. Simply put—are there basic suburban lifecycle trajectory patterns, and if 
yes, of what kind? 

Resilience—stability phenomena

As Walker et al. (2006, 13) put it: “Resilience is the capacity of a system to expe-
rience shocks while retaining essentially the same function, structure, feedbacks, 
and therefore identity. It follows Holling’s (1973) notion of resilience as the amount 
of disturbance a system can absorb without shifting into an alternate regime.” As a 
‘boundary object’ (Brand & Jax 2007, 22), resilience includes different connotations  
of more vague and malleable meanings. Since the 1990s, it has been used as a 
concept to measure sustainability, and each discipline has provided specific 
definitions (Arrow et al. 1994, Perrings et al. 1995, Folke et al. 1996, Levin et al. 
1998), including in planning (Pickett et al. 2004). However, Walker’s and Holling’s 
definition draws a picture of a certain amount of a passive stability or flexibility of 
a system thanks to which a system may withstand a shock. Swanstrom et al. (2009, 
8), referring to social phenomena, deliver a more general definition in the context 
of the dynamics of development and change processes, which lead systems to the 
ability to withstand particular influences63.

“Resilience is the ability to respond to a challenge by 1) redeploying assets or ex-
panding organizational repertoires; 2) collaborating across governments and across 
the public, private, and non-profit sectors; 3) mobilizing or capturing resources from 
external sources.”

According to the basic resiliency concept, systems switch into the adaption phase 
or remain static in their development path and collapse after a shock. In soci­
al-ecological systems, path dependency might become more differentiated. During 
the phases of release and reorganization, systems are most vulnerable to change, 
because “…it is in these phases that the effects of the linkages between the system 
of interest and systems at other scales become more pronounced.” (Walker, 2006, 9)

63 	 Note that Swanstrom et al. use the word ‘challenge’ instead of ‘shock’. As we will see further on, shocks do not 
necessarily have to stand for the only form of influence on a system.
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Change dynamics within households as particular micro-systems 

At the same time, the quite complex and often individual adaption phase is not yet 
as well understood as the growth and conservation phases. Though shocks to a 
system may occur in several ways, they are mostly understood as a sudden change 
of an external regime64 that influences the system. Thus, challenges within the re­
siliency system are usually conceptualized along external influences, causing sys­
temic adaptions or collapses. Still, slow, long-lasting or change trajectories such 
as demographic change or economic/social decline on both macro and micro levels 
may also cause challenges to a system and act as triggers of transition, leading to 
collapse, adaption or transformation, as soon as in certain situations the point of 
no return has been crossed. For example, the main point about the interconnec­
tion between the built/physical and social structures, which often has the same 
relevance as the built/physical and demographic homogeneity discussed in the 
previous chapters, is that they often (especially in current suburbia which evolved 
after World War Two) grow and mature together, so that usually during the growth 
and conservation phases not just one of them significantly changes if the other 
does not. During the release phase, however, the built/physical structure and the 
social and demographic structure seem to adapt in a divergent pace: social and 
demographic structures, as based on individual personal careers of generational 
cycles within particular households, develop more individually as sub-systems 
within a particular microsystem of the neighborhood. They might be changed by 
varying constellations within the households, including move-outs or deaths, 
which in some cases can be regarded as a shock or threshold to a micro-system of 
a particular household and may finally even lead to its collapse. If several house­
holds are of the same age and display a similar career, the impact may influence 
the microsystem: theoretically, the whole social ecosystem of a settlement area 
may break down when a certain amount of households faces such a fundamental  
shift. Such a situation is often predicted for homogenous settlement areas (Aring  
20012 and others). The physical structures, however, which obviously cannot 
change by themselves until they are adapted by the actors of the social structures, 
remain mostly existent in this phase, just keeping loosing steadily their accumu­
lated (market) value towards a—more or less theoretical—physical collapse. Such 
a characteristic relatively lessens or slows down the physical structures (slow 
variables) and relatively increases or accelerates the social structures (faster vari­
ables) inclined to (abrupt) changes. Consequently, the physical structure as a slow 
variable can be seen as a greater determinant of the resiliency of a settlement area 
than the demographic and social structure. However, the tandem of physical and 
demographic or social structures may show a relatively high resilience as a parti­
cular micro-system, which finally manifests itself in both persistence and rema­
nence effects. Particular case studies of suburban households, such as those of 
Koura (2016) and Beilein (2013), reveal that social micro-structures (households), 
especially within the release phase, are mostly unwilling to adapt or transform 

64 	 e.g. the end of the communist era and its influence on the framework of the housing conditions and policy in 
East Germany, or the 2008 real estate crisis in the U.S.
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their physical structures or social environment as long as fundamental disruptions 
(such as serious disruptions in social constellations or constraints caused by 
age, illness or death) virtually disable them to continue on the path of the release 
phase. Consequently, the career during the release phase depends on the com­
bined resiliency of the physical and social structure, which in turn is determined 
by the amount of accumulated resources—both physical/material and human. A 
‘prolonged release phase’, manifested in the combination of the continuing decline 
of the physical value of a building and the very resilient social micro-regimes in 
which a fundamental adaptation or transformation is not an option (cf. Gunderson  
& Holling 2002), is what can be called mature suburbia65.

3. 6	 Path dependence— 
Approaching maturity and adaption within evolutionary concept

Now, as the basic lifecycle patterns have been accommodated within the basics 
of the suburban perspective, the previously formulated question on the suburban 
lifecycle trajectory patterns becomes more concrete: when and why do systems 
switch into an adaption phase or collapse after a shock? Through which measures 
can adaption be tackled? And finally, which measures can planning strategies use 
in order to steer the adaption of the suburban landscape?

The question of when and why systems switch into an adaption phase or remain 
static in their development path is related to the path dependence discourse, as 
it is pursued in political theory in terms of the evolution of institutions (Boas 2007, 
Martin 2010), as well as in economic geography in terms of the evolution of tech­
nology and technological standards (David 1988; Arthur 1988). However, during the 
past years, path dependency has been adopted by several other academic con­
cepts and especially in the field of social sciences (David 2007), basically remain­
ing within the context of societal (such as organizational, political, institutional 
or cultural) innovation. It has also been implemented within economic and tech­
nological evolution (Martin 2010), like into firm clusters, location and innovation 
(Martin & Sunley 2010; Martin 2010 & 2012). It has indeed created an interpreta- 
tional context reaching far beyond the science of its origin; Martin and Sunley 
(2006, 2) refer to it as a “general ‘evolutionary turn’” (Martin 2010, 2). This gene­
ralization shift also presents the opportunity to use it for analyzing development 
phenomena in the context of suburbia. To understand it in terms of path depen­
dence, terms from evolutionary economic geography prove as highly compatible 
and thus useful. The Evolutionary Economic Geography “explains the spatial evolu-
tion of firms, industries, networks, cities and regions from elementary processes of 
the entry, growth, decline and exit of firms, and their locational behaviour” (Boschma  
& Frenken 2010, 2). Through its process of understanding, it is directly connected 
to the evolutionary system of lifecycles already mentioned in previous chapters. 

65 	 In German: ‘Reife Suburbia’
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Figure 14:	 Phases of economic evolution of an industry or technology implied by basic David-Arthur type path 
dependence (adapted by Martin & Sunley 2010 from Sydow, Schreyögg & Koch 2005)
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History in the path dependence context

The canonical precondition of the path-dependent evolutionary system is that 
‘history matters’ and that an ‘equilibrium’ state exists (Simmie et al. 2008; Martin 
2010). Both of these phenomena are of interest when looking at the question of 
whether suburban systems strive to reach an equilibrium on their development 
paths, and how they are determined to do so. History as a concept of path depen­
dence enables theorizing of the evolution of systems according to their individual 
pre-conditions. Martin and Sunley (2010, 3) spatially contextualized history by 
asking to what extent the path-dependent processes explain spatial persistence: 
“Path dependence may help explain why regional growth disparities persist; it may 
help explain why particular industries and technologies develop in certain locations 
but not in others; and it may help us to understand why some regional economies 
are better able to adapt over time than others.” (ibid.)

However, based on Glasmeier (2000), Martin and Sunley criticize a one-dimensio­
nal view on path dependence as a history-dependent and locationally contingent 
system. Their skepticism is based on the notion that a path-dependent develop­
ment evokes a limited portion of development possibilities constrained by the 
‘cumulative causation’ of history at a place: “Of especial interest is the question of 
whether and to what extent the evolution of the economic landscape is a path-de-
pendent process, whether the mechanisms that make for path dependence have 
a quintessentially local dimension in their form and operation, and thus whether, 
in this sense, path dependence can be seen as a process or effect that is locally 
contingent and locally emergent, and hence to a large extent ‘place dependent’ 
(Martin and Sunley, 2006, 3).” Martin and Sunley consequently ask to what extent 
path dependence may serve as an evolutionary concept. The understanding of a 
path-dependent development as based on Sydow, Schreyögg and Koch (2005) (Fig. 
13) evokes the notion that systems (firms in their case) develop linearly according 
to external impulses and react internally according to the possibilities channeled 
within the contingent of their historically given causations. This understanding is 
based, among others, on David’s (1988) ‘network externalities’ or Arthur’s (1988) no­
tions of ‘increasing returns’66, which functions as a self-enforcing mechanism that 
steers the development process within individual path dependency ‘guardrails’. As 
their own alternative, Martin and Sunley present a differing concept marked by 
adaption67. It stands in contrast to the fatalistic, decline-oriented maturation and 
hardening of a system. 

66 	 See Martin & Sunley 2006, 6.
67 	 The authors use ‘adaptation’ to convey the same meaning. They further obviously use ‘mutation’ for what 

Holling (1986 & 2001) and Walker et al. (2006) refer to as ‘transformation’.
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Figure 16:	 Toward an alternative path dependence model of local industrial evolution (Martin 2010, 21)
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Equilibrium, lock-in and open non-equilibrium models of path-dependent 
evolution

Another difference of path dependency towards that of a historically anchored 
process is the traditional economic view on development which is driven by the 
assumption of striving for equilibrium. A key point here is how the equilibristic 
approach conceptualizes development/evolution. According to this concept, not 
the historically given causations, but rather the striving for an equilibristic state 
is what produces dynamics. Once reached, it remains static until the next moment 
in the future when an exogenous shock pushes it out of balance. This concept is 
appealing in the economic world and beyond. The ‘equilibrium path’  builds on 
the fact that particular developments remain locked-in for a long period before 
they are replaced by a completely different system. David (2005 & 2007) then de­
fines the development path as a chain of consequent lock-ins, which is reached  
by external shocks that unlock a previous state that has proven antagonistic 
because of changes in external circumstances. 

Speaking in terms of evolutionary theory: shock moves a system towards adaption 
so that the system, though adapted, can persist. Here, resilience denotes the span 
of the duration against a shock without changing, where through different internal 
strategies and available resources the system adapts to new conditions in order 
to balance thresholds and to prolong its perspective for existence. The way then 
taken is based on the inheritances and resources of every particular system. This 
explains why every system may react in a different way to the same shock impulse, 
as it acts within its historically contingent evolution pattern and resources limita­
tions. In this process, there is not a singe ‘ex ante’ state that needs to be reached, 
but the process is shaped, steered and adjusted towards an individual equilibrium, 
which is a state of balance based on and achieved through the unique summari­
zation of individually (pre-)shaped and added circumstances. Martin and Sunley 
criticize these models as being incompatible with an evolutionary understanding 
of system development as such. The main critique is aimed at the lock-in within the 
equilibristic state, which needs to be unlocked by external shocks, as well as at the 
discontinuous evolutionary pattern. The authors point out that the way towards 
an equilibrium has less to do with the historical processes or events within the 
system, being more an “abstract solution state determined by the specific assump-
tions, equations, and exogenous parameters and variables built into a formal eco-
nomic model, the basic purpose of which is to determine the existence and stability 
of equilibrium” (2010, 10). Martin summarized the main issues of skepticism in his 
controversially discussed (Drahokoupil 2012; Oosterlynck 2102; Simandan 2012) 
Roepke Lecture (Martin 2010). 

see Figure 16
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Figure 17:	 David-type model of path dependence evolution (Martin & Sunley, 2010, 18)

Figure 18:	 Setterfield-type model of path dependent evolution (Martin & Sunley 2010, 19)
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He regards the canonical view on path dependency as based on the linear cohe­
rency of the equilibrium, lock-in, shock and outcome as temporal developmental 
components. Underlying his theory, systems—merely of social-ecological com­
plexity—would not be simply coherent, but complex entities, able to continuously 
self-organize and restructure themselves. This view shifts the focus from the mo­
del of an active influence of an ever-changing and complex external reality on a 
rigid, simply composed and mostly static structure, which might (only) break out 
of its lock-in and adjust and change its state of equilibrium owing to an external 
shock. It argues that since systems are self-organized composites per se (espe­
cially social-ecological ones), their local development paths may be generated 
endogenously as active patterns and not only because of a reaction to exogenous 
impulses. Systems may be influenced by external measures, but as “self-organized  
entities they need not to tend to any long-run configuration but can evolve incre
mentally while remaining self-organized.” (Martin 2010, 9) (cf. Fig. 18). Here, ‘can’ 
means that other states, such as of passive stability or stagnation, are also pos­
sible, but according to Martin, they are relatively rare. Thus far, this is also what 
Setterfield suggests. But there are also differences. Regarding lock-ins, Martin’s 
argumentation differs: if a lock-in occurs, for which a shock is needed in or­
der to release it and to provoke a change, then the system as such is probably 
already quite near collapse, or this had already become one of its meaningful 
alternatives. The locked-in state may—but need not—evolve or continue only  
within an equilibristic state. Whether this is to be positively evaluated as a sign of 
resilience, or negatively as a sign of a very poorly shaped development path that 
hinders any further change, creates over-maturity and exhausts resources by per­
sisting within a release phase headed for decline, then, becomes a matter of more 
or less speculative interpretation. From an evolutionary perspective, Martin and 
Sunley admit that lock-ins at early stages—within the ‘Fore loop’, to use Walker’s 
et al. (2006) term—might let routines evolve. This results in increasing external 
return effects and agglomeration economies, which help to reduce variety and in­
crease competitive measures as well as constraining institutional possibilities to 
narrow and deepen the development path (Boschma & Frenken 2010). However, as 
innovations mean an expansion of variety (ibid.), lock-ins during the ‘Back loop’ may 
hinder the competitiveness and flexibility of a system.

There is also another point in the context of the evolutionary issue. Concepts of evo­
lutionary economics are merely based on endogenous change, constant transfor­
mation and novelty, rather than on exogenous shocks (Metcalfe et al. 2006, quoted 
in Martin 2010). According to Martin, and taking consequences from what has been 
stated above, two points challenge the canonical equilibrium concept. The first is 
the fact that it is hardly possible to declare if or when a system finds itself in an 
equilibrium state or where and when this begins and ends. The stability of a system 
does not necessarily mean an equilibrium state, as also change or evolution may be 
signs of stable systems. Second, even without a shock, systems may reshape them­
selves according to their internal complexity (cf. Martin 2010; 8, Setterfield 1997). 
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They may follow their own logic, target or rationality, which does not necessarily  
have to be tackled exclusively as a reaction to a particular exogenous influence. It 
may even occur that such endogenous or inner structural change may weaken or 
destabilize an otherwise externally stable system (cf. Setterfield 1997). 

As an alternative view of the development path Martin (2010 & 2012) suggests 
what he calls an ‘open non-equilibrium evolutionary type’. This could be specified 
as non-equilibrium, no shocks, differentiated lock-in and an open outcome model. 
Here, systems are seen as multi-layered composites, consisting of different types 
of fast and slow variables. These usually (re)act in a specific way to external im­
pulses and internal dynamics. The individual path is thus a sum and result of the 
outcome of these outer influences and internal dynamics within the composite’s 
panarchy. These strategies are referred to in Walker’s social-ecological systems 
already discussed above. The individual development path is thus driven by va­
rious strategies undertaken within the panarchy of the particular system. For so­
cial-ecological systems, including suburban neighborhoods in this case, the open 
non-equilibrium evolutionary type of development path is of crucial importance as 
it draws attention from the system as a passive part of the developmental change 
within a process actively steered by the outer circumstances and enduring it by 
struggling with internal maturation processes, and towards a concept in which 
maturation becomes an impulse for active internal adaption.

Figure 19:	 Stylized alternative evolutionary paths according to Martin (2010, 10). The ‘ongoing change and mutation path’  
refers to the ‘open, non-equilibrium-type model of path dependent evolution’ by Martin & Sunley (2010, 19)
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‘Change’ within the open non-equilibrium-type model of path-dependent 
evolution

There are some particularly charming points in Martin and Sunley’s concept. First, 
its plurality, which Martin points out in a reaction to the critique of his concept 
(Martin 2012). Even though it dissociates itself from the basic equilibrium concept 
as a universal or basic idea, it does not generally deny any other path dependency  
development careers—including the purely equilibristic one of David or Setterfield’s  
‘temporal equilibrium’. As Martin and Sunley show, development paths of systems 
may vary; thus, their concept is not preclusive. In the evolutionary path-dependent 
model, at least three basic paths then become possible: the equilibrium path, the 
lock-in path and the open path. Each one emphasizes a different component of 
the path-dependent change/evolution pattern. By challenging the notion of equi­
librium as an evolutionary stage within path dependency theory, Martin (2010  
& 2012) and Martin & Sunley (2010) hypothetically rank the three basic models 
introduced above according to their frequency, suggesting that equilibristic path 
lock-ins may occur as quite rare cases in mainly technical fields (e.g., the well-
known example of QWERTY), or in specific industries such as mining, but not 
necessarily in others. Rather often, development paths occur as stages of the evo­
lutionary cycle within an endogenous system (Setterfield 1997). 

A second point regards the concept’s compatibility with the institutional path de­
pendence model of continuous change. In most cases, Martin and Sunley (2010) 
argue that lock-in may evolutionarily shape certain composites of the endogenous 
system. According to their understanding, such process adaption would be more 
likely than the rare case of a lock-in bringing a system to a kind of universal equili­
bristic halt. Regarding composites, institutional change becomes important when 
seeking a model to understand change within complex panarchy systems where 
different rationalities shape a system’s individual path. It also overlaps with the 
concept of a continuous change. In his analysis, Sorensen (2011, 716) stresses 
that: “Most historical institutional analyses have relied on a ‘punctuated equilibrium’ 
model of change, which assumes that long periods of institutional continuity follow 
infrequent institution-creating critical junctures that are generated primarily by ex-
ogenous factors. A problem with this model is that it will tend to miss gradual and 
incremental change or indeed any changes generated endogenously from within the 
institution.” Change is usually interpreted as a revision which means it undertakes 
a formal reform of existing rules or replaces an existing policy. But according to 
Sorensen (2011, 717), such a policy change would account only for a minor portion 
of the actual change, even though it is most intensely discussed in the policy itself 
as well as in the scientific discourse. Stakeholders usually evaluate whether a di­
rect systemic change of rules of action (as in the case of a revision), or alternative 
indirect ways are more effective for achieving their goals. 
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Such alternatives include ‘drift’, ‘conversion’ and ‘layering’. Drift accounts for a 
strategy that hinders the further development of an (undesired) policy instead of 
changing it. Conversion is an internal adaption or setting of policy rules which can 
disclaim broader participation process due to its specific/specialized internal na­
ture. Layering describes the creation of policies materially replacing old policies 
without formally eliminating them (Hacker 2004). Hacker tackles these four stra­
tegies for change between the barriers of authoritative policy change and internal 
policy conversation. The key issue is that endogenous energies within the system 
co-shape a future path. 
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Figure 20:	 Models of policy change. Adapted from Hacker 2004, 248 as quoted by Sorensen (2011, 717)
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This is quite similar to what Martin and Sunley (2010) argue in the shaping of cer­
tain composites of an endogenous system via lock-ins. The ways of institutional 
change thus strengthen the argument that systems are complex composites with 
different internal stakeholder settings and tensions which might have the same 
importance as the external circumstances by influencing their development paths. 
This enables them to change continually along differentiated, multi-directional 
trajectories. In addition to the simple cycles or phase-like evolution, other, more 
variable careers are also imaginable.

Martin and Sunley (2010) show the variety of path creation in combination with 
external and internal impulses (Fig. 20). Within their plurality concept, they dis­
tinguish between enabling new and constraining existing paths and place effects 
in combination with intentional or accidental origins of new paths. The matrix 
shows the variety of developments which may make change a system. An implicit 
argument is that such a path variety is occurring quite in parallel according to the 
system’s composites, influenced by impulses of different origins. 

Origins of new path

Deliberate and
intentional

Enabling new 
paths

Constraining to 
existing path

1. Agents search for
opportunities, re-use
resources, transfer
competences as basis 
of new growth

2. Agents gain assets 
and experience, but 
accidents and events 
trigger new path

3. Designed interventions 
to break path or 
switch location to 
overcome lock-in

4. Unpredictable external
shocks and random
events break old
trajectory and launch 
new path

Chance and 
accidental

Path and 
place effects

Figure 21:	 Varieties of path creation (Martin & Sunley, 2010, 29)
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3. 7	 Adaptive cycles, hierararchy and panarchy 

 
Discourses on ‚change‘ mentioned in the previous chapters reflect the necessity 
to grasp the resilient development of systems. The reason is that  these address 
one of the basic challenges faced by theories on systemic lifecycles connected 
to the resilience. As the static understanding of development in ecological sys­
tems emphasizes the phases of the Fore loop, namely the Growth and the Con­
servation, the resilience consequently becomes an issue of resistance, where 
the extent of a system is marked by its ability to sustain despite of external or 
internal changes. In such case, the grade of resilience becomes measurable by 
the extent of the threat it still can bare in its state despite of changes. If howe­
ver resilience means the ability of a system to sustain with changes, the effec­
tive strategy of systems to sustain becomes adaption, as it enables systems to 
sustain under changing circumstances. Adaption is the domain of the Back loop, 
 
According to Westley (2002), system stability and adaption play crucial roles for 
understanding lifecycle concepts. To fulfill their own existence, social systems  de­
velop  functions of goals or objectives which enable them to be integrating and 
adaptive and enable themselves to re-produce (cf. Parson 1951). In order to do so, 
social systems structure themselves specifically along signification (articulation), 
domination (codified into hierarchies allocating power and ressources on behalf 
of hierarchies), and legitimation (based on normes rules and routines) (cf. Giddens 
1987). Gunderson et al. (2002) however argue that the rules of adaption may alter­
nate across different lifecycle phases. The Fore loop is dominated by rigide rules of 
a hierarchic top-down order. During the growth or exploitation phase, such ruling 
is enabling the system to effectively expand. During the Conservation phase, it en­
ables it to keep order and sustain. Such Fore loop resilience does not necessarily 
mean that the system is generally static, as it allows interaction between different 
levels. But it remains one-directional and assymetrically ruled by the hierarchy 
of higher and slower systems over smaller and faster ones. This enables it to be­
come immune to the „‘buzz of noise‘ from small and faster processes“ (Holling et 
al. 2002, 73). Here, higher and slower levels control the lower and faster ones. In 
case of suburban residential areas, within the growth and conservation phase, the 
local (sub-)systems are rather steered into the spatial, physical and societal sys­
tematics of every particular development approved and opened by the higher hie­
rarchical systems of regional, municipal  and/or developmental planning, in which 
sub-systems are selectively incorporated by accepting the rules enabling them to 
settle down. Regarding the Back loop, Holling et al. (2002, 72) state that „it is not 
broadly recognized that adaptive cycle (...) transforms hierarchies from fixed static 
structures to dynamic.“ Generally, this means that large and slow systems are be­
coming responsive to the lower and faster ones during the Back loop, shifting from 
top-down to bottom up adaptional changes. This points out the important role of 
local systems during the Release and Adaption phases, even though it does not 
necessarily mean a complete switch from top down to bottom up dynamics. Rather, 
the asymetric hierarchical processes are becomming ballanced and co-steered by 

87



bottm-up impulses. Panarchy, in contrary to hierarchy, is defined by mutual cross 
scale interactions as the base for reorganization of systems. While hierarchical 
organization is being organized along the social system structures of top down 
signification, domination and legitimation (cf. Giddens 1987), bottom up systems 
are merely using ‚revolt‘ during the the release phase and ‚rememberance‘ during 
adaption to creatively destroy and effectively reshape overmatured systems (cf. 
Gunderson et al. 2002, 14ff). While the hierarchic principles are strongly rooted in 
conceptual thinking, the dynamic aspects are remaining rather underexposed in 
the lifecycle theories as well as anylyses and conceptualization of ecological and 
social ecological and social systems: „The structural, top down aspect has tended 
to dominate theory and application, however, reinforced by the proper, everyday 
dictionary definition of hierarchy that is vertical authority and control. The dynamic 
and adaptive nature of such nested structures has tended to be lost.“ (Holling et al. 
2002, 73). The resulting consequences are that the Back loop cycle remains left 
aside or conceptionalized accoring to the hierarchical, and not the panarchical 
understanding. For the case of perspectives of mature suburban residential areas, 
this means that concept, analysis and proposed action in scientific studies are 
carried merely out under the Fore loop understanding of a lifecycle, which is well 
fitting to conceptualize development and maturity, but not best fitting to under­
stand processes, potentials and stakeholders of adaption. Tesult, as argued in pre­
vious chapters, is the SCUAD-shortcut, issuing to suburban residential areas a law 
ability to self-adaption and keeping with a strong believe into top-down solutions. 
The empiric analysis carried out from chapter 4 on is based on the implication of a 
more pluralistic adaption concept in order to understand the powers and shaping 
of mature settlement systems with all implications on definition of stakeholder 
arenas, space and place.

3. 8	 Implications of the pluralistic concept of lifecycles and the path 
dependent evolution

Previous chapters have asked about patterns followed within the suburban tran­
sition as of social-ecologic systems in terms of space to which extent they gene­
rate a complex dynamic of transition on merely random, situationally determined 
principles. They described systemic paralells and interconnections between the 
lifecycle and the path dependence concepts. These are based on the commmon 
issue of change as a natural process caused by maturation as well as on other in­
ternal and external influences, and the adaption as a development driven strategic 
intent. These different theoretical and conceptual approaches to adaptation have 
in common the attempt to understand and describe development careers of sys­
tems. Within their specific conceptual frames, they come to findings of systemic 
complexity within the path dependence evolutionary theory. 
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Figure 22:	 A canonical model of suburban evolution (adapted from Martin 2010, 21 by author)
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Figure 23:	 An alternative model of local suburban evolution (adapted from Martin 2010, 21 by author)
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The canonical approach to path dependence proved to be a similarly limited 
concept as the ecological models, as this approach is based on them to a great 
extent.  Its classical evolutionary concepts for societal systems of any kind (includ­
ing economic, political or others) are characterized by the endeavor to reduce 
complexity and to describe reality along a simplified ideal theoretical concept. If 
for path dependence theory Martin speaks out for expansion of interpretational 
limits, for lifecycle development patterns the pre-conditions of social-ecological 
model by Walker aims on a similar task. At the same time, both are not preclusive 
rigid ideal terminatory models. They admit that a variety of paths may occur among 
different systems or even within their complex internal settings along a specific 
trajectory. Path dependence approaches are attempting to overcome their limi­
tations by emphasizing internal complexity and micro level heterogeneity of sys­
tems. They are regarding systems as composites within a panarchic multileveled 
setting. Such a conceptual approach is opposite to the one-directed point of view 
on development as a linear, historically based and clearly shapeable path, created 
by concretely definable steps of the hard-fact defined systems’ evolution between 
long-lasting equilibria and crucial periods of conceptionalistic change. The alter­
native pluralistic concept denies that systems generally stay in equilibrium and do 
change only under shocks. They rather emphasize an ongoing evolutionary process 
within particular local systems. Here, the approach of incrementalism seems to 
be quite close to describing the changing mode, including some kind of perspec­
tivism steering the long-term-view perspective. Within such an understanding, 
perspectivistic and therefore strategy-based action gains more attention. Another 
question remains regarding the extent to which it accomodates a concretely defi­
nable, ultimate target, or a perspectivistic incrementalism of a ‘muddling through’ 
(Lindblom 1959) with the aim of securing an even adjusted existence of the system 
as such within an ever changing time. 

Adapting the phases of the model of spatial industrial development and the mo­
del of local spatial industrial development (figures 14 & 15) from the theoretical 
discourse of economic geography into the general context of spatial planning and 
the particular suburban maturation issue in terms of suburban development and 
area change along generalizations by Martin and Sunley (2010), the basic canoni­
cal model shows parallels with the narratives of the SCAD myth settled along the 
growth and decline trajectory. According to this, the suburbanization plays the role 
of a historical accident which led to the outflow of functions and inhabitants from 
the core city to its surroundings. It may be seen as a pre-formation phase of the 
urban-suburban dichotomy. Suburbanization, as an early settlement model of the 
industrial city, triggered an early path creation phase and established the dynamics 
of expansive successive novelty. Locked into this path, mass suburbanization fol­
lowed, ultamitely hollowing out the core city. This path has been ‘delocked’ (Martin 
2010, 5) by several shocks as well as many other slow but intense and complex  
changes, and has resulted in the end of the growth of suburbia. These changes 
include lifestyle and demography as well as structural and other societal changes.

see Figure 14 / 

see Figure 15

see Figure 21
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In contrast to this canonical view on the suburban career, the open non-equili­
brium evolutionary type of development path allows for a more differentiated view 
on the development of suburbia and its particular settlement areas. The prefor­
mation phase of suburban development sees suburbanization as a complemen­
tary and interacting development mode to the compact city concept, enabling an 
outsourcing of functions not compatible with the dense urban environment of the 
medieval city. It also includes self-standing urban or rural municipalities proxi­
mate to a dominating core city. At the same time, it sees the outskirts within the 
rural-urban-fringe as an intermezzo and flexible space for further urban expan­
sion in terms of amalgamative city enlargement. During the industrial era, the path 
creation phase gave a shape to an even more strongly related connection between 
the urban core and its suburban outskirts by the spatial distribution of functional 
environments of work (city) and residence (suburb). Similarly, other expansive clus­
ters such as of industrial complexes or infrastructure took hold in the suburban 
surroundings and began to fundamentally reshape them. The path development 
phase sees a massive suburbanization pattern which relieved the over-crowded 
urban cores, at the same time accommodating further urban growth and migration 
at the urban outskirts diversifying it. Negative effects at the core city caused by 
suburbanization seem to be a temporal deflation, which soon changes into a re­
qualification through reurbanization. Dominating is the metropolitan point of view 
which continues to put emphasis on the interaction between the core city and the 
diversifying post-suburban cityscape. Its flexibility is expressed by the variability 
of the enabling process.

However, and in the first place, as plausible the open development path concept 
may seem, it also conceals particular difficulties regarding the maturation and 
adaption of settlement areas. First, and more general, even if putting aside the 
canonical concept of a basic development path conceptualized on the growth-ma­
turity-decline trajectory, it has not yet been proven whether the suggested alter­
native model generally works without the basic resilience mechanisms, such 
as equilibrium, lock-in and threshold, when it comes to empirical based review. 
Second, the reason why maturation according to Martin and Sunley is seen as a 
possible rigidification is the argument that “decline itself can be a slow process  
(…) and needs not necessarily be a sudden collapse due to an external shock” (Martin  
& Sunley 2010, 19). The second possibility is that the ‘path as a dynamic process’ is 
seen as a ‘reinventing’ path of systemic adaption. Within the pluralistic approach, 
both paths may appear simultaneously and may be related to each other (ibid.). 
Maturation, therefore, does not necessarily need to be seen simply as a decay and 
decline oriented path. In terms of urban development, it is also a general result of a 
natural development determined by the inevitable physical and demographic aging 
within a lifecycle. It is in this momentum when it becomes necessary to enlarge the 
pure economic theory thinking by the urban planning context: the economic theo­
retical way of thinking is based on the understanding the lifecycle as a maturation 
of a product, which to a certain extent shows a life career different from urban 
settlements. An economic product in terms of ‘ware’ may simply disappear from 
market when it is overtaken by other more competitive products or by a change 

see Figure 22
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of demand. Built environments and their inhabitants, however, show much slower 
and more differentiated life careers. Mature settlement areas therefore do not 
necessarily disappear when they mature, but develop in several combined ways of 
those two mentioned. During their long lifecycle, several turns, ups and downs and 
adaptions as a reaction to external and internal changes may occur.  

This pluralistic concept developed from the theory of the economic geography path 
dependence quite illustratively captures the complexity of systemic changes within 
social ecological systems of particular settlement areas. The complex view offers 
a theoretical base for tracking diverse suburban lifecycle trajectory patterns. The 
following fields of analysis should be pursued, closely reckoned and confirmed. 

Diversification process

A first issue for investigating mature suburban residential areas is the actual 
process of diversification of particular settlement systems. According to the theo­
retical backgrounds discussed above, a maturation process is connected to the 
growth of complexity. Adaption strategies may often lead to specialization, which 
enables systems to focus on a certain path in order to remain resilient. Within the 
theoretical discourse, these are often associated with lock-in equilibria, but also 
with adaption. It has not yet been sufficiently explained whether there are certain 
periods of equilibristic halt or at least equilibrium states, as considered in chap­
ter 3.6. and how a switch into an adaption process between them might look in 
the case of triggers other than shocks. In contrast to Martin’s open, non-equili­
brium-type model, Hesse et al. (2013) come to the conclusion that a certain state 
of stable maturity exists as an ideal concept towards which systems adapt. The 
universal strategies of growth, consolidation and adaption account for every one 
of the canonical lifecycle phases of build-up, maturity and decline (ibid.). Thus, 
after reviewing the points made in previous chapters, in its basic principle such 
a concept rather corresponds with the canonical shock-based lock-in equilibri-
stic model than with the open evolutionary paths according to Martin. However, it 
also advocates a broader understanding of adaption as a continuous matter along 
the whole trajectory. This slight dissonance incidentally reveals the limits of the 
current general understanding of path development within suburban maturing 
areas and calls for further investigation.

Human agency

The shift from the ecological to the social ecological base of conceptualizing sub­
urban residential areas seems quite obvious, but it is not yet broadly apparent. To 
a certain extent, it may be regarded as remarkable that physical matters and fa­
talistic images still prevail in the suburban residential area discourse. Difficulties 
hindering a resettlement are obviously rooted within an interconnected network of 
mutually reinforcing narratives, as stated in chapter 2. Regarding the agency issue, see chapter 2
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conclusions often lead to the assumption of a general lack or absence of stake­
holders within suburban residential areas as well as of their real potential to act. 
Consequently, they often end up calling on the public state sector to resolve the 
situation instead of scrutinizing the self-assumed limitations of the actor’s pool. 
Putting human agency into the conceptual core offers the chance to draw attention 
towards other stakeholders on site and their interactions that take place in diffe­
rent institutional settings.

Systemic space

Regarding the definition of what has been referred to as ‘systemic space’ and 
its constitutional levels, functional and institutional interconnections must be 
evaluated. In the argumentation above, it has been assumed that other than ho­
mogeneity-based morphological or societal definitions of suburban areas might 
be more meaningful to investigate when analyzing residential suburbs. In refe­
rence to the panarchy system of institutional interactions within social ecological 
systems, an additional focus, therefore, should be directed not only at the classic 
definition of settlement space by institutional borders, but—in a neo-institutional 
way—on a panarchic arena of stakeholders and their target-oriented strategy that 
requires certain alliances across traditional hierarchical levels and their directive  
responsibilities. The overview of types of social systems that support core func­
tions within settlement areas discussed in chapter 2.2  and 3.7 delivers initial evi­
dence of the probable extent of such panarchic systems. 

Previous chapters were targeting on mapping the discursive frame of change and 
adaption of mature suburban residential areas. In its argumentation, it attempted 
to follow the existing discourse on suburbia by its main ‘entrance point’ of the  
urban-suburban dichotomy. The position taken here is that despite of the still do­
minant role of the core city(ies), suburbia as a legitime part of the metropolitan 
area is a complementary object to the city, rather than its oppositum. Regarding its 
development perspectives, it is argued that rather than the canonical growth-ma­
turity-decline pattern, a more sustainable and also diverse way of adjustment to­
wards the changing framing condition is possible. A central characteristic of the  
mature suburbia is its flexibility to diversificate and adjust according to the chang­
ing demands and framing conditions. For understanding the diversification, the 
pattern of suburbia’s development has been analyzed by a critical deconstruc­
tion of the growth-maturity-decline narrative. As a result, the attention has been 
turned towards the endogenous potentials of suburban residential areas in matur­
ity to adapt. This alternative viewpoint is theoretically based on the evolutionary 
path dependency concept (Martin 2010). The theoretical examination targets on 
a better understandig of endogenous possibilities of mature suburban residential 
areas, which is happening by activating organitzational and institutional resources 
to strenghten their resiliency and adaptive potential. Even though settling the 
argumentative path into a broader international context of literature and theory, 
the main focus remains on German general conditions and cases. Following two 

see chapter 3. 2

see chapter 2. 2
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case studies aim at gaining empirically based evidence on how mature suburban 
neighborhoods become resilient, and whether they sustain by retaining their cur­
rent state as long as possible, or by rearranging themselves, and what in suburban 
residential neighborhoods possesses, accommodates and utilizes the potential 
for such adaption, by addressing the above issues. 
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4.	 EMPIRICAL APPROACH

4. 1	 Methodology and method

The aim of the empirical part of this dissertation is an explanatory analysis that 
complements the theoretical part. At the core of the empirical study is the question of 
how do mature suburban residential areas under stagnating or declining conditions 
manage to successfully adapt. The empirical challenge lies in the interpretative 
concept. When—as has been assumed in previous chapters—the canonical under­
standing of lifecycles shows a fatalistic tendency, causing a limited interpretative 
frame for the particular systems (here, of suburban mature settlements), then the 
basic terms describing these systems and the processes within them are also con­
ceptually interpreted according to the canonical concept for the time being. Regard- 
ing conceptual descriptions, the result of such limited interpretations show the 
‘suburban myth’ as well as the SCAD complex as examples, both based on a set of 
particular thematic presumptions. These thematic fields include, for instance, the 
growth-maturity decline pattern homogeneity, archetypically specific distinction 
between the core city and suburbia as well as socio-cultural limitations and others. 
Regarding its procession understanding, it likewise conceptualizes the understand- 
ing of terms such as growth, maturity, decline, shock, change and adaption in a 
corresponding way. 

To reflect the discourse, it is worth comparing its meta-narratives with their under­
standing by local stakeholders. As has been stated for the narratives, empirically 
based inside views come to more favorable conclusions. It is not the aim of this 
dissertation to idealize suburban development either in the macro or in the micro 
societal view. The approach chosen here also does not aim to deliver comprehen­
sive definitions on suburban development, but rather to trace its divergent mean­
ing within divergent reality contexts. Stakeholders may have an understanding of 
meta-narratives that is different from what the canonical understanding purports. 
Such an approach might be quite easily labelled as relativistic. At the same time, 
one must admit that the judgmental canonical concept relativizes otherwise 
neutral terms. In a similar way, shrinking is generally regarded as negative at the 
outset, while connected to the image of decline and shortage and disregarding 
both its complexity and general non-fatality as a phenomenon. The aim of the 
discourse reflection is thus to a certain extent to demystify these meta-narratives 
by describing and explaining them within the particular discursive field used by 
the stakeholders themselves. This may not only significantly help to understand 
how particular stakeholders identify, understand and approach a natural change 
process and steer it using adaption strategies, but also to confront this view with 
the theorizing about suburbia’s change. However, not only the stakeholders’ per­
spectives, but also the context defining them, are at the core of the interest. For 
widening the discursive field, such reflection aims at connecting with the existing 
theoretical concepts of Martin’s open evolutionary path and of stable maturity to 
reach further within the understanding of adaption processes, which enables to 
include both traditional and alternative views on development paths. 

see chapter 2. 1
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Levels of analysis

Based on the previous chapters, the core of the explorative interest and therefore 
the target of analytical endeavor is embedded within the context of three overlap­
ping interpretative analytical levels. 

The first analytical level features a reflection on the lifecycle discourse within the 
case study analysis. In the chapter 3.7, the possible dissonance between the open 
evolutionary path and the notion by Hesse et al. (2013), who come to the conclusion 
that a certain (albeit ideal) state of stable maturity exists, is stated. The first ana­
lytical level thus aims to test stable maturity as a theoretical concept. It focuses 
on the critical case of quarters within a declining regional context, which—despite 
their unfavorable global setting—manage to adapt at a local level and thus sta­
bilize and develop further. An additional aim of this study is to prove the inherent 
potential to adapt by understanding the capacity of particular local systems as 
drivers for adaption, and showing which mechanisms are used to make mature 
systems successfully adapt under stagnating or declining conditions. 

It has been argued that it is not yet clear whether such mechanisms evolve un­
coordinated and of the free will of individuals by answering particular immediate 
challenges, or whether there is a systematic reaction strategy. Without further spe­
cifying this, Hesse et al. (2013) assume that stable maturity is an ideal state towards 
which systems consensually tend, and that strategies consequently seek to reach 
such a balance. What makes the notion of stable maturity central to the empirical 
investigation is that it stands for the meta-narratives of the lifecycle discourse. 
Together with the notion of decline, shock, change and adaption, these narratives 
lie at the core of the lifecycle concept. It thus is one of the tasks to broaden the 
knowledge around the targets of action among stakeholders in particular settings.

Figure 24:	 Strategies towards stable maturity according to particular lifecycle according to Hesse et al. (2013)  
(own illustration)
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The second analytical level aims at the topic of how systems actually adapt, thus 
recapitulating the cognitive interest in paths of adaption, here focused on mature 
suburban settlements. In previous chapters, the development path discourse was 
selected as a valid possibility for explaining the adaption by exploring system 
adjustment in the context of the research question. Next, a concrete case-based 
breakdown is targeted in order to gain an understanding of more detailed ques­
tions, such as:

•	 what is actually changing,
•	 when and why do these changes occur,
•	 what are the determinants of adaption,
•	 who are the stakeholders who actually drive the adaption,
•	 how can a specific settlement area be defined in the  

context of the settlement space,
•	 what are the levels of action and their interconnections  

for a specific settlement area,
•	 and finally, how do adaption concepts fit with the pace 

of the lifecycle and its phases and what can we learn 
regarding maturation?

The third level of analysis includes the three analytic fields generated at the con­
clusion of the theoretical chapters (chapter 3.7). The basic research questions 
here regard how systemic spaces might be defined, how a diversification process 
occurs, and how human agency within the particular settings of mature systems 
under stagnating or declining conditions is constituted. They mark an attempt to 
release the understanding of maturation of suburban residential areas from exist­
ing concepts and their theoretical and analytical consequences. As with any initial 
hypothesis, even when induced by comprehensive discursive or phenomenological 
backgrounds, they bear a certain amount of uncertainty, thus requiring further 
analytical, explorative and open-end verification processes, to which this disser­
tation attempts to initially contribute.

Empirical method 

With the explorative interest and its cognitive levels, the empirical work depends 
on the implementation of relevant methods. As the research aims to explore paths 
and forms of actions and their motivation within a certain individual context, the 
choice of the methods is fundamental when deciding upon appropriate research 
strategies.

Yin (2003) addresses the empirical research strategy by means of a distinction in 
the context of the research questions. Strategies, experiments, surveys, an analysis 
of existing data, research of historical material and case studies form the five main 
alternatives for an empirical approach. Experiments generally aim at answering 
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the question of ‘how?’ or ‘why?’ regarding a current ‘incident’ in order to reveal rela­
ted context and behavior mechanisms. Surveys usually serve to reveal findings on 
‘who?’, ‘what?’, ‘where?’ and ‘how many?’. 

Such surveys mostly relate to a current incident or process and are usually not pro­
cessually experimental. The same applies to the analysis of existing data, except 
this does not necessarily have to relate to a current incident or process. The re­
search of historical material mostly asks ‘how?’ or ‘why?’, as it is non-experimental 
and not related to current incidents or processes. Case study research, similar to 
experiments and research of historical material, aims at answering explorative 
questions such as ‘how?’ and ‘why?’. Even though these questions do not reveal 
experimentally induced contexts or behavior mechanisms, they focus on current 
incidents and processes. 

Figure 25:	 Situative decision matrix for different research strategies according to Yin (2003), taken and adapted 
from Schmidt (2006, 105)
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Yin (2003) ascribes case studies the same ability as other research strategies to be 
used in explorative, descriptive and explanatory ways. Explorative studies deliver 
pioneering knowledge and open new fields of research. Descriptive studies enable 
to understand complex interconnections and dependencies and help to sort them 
in connection to an existing theoretical basis, to reflect on such a basis or to es­
tablish new assumptions. Explanatory studies reveal backgrounds and contextu­
ally explain phenomena by delivering valid interpretations. Referring to Yin (2003), 
Schmidt (2006, 101) distinguishes a case study as “an empirical investigation, 
which 1) investigates a current phenomenon within the context of a real existence, 
especially when 2) the relationship methods between the observed phenomenon 
and its context is not clearly recognizable.” Here, the framework conditions are 
integrated into the approach. In other research strategies such as experiments, 
these are explicitly eliminated in order to be able to concentrate on certain limi­
ted indicators, such as in the case of laboratory experiments. Keeping in mind the 
research aim mentioned above, targeting processes makes the case study the 
most suitable research strategy, as it allows an explorative approach towards the 
question of how mature areas adapt, taking into account the processes through 
which this happens. The basic types of case studies are further divided into single 
case studies and multiple case studies. Hereby, distinctions are made between a 
holistic study that focuses on just one particular case within the study context, 
and an integrated one, including two or more objects within the study. As a case, 
any separately inspectible entity (such as an institution or a person) is defined. 
Generally, single case studies are appropriate when a special case or a case un­
der special circumstances, such as a long-term study, is being investigated. Other 
cases are defined as single critical cases testing an existing theory, extreme or 
unique cases that do not show parallels, or very normal and thus representative 
cases with no need for duplication. Similarly, a single case study is suitable when 
examining a new case as a phenomenon that not yet has been researched. In any 
case, contextual factors play an important role. They deliver information on the 
settings in which the objects of the study find themselves, thus creating an inter­
pretative contextual framework for the study. Schmidt (2006, 115) remarks that, in 
case of quantitative studies, the interpretative framework often does not become 
clear until the study begins, and needs to be operatively built throughout the study.

Mintzberg (1979) credits qualitative studies with the ability to deliver a better 
understanding of organizations than anonymous data collected by standardized 
survey sheets. This position has been a part of the criticism of structuralistic 
approaches since the 1960s. This criticism in the beginning also included case 
studies as such. With the ‘grounded theory’ approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), case 
studies methodically became more broadly applicable to qualitative research. 
Here, the survey and the theory making are seen as interconnected processes, 
in contrast to a statistical random sample. The method builds on a principle of a 
‘permanent comparison’ in which coding and analysis happen at the same time. 
The analysis begins with an ‘open coding’ focused on keywords that are repeated 
and emphasized. As soon as the open codes show a certain pattern that connects 
with the research interest, they are used to establish categories for such connec­
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tions and distinctions. In a second step, further analysis is conducted based on 
the coded categories. The approach is generally targeted towards theory building. 
At the same time, it may be determined by an explorative research interest, as this 
in turn determines the coding process, thus creating an approach towards gaining 
knowledge from particular cases rather than creating a general theory. 

As summarized in the context of the cognitive interest and aims declared at the 
beginning of chapter 4, a qualitative research method based on the case study 
approach is optimal for the aims of this dissertation. This approach mirrors the 
explorative nature of the research task. As the systems within the case study are 
expected to be different according to various institutions and stakeholders, an 
integrated study will be necessary to conduct. This approach further allows the 
creation of theories as well as targeting certain ‘research interests’ by means of 
qualitative empirical data. 

Research design and case studies

Finally, the question of which and whether one, two or more studies are necessary 
to achieve the aim of the particular analytic undertaking is to be answered by a 
similar logic as the question about the general methodical approach. However, this 
question is even strongly related to the study context itself as well as to suitable 
qualitative criteria that justify a certain case study model and its application. As 
for case studies, the following logical-analytical criteria apply: 

The first point is the ‘construct validity’. It is related also to cases in which indi­
cators are not directly operationally definable, but rather constructed. In a qua­
litative context, the core of validity is focused on the question of whether these 
constructs used as indicators correlate in a non-conflicting way. In contrast to the 
portfolio of measurable criteria used for quantitative statistical approaches, the 
situation for case studies is more complex. The main challenge here is the influence 
of subjectivism on the construction of indicators, which in heuristic approaches 
may always be the case—at least as an artifact. In common practice, emphasis is 
therefore given to transparency in the derivation of the basic criteria as well as to 
their connection to the research question(s) and assumptions. This is usually ful­
filled by anchoring these in theory and through transparency throughout the case 
study process as well as during the development of findings (Lienert & Raatz 1998; 
Liebermann 2005).

The second point is the ‘internal and external validity’. Internal validity describes 
the relation between a causal origin and the following incident. Especially in qua­
litative studies, the observed phenomena may interconnect several causalities, of 
which some might be more hidden or difficult to ascertain than others. Therefore, 
the aim must wherever possible be to uncover the whole complex of causality. Ac­
cordingly, complex (meta-) narratives need to be detected and analyzed. External 
validity relates to the question of whether and to what extent the results of one 
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study may be generalized or transferred to other cases. In contrast to surveys 
and experiments, with their statistical generalizations, case studies allow for no 
generalization (with the exception of analytical issues). This means that cases 
as such are generally not comparable on their concrete level, but only on a hig­
her theoretical level. In the context of this dissertation, this concerns the relation 
between different types of settings within mature suburban residential areas. As 
mentioned in the introduction and the chapters on theory, case study-based re­
search on family housing is often conducted regardless of whether this housing is 
located within the core city, its inner or outer suburbs or in peripheral areas. Such 
results only show a ‘replication’ limited to the physical housing as such, but not 
necessarily on general trends in family housing, as the circumstances among such 
broadly (un)defined locational attributes turn out to be quite different. This study 
attempts to avoid such methodological generalization by focusing on residential 
housing in suburban areas defined as metropolitan areas of German cities within 
the National Spatial Survey68 2009 (Hesse et al. 2013, 17ff). Admittedly, whether 
one sees mature residential areas as parts of suburban areas that are or are not 
morphologically distinct depends on the point of view. Usually, suburban settle­
ment areas include also rental apartments, ‘new towns’ or a mixture of different 
settlement types connected into a settlement’s functional mixture. According to 
the argument that has been made in the theoretical section, and with regard to 
what has been summarized under the term of ‘systemic space’, it would not be re­
levant to limit the case study to just one morphologic or otherwise homogenous 
type of residential settlement. More coherently, study areas need to be chosen in 
which the morphology does not play the only distinctive role, thus taking into ac­
count that other morphological definitions than that of areas alone may apply. As 
mentioned above, replication does not just apply to morphologically similar areas, 
but to all kinds of residential areas within a comparable (and thus here, mature 
suburban residential) setting.

Replication—in contrast to reliability—does not relate to the same case study, but  
to the relation between different case studies, “in which, according to the theory, 
the outcome should show comparable results”69 (Schmidt 2006, 110). To prove 
general replicability, several types of housing areas within the mature suburban 
residential areas may be investigated. When applying more than a single case 
study, the replication of results would usually be a sign of a coherent theoretical 
assumption. However, investigating a high number of areas would clearly exceed 
the capacities of a dissertation. What should be done here is to contribute to the 
discussion about the perspective on suburban mature residential areas and wi­
den it by suggesting an alternative conceptual approach rather than developing an 
inalterable universal theory. In the context of suburban variety, a universal theory 
is not on the agenda, and certainly not as an initial step. In such a case, external 
validity and reliability may play a certain—but not the dominant—role (Numagami 
1998, 3). According to the analyzed context of the broadly defined suburban resi­

68 	 ‘Laufende Raumbeobachtung’. 
69 	 Translation by author. Yin (2003) further distinguishes between direct replication, meaning the same results 

in different case studies, and theoretical replication, meaning the achievement of differing results.
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dential areas, a focus at least on two particular studies within a differing suburban 
context is a deliberate choice as it allows the researcher to enjoy the advantages of 
a replication check. Two different cases, both under the same basic circumstances 
of maturity and localized within a clearly below-average economic and demogra­
phic metropolitan suburban setting, interpreted along the common designated 
fields of analysis, deliver at least a sufficient insight into replication. 

To test the extent of potential replication, two cases will be chosen from areas that 
had already been initially investigated within a study initiated by the German Fe­
deral Institute for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development 
(BBSR) in the Lifecycle of Suburban Areas project (Hesse et al. 2013) mentioned 
above. The connecting point here is the first analytical level, defined at the begin­
ning of chapter 3 as a reflection on lifecycle discourse and especially the stable 
maturity assumption. Connected to the notion on the second analytical level of 
how systems actually adapt, this gains relevance by testing the stable maturity 
assumption against the theoretical background of the development path theories,  
especially newer discourses regarding resilience and path dependencies. It further 
adds a new explorative direction in the three analytical fields generated at the 
conclusion of the theory chapters, elaborating on the issues of systemic spaces, 
diversification processes and human agency by making them the focus of an up­
dated investigation. 

Testing the stable maturity assumption as part of its original model by continuing 
an existing study calls for a transparent methodological approach. This especially 
regards connection with the existing study, which is grounded in its own research 
structures. A challenge lies in drawing a clear line to the study while leaving clear 
contact points at the same time. A further challenge is in the risk of methodological 
inconsistency. In the study of Hesse et al. (2013), the initial analysis is based on a 
large number of general quantitative analyses as well as on a follow-up of a small 
number of cases of statistically based qualitative analysis. The general methodo­
logical principle is based on a mixed-method strategy defined as ‘nested analysis’ 
by Liebermann (2005). This method was developed as a framework for combining 
research based on quantitative and qualitative methods in order to avoid conflicts 
between those two approaches and to enable enhancing benefits of both. It sug­
gests methodologically coherent ways to develop theoretical models via a model-
testing or model-building small number analysis (SNA) based on the result of an 
initial large number analysis (LNA). According to the nested analysis approach, 
findings by Hesse et al. (2013) showed divergent development patterns on the LNA 
level, including all metropolitan areas in Germany and regarding the combinations 
of economy, population and settlement area development. The authors accordingly 
summarized their findings into eight different categories.

see chapter 3

see chapter 3. 6

see chapter 3. 7

see Figure 25

see Figure 27

103



Start: 
P

relim
inary Large-N

 A
nalysis (LN

A
)

M
odel-testing 

Sm
all-N

 A
nalysis (M

t-SN
A

)

Yes

Yes

Idiosyncratic 
case

Theoretical
Flaw

N
o

N
o

Yes

Yes

N
o

N
o

End analysis (I)

End analysis (II)
End analysis (III)

End analysis (IV)
R

epeat M
odel-testing

M
odel-testing LN

A

D
o M

odel-building

M
odel-building 

Sm
all-N

 A
nalysis (M

b-SN
A

)

Case selection: 
“O

n-the-line” only 
D

eliberate or random

Case selection: 
“O

n-” and “O
ff-the-line” 

D
eliberate only

A
ssessm

ent: 
R

obust and satisfactory results?

A
ssessm

ent: 
D

oes the S
N

A
 

fit the original m
odel?

A
ssessm

ent: 
R

easons for poor fit in S
N

A?
A

ssessm
ent: 

P
ossible to test new

 m
odel w

ith LN
A?

A
ssessm

ent: 
D

oes the S
N

A
 suggest a new

, 
coherent m

odel?

Figure 26:	 Overview of the nested analysis approach (Liebermann 2005, 437)
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Even though the LNA showed a qualified picture of how suburban residential areas 
in Germany tend to develop, it did not generate a satisfactory answer to the question 
of how lifecycles change within these areas proceed. Therefore, a model-building 
small number analysis using a sample of twelve different localities in four differ­
ent types of metropolitan areas has been undertaken, suggesting a new model of 
lifecycle change, including a systemization of adjustment strategies and targets 
as well as the stable maturity assumption. This dissertation’s analysis thus aims 
to test the robustness of the theoretical model of stable maturity by complement­
ing the existing study with selected further analyses and thus by deepening the 
results of the initial study. As this seemed to be a coherent model within this study 
and further testing of the new model with LNA would bring no further insight, the 
analysis ended there (‘end analysis III’ ). However, the enlarged theoretical discus­
sion in chapter 4 suggests a further testing of this model of adjustment strategies 
and targets. Hesse et al. (2013) suggested a mechanism of adjustment towards 
resiliency in terms of variational patterns. However, it did not explain the steering 
mechanisms in specific settings of time and place. The study describes this in a 
valuably descriptive, yet non-analytic way. Thus, the studies undertaken in this 
dissertation attempt to add a further qualitative analysis to the ‘model assess­
ment’ based on deepening selected cases from the existing SNA in order to test 
the underlying generalized assumption on stable maturity. At the same time, the 
knowledge of internal mechanisms of adaption within the maturity phase should 
be complemented.70 

Regarding the conclusiveness of this particular study, the internal and the con­
struct validity play a significant role, as the study uses constructed indicators and 
builds on particular narratives to understand systemic causalities. Therefore, the 
grounded theory mentioned above becomes one of the underlying methodological 
principles of the study. Despite the fact that this dissertation does not intend to 
build a universal theory, for which grounded theory was initially developed (Strü­
bing 2004), it is used as an analytical system to exploratively structure the empiri­
cal studies along the designated fields of analysis (cf. Reimer 2012, 143ff) derived 
from the theoretical chapters and summarized in chapter 3.7. The main reason for 
such a procedure lies in the fact that the approach to be described by the study is 
not yet settled within a particular methodical system. 

70 	 The general preconditions formulated for the complementary approach have to be born in mind during 
further case study analysis. First, a high degree of transparency is necessary, particularly when adding 
complexity to the scope of analysis. Again, this is a basic principle of the construct validity. Second, if the 
cases are the same, they are to be deepened in a way they have not been deepened before. This is achieved by 
deepening through new third-level indicators. Additionally, the approach allows for the inclusion of additional 
parallel qualitative (comparative) cases outside of the previous population of cases (additional references). 
This strategy is also included in the scope of methods. 

see Figure 23

see chapter 4

see Figure 23

see Figure 25

see chapter 3. 7
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With regard to what has been stated about the importance of meta-narratives 
and stakeholders at the beginning of chapter 4, in-depth interviews with planning 
stakeholders are at the core of relevance for such empirical case studies. In-depth 
interviews work with non-directive interviews, aiming not only at gaining facts, but 
also at understanding significant positions and logics of action inherent to the 
interviewee’s operational schemes (Friedrichs 1990). The frame for analyzing the 
interviews is hereby based on following levels: 

•	 First and most direct is the level of phenomenological empiricism 
documenting what planning stakeholders say. 

•	 Second is the level of relevance regarding mainly what the statements 
mean in the particular context. 

•	 Third is the level of meta-narratives, which are the primarily 
determinants for what is being said or done.  

Analyzing qualitative data is always related with the challenge of double herme­
neutics (Giddens 1984), as the interviewee first evaluates and interprets the reality, 
and whose interpretation is in turn being evaluated and interpreted by the inter­
viewing researcher.71 The research design settled within an operative approach 
delineated as follows therefore seeks to at least partly minimalize the risk of such 
based misinterpretations.

Operative procedure

The research design as described in the present chapter determines the operative 
approach chosen for the empirical studies. It is divided into three phases. Within 
the first ‘review’ phase, materials from the initial studies are reviewed with the 
aim of operationalizing defined fields of analysis by further concretizing them into 
components that can be researched in the next steps. A next aim is to structure 
the pool of studies and accordingly select case studies to be further examined. 
This step only includes the review of existing materials of the study. In the second 
phase, qualitative research based on in-depth interviews with planning stakehol­
ders who took part in steering local development during the last decade as well 
as with stakeholders from additional contexts are carried out. Choosing planning 
stakeholders within case studies as well as for additional evidence is based on a 
‘snowball principle’, according to which stakeholders indicate further key persons, 
but is also determined based on own inquiries. The third phase can be called the 
‘interpretative filtering’ of the material collected within the second phase. It is de­
dicated to the grounded theory approach of permanent comparison, which makes 
coding and analysis occur at the same time. Therefore, the second and third phases 
are interconnected repeatedly by pre-summarizing codes based on empirical re­
sults. To reach a certain degree of reliability, conclusions to particular components 

71 	 Hillier (2002, 17) defines a triple hermeneutics while arguing that interpretations of unconscious processes, 
ideologies, power relations and other expressions of dominance may privilege certain interests over others 
within argumentative statements. 
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are undertaken first when a base has been confirmed through gathering data from 
different sources and points in time and bringing them together. Conclusions on the 
three fields of analysis are undertaken after finishing the interpretative filtering.

The operative procedure is carried out together with an equivalent data manage­
ment. As far as the interview partner agreed, the interviews have been archived 
in fully transcribed form. Local stakeholders‘ interviews were evaluated using the 
qualitative data analysis software maxqda. All remaining data is gathered within 
a database. This includes original planning materials, data as well as scientific 
literature and its extracts prevailingly in digital form, particular project documen­
tations, own notes and chronicles, as well as a standardized interactive electronic 
literature database. 

Figure 27:	 Study design (own illustration)
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Figure 28:	 German suburban areas and core cities as well as the classification of their general development dynamics 
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their metropolitan regions. Four regions—Hamburg, Ruhr, Kassel and Leipzig, selected to contain three case 
studies apiece—are marked as observation space. (Hesse et al. 2013, 56)
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4. 2	 Pre-study reflections 

Excoursus I: lifecycles in suburban areas

The study on lifecycles in suburban areas (Hesse et al. 2013), from which two case 
study areas, partly alternated, will be further examined, serves as a starting point 
for the empirical research. It accommodates two basic cognitive interests: the 
first concerns a heuristic definition of the lifecycle concept of suburbia. In regard 
to lifecycles, this model is a kind of orientation and not a formally rigid concept.  
Oriented towards Hoover and Vernon (1959 & 1962)72, it incurs three basic pha­
ses of growth, maturity and decline. Rooted in the pool of case studies that find 
themselves in different stages of development, it then generally maps out careers 
of diversification. It further addresses the topic of resilience and its tipping points. 
These points are assumed as an inherent part of the adjustment leading to diver­
sification, hereby not distinguishing between process and threshold. As the second 
foundation of resilience, the equilibrium represented by a state of stable maturity 
is defined as an ideal (and not actually a ‘real’) condition; it is likely that the tipping 
points are also conceptualized in a similar way. Building on this, the study concludes  
that suburban areas tend to take alternating paths when the surrounding condi­
tions in combination with the actual phase and situation within the area does not 
show any perspective for reaching the next phase in a state of stable maturity.

The second cognitive interest is targeted towards the concepts of such develop­
ment paths and the strategies for steering them. In terms of a canonical point 
of view, the conclusions are surprising, especially in regard to the dominance of 
individual paths found in every case regardless of its lifecycle phase. This shows 
that the influence of change, which evolved from particular macro, meso and micro 
contexts, on the development of particular suburban residential areas is at least 
as significant as the combination of location, morphological type and state of ma­
turity. Furthermore, it shows that stakeholders deliberately or indeliberately shape 
a development path by acting their role within a certain level of the panarchy. 

Hereby, two underlying analytic complexes of development co-shape the discourse. 
First is the change and the consequent passive diversification of suburbia. This 
includes changes in particular areas that happen due to unswayable external or 
internal circumstances, such as general trends mainly in terms of economic and 
demographic development and the subsequent societal changes. Second is adap­
tion, which occurs in an active, mostly rationally planned and systematic manner. 
This is a result of a scope of strategic actions by stakeholders according to existing 
consequences of change as a reactive adaption, or as a strategy of a perspectivistic 
adaption meant to encounter changes and consequences expected in the future. 

72 	 See fig. 12 in chapter 3.5. see Figure 12
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Within its regional focus, the study assumes the tendency to integrate suburbia 
into the regional urban context due to the trend of diversification, which in terms of 
morphology, society and function sees the suburbs as complementary to the core 
areas. This argumentation puts aside the outsourcing argument related to the shift 
of particular functions through suburbanization towards the urban outskirts and 
beyond. Instead, it shows suburbia as both a space and place offering a palette 
of possibilities for different functions, life phases and lifestyles—all attributes 
usually given to the core city. Considering its local focus, the research field focuses 
on particular areas. This includes the conceptual topic of border definition in order 
to gauge the area using its coherence, networks and integration, and open space.  
The study areas have been defined based on an intensive exchange with the regional  
and local government institutions. Together with urban design analysis, this delivers 
valuable initial indices for attempting to conceptuate ‘systemic space’. The study 
further defines ‘placemaking’ as one of the core targets: “Placemaking connects 
supply-and-demand-oriented strategies for dealing with suburban space—in­
dividual approaches towards the revaluation and enrichment of suburban space 
should connect static-operative and dynamic-social levels.” (Hesse et al. 2013, 25). 
This is a programmatic statement for dealing with suburbia instead of a research 
agenda on suburbia. By mentioning the terms ‘community’ and ‘placemaking’, on 
a basic level the study analyzes local stakeholder settings and their connection 
to higher levels. Additionally, it is defining the basic mechanism of the evolution 
of targets and actions along the lifecycle concept. However, it does not further 
connect this concept with a particular community system and its stakeholders. 

The methodological approach and operative result can be divided into the analysis 
of suburban areas in Germany, the subsequent construction of metropolitan types 
according to the key indicators of demography, economy and spatial development, 
and the selection of corresponding case studies.

The case study concept consisted of three phases. In the first phase, quantitative 
data on the meso and micro levels were scanned in order to provide a basis of infor­
mation on the sites. This became a foundation for building concrete approaches as 
well as the research questions and design for each area. A second phase included  
qualitative research on-site, including site visits and interviews with planning 
stakeholders and professionals. A third step aimed at defining development paths  
and particular challenges. These were later elaborated upon in the final conclusions.
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The spatial definition of suburban areas is based on the definitions by the National  
Spatial Survey 2009. The urban region consists of core city/cities with more than 
100,000 inhabitants and their interdependent outer areas. Their outer areas are 
a conglomerate of what the survey regards as complementary urbanized area, 
inner commuter area and outer commuter area. The complementary urbanized 
area consists of municipalities with a daytime population density of more than 500 
people per square kilometer, with a strong functional interconnection to the core 
city. Within the model, the complementary urbanized area accounts for an inte­
grated part of the core city. In the inner commuter area, at least 50 per cent of resi­
dents commute into the city center. In the outer commuter area, between 50 and 
25 per cent commute into the core city area (web BBSR, Hesse et al. 2013, 31).73 
The results show a quite differentiated picture of the development of the suburban 
areas around large cities in Germany. To a great extent, it mimics the economic and 
demographic development and is clearly distinguished from rural areas, where the 
suburban phenomenon largely underlies different conditions. Especially in former 
East Germany, with the exception of the state of Brandenburg, all metropolitan 
areas were stagnating or shrinking. The picture in the northwestern part of Ger­
many is quite diverse: especially the Ruhr region, rural areas in eastern Westphalia 
and around Hannover, as well as Bremen and Kiel showed stagnation, while others 
were growing. The southwestern part of Germany partly shows demographic stag­
nation, while the southeast is growing steadily.74 The four metropolitan areas of 
Hamburg, Ruhr, Kassel and Leipzig have been chosen to exemplify different types 
of development. (ibid.)

The particular meso-level (municipal) area of the case studies has been chosen in 
consultation with regional stakeholders. The selection complied with the target of 
including areas of different types regarding the location of the case study within the 
complementary urbanized area, the inner commuter area and the outer commuter 
area, respectively. Similarly, the concrete case study areas have been defined in 
close consultation with stakeholders from the meso-level area. Here, the location 
within the particular municipality, urban typologies, age of structure, identifiability 
including construction and administrative coherence as well as the availability of 
statistical data on demography, economy and settlement structures on the micro 
level were considered. Therefore, the trilogy of complementary urbanized area, the 
inner commuter area and the outer commuter area, among the spatial distribution 
of the case studies has not been rigidly followed in all cases in each of the four 
regions. Nor has the sole focus on housing been followed, and areas with different 
main uses have also been included (ibid, 58f).

73 	 ‘Ergänzungsgebiet zur Kernstadt’, ‘Engerer Pendlerverflechtungsraum’, ‘Weiterer Pendlerverflechtungsraum’ 
(cf. web BBSR). For detailed description of the model, see Hesse et al. 2013, 30ff.

74 	 The data show development between 1997 and 2009. Particular changes occurred since then, especially 
within the core cities. E.g. between 2009 and 2013, Berlin gained on population by ca. 130,000 inhabitants 
(web ASBB). Same tendencies showed also most of Germany’s large cities during the same time span, includ­
ing those in stagnating metropolitan areas. However, suburban areas in stagnating metropolitan areas are 
further losing population, while those already gaining population between 2009 and 2013 are continuing to 
do so.

111



macro 
area E / W meso area micro area metropolitan zone type main use

1 Hamburg W 1
Hamburg 
Eimsbüttel

Burgwedel core city 4 housing, local centre

2 W 2 Quickborn Dichterviertel close inner commuter area 6 housing

3 W 3 Tornesch Tornesch Mitte close inner commuter area 6 production, housing

4 Kassel W 1 Ahnatal Kammerberg close inner commuter area 2 housing

5 W 2 Fritzlar Roter Rain I – III wider outer commuter area 1 housing

6 W 3 Vellmar Musikviertel complementary urbanized area 6 housing, local centre

7 Leipzig E 1 Borsdorf
An der 
Parthenaue

close inner commuter area 3 housing

8 E 2 Grimma Grimma Süd wider outer commuter area 7 housing

9 E 3 Leipzig-Altwest Rückmarsdorf core city 3 service, housing

10 Ruhr W 1 Gelsenkirchen Resser Mark complementary urbanized area 8 housing, local centre

11 W 2 Herten Bertlich complementary urbanized area 6 housing

12 W 3 Hamm Römerstraße complementary urbanized area 2 service, production

Figure 29:	 Case study types by Hesse et al. (2013) (adapted by author)

Legend: 

E = East Germany 

W = West Germany
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As the results regarding the lifecycle concept have already been exposed in pre­
vious chapters, the second cognitive interest in development paths and steering 
strategies are catered to here. These manifest themselves as quite diverse. First, 
strategies differ according to the level on which they are established. Second, they 
differ according to general conditions of every particular level and its superior lev­
els in terms of the basic socio-demography and economy in each metropolitan 
region and particular area. A comparative view on the study areas allows one to 
conclude that, in stagnating and shrinking areas, the general activity of superior 
administrative levels is generally stronger than in areas of growth. Especially the 
steering limitations regarding land use and the enlargement of settlement areas 
underlies a stronger control. Instead, in growing areas, municipalities act quite 
autonomously. Even more diverse are the measures on the municipal level. These 
have been divided into physical adjustment, including market demand for physical 
adjustment, and the renewal or demolition of physical structures and their en­
vironment in order to adjust the quantity and quality of useable space. Second, but 
strongly interrelated, is functional adjustment, including marketing, service and 
management innovations. Both adjustments are related to diversification. Diver­
sification as a phenomenon is evident in both residential and industrial or service 
areas, albeit with certain differences. Housing areas differentiate in order to at­
tract further user groups other than the ideal core user group of young family with 
(two) children. Production areas increasingly tend to incorporate services; service 
areas in turn further diversify in the scope of their sectors. These processes of user 
group and functional enhancement also lead to growing demands on urban design 
and management complexity. (Hesse et al. 2013)

Strategies on the micro level are described as mostly steered by the meso and 
macro levels. Municipalities play a key role here, especially when regarding land 
use or support programs for physical and structural adjustment, such as the 
Stadtumbau program. In large housing estate areas, housing companies may take 
on a dominant role; however, this differs according to the type of company. Locally 
based companies and institutions such as schools and parishes are more interest- 
ed in responding to the local level than globally based owners. 

Regarding possible strategies for the transformation of suburban areas, instead 
of solely relying on municipalities and other formal institutions, the study dis­
cusses possible ways of activating citizens to participate in the transformation. 
Using the term of ‘placemaking’, it turns towards physical improvements as well 
as the strengthening or building of self-organization networks that should create 
local attachment and thus improve the local environment. Even though it builds on 
Fürst’s (2008) definition of placemaking, the study conceptualizes the suburban 
issue as one that needs a collective perspective across all three levels of the regio­
nal (macro), municipal (meso) and local (micro) areas: “It is about detection of atti­
tudes, problem perspectives, domains of interests within households or users who 
should be integrated into concrete strategies for the improvement of particular 
areas—under the consideration of the specifics of every particular location type 
and the particular demands according to the particular lifecycle phase.” (Hesse et 
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al. 2013, 133)75. Hesse et al. further conclude the challenge to be not the general 
non-existence of suburban communities, but its specific character which is rather 
a result of the modernistic society: it did not lead into fatal societal crisis, but it also 
did not create any classic community. It rather is an expression of a “specific form 
of social cohesion” (ibid.). On the basis of such understanding, the study suggests 
three strategic areas of placemaking in suburban areas, including the creation of 
an ‘address’ of non-interchangeability and thus strengthening local identity, the 
creation and support of local activities in order to strengthen generating stronger 
community and self-responsibility, and the monitoring of suburban development 
in order to enable stakeholders of any kind to act. 

According to Hesse et al. (2013), the central topics of further investigation are the 
enlargement of case studies as well as deeper insights into particular areas. They 
stress investigating areas between the problematized ones, meaning ‘other than 
those seen as problematic’. As also will shown later in chapter 5.3, they are usually 
not in the focus of stakeholders on higher levels because they do not display ex­
traordinary challenges. However, these unspectacular cases could deliver notions 
on how stability functions. A further point is the diversification of suburbia, which 
takes into account current developments. Next, resiliency in terms of ‘collective 
conflicts’ is discussed, expressing the ability of suburbia as a specific settlement 
space to react to general societal changes and assessments, such as the sustaina­
bility yield. Another issue is the governmental institutional structure and its ability 
to answer, track or lead suburban transformation: it is clear that intrinsic powers 
need to be recognized and included into this process in order to reach most areas 
in change. Finally, besides the critique of morphologically based studies and of 
studies limited to designated localities, it is a call for qualitative research to move 
towards planning settings, international comparative studies and experimental 
programmatic approaches (Hesse et al. 2013).

Excoursus II: placemaking, social capital and local governance 

The interest of the study centers around adjustment strategies against the back­
ground of the lifecycle change, especially regarding related development paths and 
steering strategies. There is a notion that such strategies and paths are likely to be 
quite diverse, as they are determined by several indicators on different spatial and 
organizational levels, which are in turn influenced by differing general conditions. 
Furthermore, a discussion on the content of the case study undertaken by Hesse 
et al. (2013) along the fields of analysis identified in the theory chapters will be 
provided in order to derive and determine initial components of analysis and select 
two case study areas as subjects for further analysis. But before approaching this, 
in regard to the topic to be studied, the placemaking approach used by Hesse et al. 
should be shortly discussed in order to prepare lines of argumentation.

75 	 Translated form German by author.
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Interpreting Fürst et al. (2004) and Fürst (2010), placemaking, as a widely used 
term, can be generally defined in the following three ways. The first way sees 
placemaking as social engagement supported within the conceptual framework 
of, for instance, the ‘activating state’. This includes the instrumentalization of 
non-public assets in order to improve the living environment and thus enhance 
quality of life. This hybrid concept reflects, for example, endeavors of public private 
partnerships (PPP). Based on win-win situations, it is far from being altruistic; it 
rather seeks to improve entrepreneurial conditions mostly by improving the living 
environment. Within this concept, qualitative high and functionally distinct ‘hybrid’ 
public-private spaces or responsibilities may arise based on similar concepts. Ex­
amples of this are business or housing improvement districts (BID, HID). 

A second understanding could be summarized as ‘making place out of space’, which 
is related to the idea of local distinction, identification and thus engagement. Such 
a concept suggests that the shaping of space creates social affiliations in terms of 
engagement, community and social capital enforcement. It argues along the dis­
tinction between place (socio-cultural and socioeconomic functional spaces with 
common values) and space (publicly accessible physical spaces) (Healey 2001). 
Seen as milieu effects, intense communication builds social capital, common vi­
sions, an ideological base, place-related value and intensifies the bonds between 
certain spaces and community.

A third understanding might be defined as ‘beyond participation and towards 
self-steering’, conceptualized as a part of the discourse. Governance in this sense 
means self-steering on the local level, a spontaneous organization with autonomy 
from the governmental institutional system due to collective action (Fürst 2004, 
28f): “New forms of governance evolve when the traditional government institutions 
do not cover the necessary scope of steering.” (Fürst et al. 2004, 30). This is usually 
the case when governance enables to more effective resource allocations by new 
stakeholder constellations, in cases when new tasks that transcend the classic 
task-and-responsibility division within government structures arise, or when new 
structures for societal steering should be developed based on self-organization 
and using the state in an activating role, as has been referred to above. Govern­
ance connects by collectivity based on the same level of actors. This collective 
is self-managing in its actions. It is different from participative forms of steering 
that ‘only’ enable participation in government—which however remains steered 
and thus controlled by the institutions of the governmental system. Important for 
governance structures is that they remain permanent even after the impulse that 
sparked them has calmed down. (Fürst et al. 2004).

Especially for the relation between the latter two elements, Fürst et al. (2004) see 
social capital or its assets as one of the connecting issues, as it links social in­
teraction and governance in terms of collaborative partnership. Even though the 
authors’ findings on the interdependency between placemaking, social capital and 
local governance show no quantifiable interconnections, it remains clear that in 
areas with higher levels of social capital, local governance is more likely to evolve. 
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In the production of social capital, “place is a central organizing principle for many 
of these emergent collaborative partnerships” (Cheng et al. 2003, 88 in Fürst et al. 
2004). One of the issues discussed will always remain the balance between ratio­
nal choice and the common good, as coined in the first definition of placemaking 
as social engagement mentioned above. Here, social capital plays a crucial role, 
as it marks “’the collective capital to act, which is, for example, the trust, solidarity, 
development of public spirit, which all has to be accommodated similar to any other 
asset in order to be used. (…) This definition of social capital differs from how Bordieu 
understands it. While Bordieu relates it to the richness of relationships (…), (Put-
nam) understands the Anglo-Saxon term as a potential for common welfare which 
is constructed within civil associations. Putnam emphasizes its (advantageous) 
character as the public good that social capital carries for social organizations. For 
Bordieu, it is connected with uneven distribution within social groups (..).” (Fürst et 
al. 2006, 36) 76

The concept of social capital in its limited understanding within placemaking re­
lates to the two core topics of trust and learning, which both operate as bonds 
between stakeholders. According to McEvily et al. (2003, 93f), trust is seen as the 
readiness to widely, without testing, rely on the impulses and behavioral expres­
sions of a partner. There are two kinds of trust: generalized and personal. Both are 
seen as easier to establish in constellations of power equality, mutual dependency 
and low risk in case of disappointment. 

To generate social capital by learning, cooperation must evolve based on percei­
vable success, or—again—a win-win situation. Here, motivations for cooperation 
might be different for each partner: some may primarily wish to secure financial 
benefits, such as business improvement districts, other may follow non-monetary 
or even altruistic aims. Fürst (2010) thus also sees the benefits as being related to 
positive effects of social capital accumulation: as a closer familiarity with other 
stakeholders who are important for one’s own actions, in the process that shapes a 
frame of relations and information exchange itself, in the construction of a network 
to follow one’s own interests while sharing the transaction costs, and in shaping 
one’s own as well as external paradigm perceptions.

In their study (Fürst et al. 2004), the authors examined the interconnections be­
tween placemaking, social capital and local governance. The assumption was that 
induced placemaking as a collective coordinated action in a space would create 
place dimension. Behind this assumption, for example, so-called ‘place effects’ 
have been purported. Within the placemaking process, social capital would evolve 
and would then induce or allow for local governance. First, the authors examine the 
connection between placemaking and social assets focused on self-organization 
and the creation of sector-crossing networks. They come to the conclusion that 
such interdependency exists, but remains difficult to quantify. It is especially dif­
ficult to measure the surplus of social assets due to placemaking programs tem­

76 	 Translated from German by author.
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porarily funded and steered by state programs. The strongest effects were seen 
in areas in which such assets already had existed before the placemaking project 
began. Similarly, and even more subtle, was the connection between social capital 
and (enduring) governance structures. These again were mostly strong only where 
an organizational background already existed beforehand.

Reflections on endogenous development

Regarding the specifics of placemaking, it becomes necessary to define the ex­
tent to which this fits the concept of what is to be investigated in the empirical 
part. Placemaking is generally related to a collective arrangement of space; Fürst 
(2010) sees placemaking as a collective process of spatial organization with the 
target of improving quality of life and its socio-emotional appropriation. Its further 
characteristic is the establishment of a community by actors at the same level. 
This applies at least in the placemaking socialization process itself in order to ac­
commodate social capital by trust and benefits through mutual learning. This also 
means that, within the placemaking socialization process, citizenship becomes 
more significant than, for example, personal social status. 

However, placemaking groups are not necessarily completely pluralistic and open. 
Placemaking connected to the accomodation of social capital is conditioned  
by the definition of groups of actors, creating an (insider) collective. This may be 
established in a selective manner—especially the middle class tends to engage 
itself, rather than other groups that are partly or fully professionalized, or socially 
or culturally excluded. Placemaking may then become a ‘closed-shop’ matter, as 
is often the case in public private partnerships. Here, equality and demarcation 
occur in order to enable the accumulation of capital and thus provide benefits on 
the basis of trust and learning, as well as the benefits of achieved strategic targets 
and profits. In our context, the question remains in which way placemaking stake­
holders organize in mature suburban areas in order to achieve their desired goals. 

The results of Fürst et al. (2010) deliver important notions regarding the causalities 
between placemaking, social capital and local governance. Their study shows that 
existing interconnections are rather loose. They also show that the existing struc­
tures, regardless of the extent to which they are organized or influential, play an 
important role during any coming processes. As the impulse to cooperative action 
most often seems to be connected to a particular critical situation, citizen organi­
zations react mostly spontaneously and release their ties after the crisis passes. 
This often is the case with NIMBY movments. Even though social capital is being 
created then, it does not necessarily show easily measurable effects in terms of 
structural enrichment and governance engagement. One of the reasons might lie in 
the competitive field of the panarchy, especially the fact that stakeholders within 
existing structures have their own action habits and thus not necessarily encour­
age competitive structures to form. As such, administrative bodies do not like to 
cooperate cmpletely openly, as they are less used to being told what to do. They 

see footnote 101
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rather tend to cooperate with established institutionalized groups, as this makes 
it easy to keep social capital accumulated. In the following analysis, it is therefore 
necessary to track which stakeholders are active in which constellations, how they 
manage social capital and to which extent they create episodic or enduring gover­
nance structures. 

Placemaking is further directed towards common space, and mostly open space. 
The difference between these two is quite remarkable: open spaces are, according 
to Gehl (2012), the spaces—both physical and social—between buildings. Com­
mon space might include constructed social spaces, which include also common 
interests and targets, marked by win-win situations in turn. In the following study, 
however, placemaking includes societal issues on local—but also across the mu­
nicipal and regional—levels.

Initial codes as analytic components within particular fields of analysis 

The case study analysis takes place along three fields of analysis as defined in 
chapter 3.7 as systemic space, the diversification process and human agency. 
Being thematically interconnected, they together build a triangular relation. These, 
however, are quite abstract in order to serve a concrete qualitative text analysis, 
so that concrete codes are necessary. According to grounded theory, codes evolve 
through the process of qualitative analysis. The sources of analysis are also en­
larged along the process of analyzing according to the gradually evolving codes 
and their categories and to the snowball principle already mentioned in chapter 
4.1. Nevertheless, based on the theoretical framework and the results of the review 
just undertaken, in the following, particular analytic components are generated as 
initial codes in order to concretize the fields of analysis so that they can be practi­
cally used for analyzing interviews. As they are designated as initial, they do not 
raise the claim of remaining unchanged during analysis, but they are used to begin 
the process. 

A. Systemic space

This category is usually defined in a spatial manner, and often along particular 
morphologies. In the following studies, the aim is to find a mode of spatial defi­
nition which defines the physical space of a particular suburban area using a 
combination of levels of space, place and the stakeholders’ arena. In the context 
of the case study selection for this dissertation, an additional analytical review on 
the case by Hesse et al. (2013) has been undertaken. It revealed the subordinate 
role of the (mono-) morphology and the priority of ‘mental coherence’ in defining 
case study units—namely, the twelve case studies that were conducted. In only 
one of nine cases (three were excluded since they are not residential areas), the 
area was defined to show a clearly mono-morphological pattern; in five cases, it 
showed differentiation within a particular settlement type (e.g. a variation of at 
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least two types of family housing, including detached, row houses, semi-detached), 
and in three cases, a poly-morphological pattern with different types of structures 
dominated. 
The initial codes for systemic space are defined as follows:

•	 Topics of spatial definitions 
Morphology

•	 Organizational spread
macro
meso
micro (‘address’)

•	 ‘Place’: social cohesion & community place

B. Diversification process

During the review, diversification proved to be a relevant concept not only for analyz- 
ing mature suburban residential areas, but also for analyzing mature or maturing 
suburbia generally. Similar to the connections between systemic space and human 
agency, the diversification process turns out to be tackled on its connection to both 
systemic space and human agency. In this sense, knowledge of internal mecha­
nisms of adaption within the maturity phase should be complemented.
The initial codes for the diversification process are defined as follows:

•	 Adaption
reactive adaption
perspective adaption
continuous adaption

•	 Adjustment 
physical adjustment
functional adjustment

•	 User groups 
core user groups (young families)
peripheral user groups

•	 Functional enhancement

see Figure 29
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C. Human agency 

This category is connected to local stakeholder action and within panarchic sys­
tems related to it. In order to re-prove the assumption of a lack of stakeholders, it 
first attempts to figure out which stakeholder constellations actually exist within a 
systemic space and how these actors—if present—act.
The initial codes for human agency are defined as follows:

•	 Partner

•	 Stakeholders 

•	 Municipality

•	 Social Capital
trust
learning
strategies (macro, meso, micro levels) 
participation—activating citizens

•	 Change issues
demographic and market-steered changes

•	 Adaption strategies
triggers of action
sustainability yield
shock, crisis, threshold
decline, shrinkage
equilibrium

Selection of case studies

Hesse et al. (2013) conducted twelve case studies on lifecycles in four German 
metropolitan regions in order to accommodate diversity. Nine of them including 
suburban residential areas, and at least one in every of the region covered a case of 
a mature residential area. They have shown that a potential in advocacy for adap­
tive adjustment of development path is inherent in all cases regardless of their re­
gional economic and demographic and settlement development trend or the local 
morphological and demographic as well as maturity conditions, and described the 
way such adaption manifests. 
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Figure 30:	 Characteristics of selected suburban areas by Hesse et al. (2013, 58 & 136f), 
summarized and complemented. The two studies further examined are marked in color (own illustration)
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According to the methodology discussed in chapter 4, two case studies shall be 
further analyzed. The selection process is based on reaching highest possible va­
riety among macro, meso and micro settings. Therefore, one East and one West 
German example were chosen. At the same time, the choice focused on areas in 
generally stagnating (or shrinking) regions. As the dynamics of urban cores are 
changing during at least the last half decade and core cities in metropolitan areas 
with only some rare exceptions are turning to stabilize or slightly grow, core city 
areas have been precluded. Further, it focused on areas which despite of the stag­
nating or negative development of their metropolitan area are quite successful in 
remaining stable, without showing extraordinary locational advantages over other 
common areas at the meso level. Quite broadly settled regarding the local settings: 
For the case study, a micro area in Grimma city in the Leipzig region, and in Gelsen­
kirchen in the Ruhr Area have been chosen.

Choosing these two particular study areas allows reflecting the designated fields of 
analysis within different settings: an East German area on a town outskirt includ- 
ing several typologies of industrially constructed apartment housing from different 
postwar periods on one hand, and Resser Mark as polymorphic, mostly detached 
family house area mixed with further typologies on the periphery of Gelsenkir­
chen city, West Germany, on the other hand. The spatial demarcation of both study 
areas has been overtaken from the original study, where it is based on definition 
by local stakeholders and the city. However, it will be re-proved during the analysis 
according to findings in particular fields of analysis. Though showing completely 
different typologies and history, both areas have been outside the ‘Stadtumbau’ 
programs and are coordinated in development by local stakeholders. This fact also 
played a preferred role for choosing these two particular areas as cases for the 
deepening study.
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4. 3	 Grimma Süd and Gelsenkirchen Resser Mark mature residential 
areas

Grimma, Leipzig region

Grimma is a city in the County of Leipzig, located 25 km southeast from the city 
center of Leipzig, the second largest city of the Free State of Saxony in former East 
Germany. In 2013, the municipality of Grimma had around 28,500 inhabitants, of 
which 14,270 lived in the city proper. Similar to other cities in Saxony, many munici­
palities were amalgamated between 2000 and 2010, together with the merger and 
reshaping of the county borders of the current County of Leipzig in 2008. (INSEK 
Grimma 2002; web Grimma 2015)

The historic city core established at a ford of the Mulde river dates back to the year 
1200. Beginning in the late Middle Ages, manufacturing production in connection 
to water power was developed. After its decline at the beginning of the 19th century, 
Grimma became a garrison town, which brought forth the construction of barracks 
and a further expansion of the city as well as economic stability and wealth. By the 
end of the 19th century, Grimma had been connected by train to the emerging re­
gional traffic network and grew further as an industrial city, giving birth to mecha- 
tronic and chemical plant construction industries in the 20th century. (Priemer 1992) 

After World War Two and until shortly after the German reunification in 1990, the 
large garrison areas were used by the Soviet army. In 1970/71, the highway be­
tween Leipzig and Dresden was put into operation, significantly improving access 
to Grimma. Together with the expansion of the mechatronic industry, housing de­
mand grew. A first large housing project was realized in a classic brick style as 
part of a collective self-help program in 1958, with more than 700 apartments 
mainly on the western outskirts of the city. Another 600 apartments followed in an 
industrial construction style in 1973. The city’s southern edge, which includes the 
micro-area of this case study, was established and consequently constructed in 
four main phases between 1979 and 2000. (web GWB 2015; SH3, 9777)

In the years following the end of the socialist era in 1990, the city experienced 
remarkable changes. Besides the closing of the garrison, the two main industrial 
combines, which had been the largest employers in the city, were partly shut down. 
A remarkable fall in employment numbers during the first half of the 1990s re­
flected the regional trend and animated many young people and their families to 
leave the city. However, as a regional center, Grimma’s economy has continuously 
remained quite stable—albeit not significantly growing—since 1995. This can 
also be seen in the portion of the working population. In the year 2000, this was 
already nearly 48 per cent, 10 per cent above the regional average. The number of 

77 	 SH code refers to a stakeholder interview. Interviews refered to in this dissertation have been anonymized to 
protect the sources. For explanation see chapter 5.1. see chapter 5. 1
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Figure 31:	 Grimma Süd case study area, development phases, morphology, functions (own illustration)
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companies also rose in reaction to the decline in the previous main employers and 
at a pace quite similar to that of the surrounding regional centers. Despite major 
structural changes and unemployment rates of around 10 per cent, Grimma has 
maintained a daytime population that is nearly 12 per cent higher than its night­
time population (2000). (INSEK Grimma 2002 & 2009: cf. SH3, 156)

Since its peak in 1990, the population has been steadily shrinking by under around 
a half per cent per year. The city experienced its highest losses between 1993 and 
1995, which was a quite typical situation in Eastern German regions due to the 
structural changes following reunification, as many companies and institutions had 
closed down and workers had to search for workplaces in the western part of the 
country. Between 1990 and 2001, Grimma lost nearly 7 per cent of its inhabitants. 
The outflux of younger families allowed the average age to rise. This changed the 
demography of the municipality, together with the fall in natural population growth 
and the surplus in deaths over births. Remarkable in this context is the prognosis 
by the Integrated Urban Development Concept (INSEK Grimma) from the year 2002. 
In 2002, the city registered 8,495 households and 9,485 housing units. In 2012, the 
average vacancy rate was approximately 10 per cent, mostly concentrated within 
larger apartment houses. Three scenarios for population development have been 
put forward, predicting a population loss between 2000 and 2015 of 5 to 15 per 
cent. In 2015, the conservative scenario has proved realistic, mostly because of a 
stable economy, but also because of a slight (but growing) senior population influx 
from surrounding villages. This influx is currently becoming a general trend among 
regional cities in otherwise shrinking areas. On the other hand, the composition of 
the population has changed so that demographic aging and a fall in the birth rate 
will continue. (SH16, 115)

Regarding the prognoses in the development of households, the number of 
two-person households is mostly growing, followed by one-person households. 
The highest decline is among three-person households, followed by four-person 
households. As the composition of housing units mimics the regional average, a sig- 
nificant growth in the demand for housing units for one and two persons appears. 
Many senior households are moving to Grimma city proper from the neighboring 
villages, exchanging their rural homes for rental apartments. As the income of pen­
sioners is generally lower than the German average, senior households seek reaso­
nable housing options when their households become smaller. Therefore, classic 
remanence effects are not very significant. As a consequence, vacancy rates rise 
selectively according to location—especially among larger rental units with four 
and more rooms, which make around 60 per cent of the total rental house units in 
the city. (INSEK Grimma 2002)
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Even though the vacancy rates within the large housing estates on the city outskirts  
began to significantly rise in the second half of the 1990s, the main challenge until  
the present has been seen in vacancies within the historic city center that have  
reached 30 per cent, mostly caused by the long-term dilapidation of the historic 
built substance. The flood disasters of 2002 and 2013 had a significant impact on 
the inner city, which is situated just next to the river. However, recovery subsidies 
from the State helped the city on both occasions not only to recover, but also to 
overcome preexisting general dilapidation and thus to make the inner city more 
attractive. Since the 2000s, a significant growth in vacancy rates has been experi­
enced, especially in rental housing units in the large socialist-era housing areas on 
the city’s outskirts. (SH3, 13ff)

Micro-area Grimma Süd 

The area of Grimma Süd is situated next to industrial properties that have been 
developed and continuously enlarged since the introduction of modern industry  
in the second half of 19th century. The housing was mainly aimed to serve their  
workers. Until 1988, shortly before the German reunification and the end of the 
socialist era, 1,600 housing units had been provided; by the middle of 1990s, the 
number had grown to nearly 2,000 apartments for ca. 5,000 planned inhabitants 
(the peak population ca. 4,250 inhabitants in 1990).

The final apartments were planned prior to and finished after 1990, accounting for 
nearly 700 housing units, and were the last public housing investments in the city. 
Similar to Grimma West, the construction was realized by both the city-owned GWB 
mbH public housing company78 and the WGG eG housing cooperative.79 Between 
2002 and 2010, the total number of inhabitants in Grimma Süd dropped by 25% to 
3,400. (INSEK Grimma 2002 & 2009; web WGG 2015 , SH3, 5ff)

The apartment housing area consists of four different sub-areas, each showing  
morphologically specific units. The first, 6-hectare sub-area was built between 
1979 and 1981 and includes three high-rise apartment buildings, ten freely placed 
buildings and one row building consisting of three segments, as well as a supermar­
ket area and a kindergarten. Four types of prefabricated houses were incorporated 
into the development. The total number of housing units was 607. One three-tower 
building served as accommodation for foreign workers, featuring around 110 one-
room flats. Half of the remaining approximately 280 apartments were financed by 

78 	 Grimmaer Wohnungs- und Baugesellschaft mbH (GWB mbH), founded in 1993 as successor of a city-owned 
public housing company, which has been established from the VEB Gebäudewirtschaft. In 2000 and 2015, it 
owned 1,798 and 1,450 apartments, respectively, in Grimma. As of 2010, 1,012 apartments were situated in 
Grimma Süd, 594 in Grimma West, and 48 in Grimma North Hohnstädt. (INSEK Grimma 2002; GWB 2015)

79 	 ‘Wohnungsgenossenschaft Grimma eG‘ (WGG eG), established in 1955 as ‘AWG “Einheit” Grimma’. In 2000 
and 2015, it owned 1,666 and 1.472 apartments, respectively, in Grimma. As of 2015, 551 apartments were 
situated in Grimma Süd, 888 in Grimma West, and 34 in Grimma Nord Hohnstädt. (INSEK Grimma 2002; web 
WGG 2015)

see Figure 30
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the GWB company, the other half by the WGG cooperative. The towers themselves 
are under the ownership of the GWB company. In 2010, all buildings had been at 
least partly refurbished. (INSEK Grimma 2002 & 2009; SH3, 15) 80

The construction of Grimma II also started 1979 and continued until the year 1985. 
This 11-hectare accommodated 813 apartments and also included housing units 
for physically handicapped persons. Here, 40 prefabricated houses of only one type 
were realized due to a higher demand for standardized family apartments and in 
order to lower costs. Due to its younger age, in 2002, 90 per cent of the apartments 
had not yet been refurbished, which stands in contrast to the 100 per cent of at 
least partly refurbished units in segment I. With 8.9 per cent, the vacancy rate was 
1.5 per cent higher than in segment I in 2002, although increasing dramatically. 
In 2010, 80 per cent of all buildings had been at least partly refurbished. (INSEK 
Grimma 2002 & 2009)

The third segment covers 18 hectares and provided, as of 2002, 69,781 housing 
units in 54 buildings of the same type, with only one standardized full-corner al­
ternation in six cases. The construction of the buildings started in the second half 
of the 1980s and continued until 1993. Shortly after construction was finished, va­
cancies due to outmigration became evident. Due to low construction standards, 
half of the apartments already required at least partial refurbishment by 2002. An 
important anchor point has been the construction of an elementary school with a 
gym hall and open-air sports facilities. After 1990, a new local center with shops 
was added. Still, mainly because of its peripheral location, the vacancy rate of 14.9 
per cent in 2002 remained high, especially in units of the city-owned GWB, which 
reached a vacancy rate of around 20 per cent in 2002 and 13.2 per cent in 2010 
after the number of housing units had been reduced by 200. Vacancy in Grimma 
Süd III is the highest in the city. In 2010, around 40 per cent of apartments had not 
yet been refurbished. (INSEK Grimma 2002 & 2009; SH3, 115; CIMA 2014)

The last segment and the southernmost location was constructed during the se­
cond half of 1990s, financed by a private investor and providing apartment owner­
ship in 14 higher-standard large houses. Even though this sub-area is completely 
different in construction, design and its ownership pattern, it is understood by the 
stakeholders and inhabitants as a part of the third segment, and is thus referred 
to here as segment IIIa. (SH3, 71)

80	 The interviews referred to in this dissertation have been made anonymous to protect the sources. The code 
delivers information on the position of the stakeholder within the panarchy: SH marks case study (Grimma 
Süd, Resser Mark) stakeholders on the micro, meso or macro level. EX marks experts from scientific areas  
involved in the research topic. RE marks interviews in reference studies carried out in similar areas in other 
regions than those of the two case studies and other than those investigated by Hesse et al. (2013).  
The number following the code marks the passage.  
The total number of interviews and observations included into the investigation (26) is as follows: SH: 16,  
RE: 6, EX: 3. Notes in materials collected by Hesse et al. (2013) used in this analysis are additionally marked 
in appendix. Brackets mark cuts in cited text and its contextual complements undertaken  
by the author of this dissertation.

81	 The INSEK Grimma states 529 housing units in 2002. However, an interviewee quoted his own statistic data, 
which more clearly correspond with later numbers.
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Gelsenkirchen, Ruhr region

Gelsenkirchen is a regional city with around 258,000 inhabitants as of 2013, one 
of the eight designated cities in the Ruhr agglomeration—the largest polycentric 
agglomeration in Germany, accounting for more than five million inhabitants and 
located in the State of North-Rhine Westphalia in West Germany. The current city is 
a conglomeration of the three main cities of Gelsenkirchen, Buer and Horst as well 
as several other villages, most of them incorporated during the 20th century. 

The location has long been inhabited, and was temporarily also administrated by 
the Roman Empire. However, the city was first mentioned in 1150 as a concentra­
tion of settlements in an otherwise only sparsely inhabited agricultural area. The 
main phase of urban development began around 1840 after the discovery of hard 
coal in the area. Coal mining and the adjacent industrial production of coke as 
well as chemistry, glass and iron products grew rapidly and the population explod- 
ed. Between 1840 and 1900, the number of inhabitants rose from 624 to 37,000. 
Profiting from its convenient location on the Rhein-Herne canal and at a meeting 
point of several cargo railways, the city developed into one of the main industrial 
locations in Germany, playing an important role in both world wars as well as later 
on in reparation payments after World War One and Germany’s reconstruction af­
ter World War Two. After the World War Two, the city already had more than 300,000 
inhabitants. The massive population growth was mainly fed by immigration from 
Central Europe, primarily East Prussia (present-day Poland). Thus, the tradition of 
an immigrant population is strongly connected to the city’s development and has 
continued until the present day: the share of immigrants in 2012 was 24.3 per cent, 
while the share of immigrant children under six years of age made up more than 
half of the total demographic.

During World War Two, more than two thirds of the city were destroyed by allied 
bombing. However, due to the post-war economic boom, the population soon recov­
ered and reached a peak of 315,000 in 1964. Due to the crisis in the coal industry 
as well as the globalization of heavy industry beginning at the end of 1950s, the 
population of the city began to shrink. By 2012, it had dropped to 257,000. During 
the second half of the 20th century, the city’s economy was marked by the econo­
mic decline of heavy industries. The unemployment rate climbed from 3 per cent in 
1973 to 29 per cent in 2009, which remains one of the highest in the Ruhr region. 
Despite significant unemployment growth, a structural change continued, chang­
ing the mainly secondary sector-based urban economy to one based on services: 
in 2007, two thirds of the city’s GDP originated from the steadily growing tertiary 
sector. The statistical data available during the 2000s allowed for negative popula­
tion forecasts, in line with the generally negative trend of population development 
in large cities hit by the negative consequences. Gelsenkirchen was supposed to 
shrink further by some 12 per cent until 2020. This forecast was only matched by 
a limited number of cities in the Ruhr region, such as Hagen, which had the hig­
hest decline in population (-16.3%). (Stadt Gelsenkirchen 2008; Sucato & Zimmer-
Hegmann 2006)
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The population of Gelsenkirchen, however, grew slightly between 2002 and 2014, 
thus at least negating the prognosis by profiting from an overall reurbanization 
trend. Since 2012, the total population has increased slightly in three consequent 
years, moderately copying the trend of reurbanization that can be observed at the 
cores of larger metropolitan areas and some regional cities at the periphery. The 
population decline is more and more based on the increasing death rate relative 
to a low birth rate, indicating the consequences of demographic change. Simul­
taneously, the outmigration rate became positive in 200482. The share of unem­
ployment oscillated between 14.1 and 15.5 per cent in 2014. (Stadt Gelsenkirchen 
2008, IT.NRW 2014). 

The total number of dwellings in Gelsenkirchen in 2006 was 142,704 (141,501 in 
2002), with 118,900 housing units marketed on the open housing market. The por­
tion of freely marketed housing units is growing not only due to new construction, 
but also due to the rent guarantees that were terminated in the already mentioned 
social housing segment. In 2015, the number of housing units on the open housing 
market reached 125,000, with some 15,000 social housing units left, or about 10 
per cent of the housing stock. (Stadt Gelsenkirchen 2008; IT.NRW 2014). 

Since the late 1960s, the number of one-person households has grown steadily, 
followed by two-person households; the highest decline is among four-person 
households, followed by three-person households. As the composition of housing 
units is in line with the regional average, a significant growth in demand for housing 
units for one and two persons appears. The concentration of low-income house­
holds in Gelsenkirchen is partly attributable to the reasonable rent prices within 
a city with ten per cent of all housing units vacant. The housing market is marked 
by a continuously falling share of social housing.83 Generally, Gelsenkirchen mi­
mics the regional trend in terms of rental apartments and owned housing, with 
the latter growing. In North Rhine-Westphalia, the number of constructed housing 
units dropped by one half between 1995 and 2006. In Gelsenkirchen, the share of 
newly erected detached and semi-detached houses climbed from 70 to 94 per cent 

82	 The previous instance of a positive migration balance between 1990 and 1993 was mainly fed by immigration 
from former East Germany following reunification in 1990.

83	 Social housing in Germany is a state-subsidized program for households which are not able to accommodate 
housing demands within the free housing market. Together with the less co-financed ‘housing subsidies’ as a 
support for housing construction as well as state guarantees for housing credits, it is one of the main social 
housing tools. From the post-war period until the law was changed in 1988, social housing played a signifi­
cant role. It has been assumed that up to 30 per cent of housing units should be co-provided by the state in 
order to guarantee a relevant housing supply. Social housing is mostly being built by private investors who 
are subsidized by public authorities in exchange for a guaranteed low rent for a certain period of time, mostly 
some decades. Since the 1990s, the amount of newly constructed social housing dropped significantly and 
gradually nearly came to a halt. As a consequence, due to the expiry of rent guarantee periods, the total num­
ber of social housing units dropped from 3.9 million in 1987 to 1.8 million in 2001. In 2014, most large German 
cities had a portion of social housing lower than 8 per cent of the total stock. In the past, many municipal 
housing companies invested in social housing, so that it was likely that low rents would remain even after 
the expiry of the low rent guarantee. However, many of the social housing estates have been privatized. As 
reurbanization had gradually became significant in German cities in the 2000s, social housing has experi­
enced a partial revival since 2013, albeit by far not to the same extent as before. (Duvigneau 2001; Eick 2005; 
Wohnungsbauinitiative 2012)
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Figure 32:	 Gelsenkirchen city active renewal programs as of 2012. (Feldmann 2013) (adapted by author)
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between 1995 and 2006. This marks a significant drop in the rental apartment sec­
tor, demonstrating the lower demand for rental apartments and higher demand for 
home ownership. However, this trend mainly relates to the wider middle class. So­
cially and economically weak households remain dependent on the rental housing 
market. Here, on the one hand, the surplus supply and public regulations prevent 
higher rents, which on the other hand would make rental housing in this segment 
an investment with attractive revenues. An additional factor is the relatively high 
share of apartment houses of 47 per cent, which is one of the highest among both 
the large cities in North Rhine-Westphalia and the total state-wide average of 22 
per cent. The market prices for residential buildings remain constant over the long 
term, with a slight growth trend since 2011, as do apartment rental prices. This 
trend correlates with a more or less steady nationwide fall in real estate credit loan 
rates since the middle of the 1990s from over 7.5 to under 4.7 per cent. Land and 
real estate prices, however, remain extremely differentiated between particular 
areas. (Stadt Gelsenkirchen 2008).

A sophisticated urban redevelopment strategy concept defines four types of 
strategic areas according to the necessary intensity of public support: the ‘self-
running’, ‘revaluation’, ‘stabilization’ and ‘restructuring’ areas. This is based on local 
action integrated into a strategic urban renewal concept84, targeting the revival of 
the local economic basis and development of particular areas for residence and 
work, social and ethnic integration as well as the adjustment of social and cultural 
infrastructure to changing demands. The basis for the strategy is provided by the 
housing monitoring report, social spatial analysis and stakeholder workshops. 
These three steer the contents of the renewal process. The urban redevelopment 
strategy oriented to the inner city is supported by the Stadtumbau program. As far 
as they do not show significant social and functional problems, the less densely 
inhabited peripheral areas therefore remain monitored, but widely untouched by 
urban planning strategy. (Feldmann 2012)

84	 „Vom gebietsbezogenen Handeln zum strategischen gesamtstädtischen Stadterneuerungsansatz.“  
(Feldmann 2012, 4)

see Figure 31
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Micro-area Resser Mark

The case study area in Resser Mark is situated on the Eeastern suburban outs­
kirts of the city. Due to its history of mining industry, similar to other cities, the 
areas outside Gelsenkirchen’s inner city have also been spatially shaped in ways 
different to the classic compact European cities. Several settlement parts have 
evolved in an open landscape without a direct connection to the inner city, but 
rather beside one of several coal mines. The settlement structure provided housing 
for its workers adjacent to their workplace. The fragmented urban landscape thus 
creates a patchwork of settlement parts. (Polívka & Roost 2011)

Resser Mark is also one of such settlement area. Situated at the western boundary 
of the city, it is accompanied by greenery and forests on two sides. 3,500 inhabitants 
live across approximately 60 hectares. This is a typical suburban residential area, 
including only rudimentary services and nearly no commercial development. The 
mixture of morphologic types is typical for mature suburban areas: two thirds of its 
settlement space accommodates family houses, one third consists of low-density 
apartment housing. 

In 2014, the area was also home to two elementary schools (Experimental Waldorf 
School and the Catholic Elementary School ‘im Emscherbruch’), one kindergarten 
co-managed by the local church, a two-days-a-week open air market, and an in­
tegrated local shopping area, a home for the handicapped, a serviced senior resi­
dence and a local youth club run by the Social Democrats, the politically strongest 
party in the region. After the protestant church was torn down due to its significant 
physical deficiencies, a common ecumenical parish of St. Ida was established at 
the center of the area. The parish plays a key role in a quite strong local stakeholder 
community. (SH8, 21)

Seen as social units, the area is struggling with an aging population, which in 2014 
had an eight years higher per cent age of seniors (over 65 years) than the city aver­
age. Younger inhabitants enter the area mostly through the rental apartments, 
which are marketed by the owner company LEG85 as low-cost housing, marked by 
high fluctuation. Within the family houses, a rather high demand exists due to the 
locational attributes of greenspace and good connectivity, but also because of its 
strong community. When examining the site rationally, the diverse development of 
the spatially interwoven apartment and detached houses bears the most conflict 
potential. (rha 2013, 12; SH8, 81)

85	 LEG ‘Landesentwicklungsgesellschaft’ (State Development Corporation) was a limited liability company 
for land development and construction between 1970 and 2008. The main holder was the State of North 
Rhine-Westphalia. As developer, LEG GmbH owned up to 95,000 housing units, predominantly rental apart­
ments in larger houses. The state sold the housing division of LEG in 2008 to the international Whitehall Real 
Estate Funds. The LEG as a Whitehall-affiliated company became listed in 2013. The development division 
retained ownership of the estate under the name NRW.URBAN. 

see Figure 32
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The case study area designated by Hesse et al. (2013) in cooperation with muni­
cipal and local stakeholders includes a suburban mature residential settlement, 
which has evolved as a mining settlement area from the 1930s. During the first 
phase, the central core including twelve continuous blocks of identical apartment 
houses with around 720 housing units was built. Ten years later, another 100 uni­
fied housing units were constructed in semi-detached units and row houses in the 
southern part of the district. The area experienced its largest expansion during the 
1950s, as a further 30 semi-detached mono-morphological houses were built in 
the south and another 93 housing units for the foremen were built in standardized 
miners’ row houses in the north. Further construction during the 1960s included 81 
apartment houses with more than 400 units and another 39 semi-detached and 
detached standardized houses between 1983 and 1993. During the 1980s, a se­
nior residence with stationary care with more than 100 beds was also established. 
The latest project, the so-called Johanneshof, accounted for another 32 unified 
row houses on the former site of a protestant church building. The total number 
of dwellings in the area is around 450 housing units in family houses and around 
1,000 units in apartment houses. The area includes nearly no mixed polymorphic 
areas; the typology correlates to a great extent with particular decades and their 
development steps. 86

86	 Statistical data on housing are based on the data provided by the City of Gelsenkirchen’s statistical and 
planning departments and completed by the author’s survey in situ in August and September 2014.

Figure 33:	 Resser Mark case study area, development 
phases, morphology, functions (Hesse et al. 
2013, adapted and enlarged by author)
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5.	 INTERPRETING THE CASE-STUDY FINDINGS

5. 1	 Diversification and path-dependent development

Path dependency, divergence, lock-in and panarchy have been the main topics ar­
guing for the attempt to reveal elementary mechanisms of maturation in suburban 
residential areas. The following chapters do not aim at an anecdotal demonstration 
of the development of particular quarters. As the general development has already 
been described in chapter 4.3, the focus here is instead on understanding the re­
gularities and exceptions in the process of maturation via processes that stimulate 
maturation within a particular development path. The analysis hereby relies on the 
three fields of analysis generated in the theoretical part of the dissertation. Initially 
reflecting on the way the findings have been made, the diversification process is 
addressed and reflects the historical development of the areas and documents 
the corresponding development paths. Second, the stakeholders’ panarchy is ad­
dressed in connection to their role within the different development paths. The 
chapter on systemic space follows this. Finally, systemic space in a combining 
overlapping of both of the previous topics is analyzed.

Grimma Süd

The initial situation is always given by the history of a place and its housing typology. 
The Grimma Süd area is on the one hand, one of the youngest and largest housing 
areas in the city, planned for some 5,000 inhabitants and accommodating around 
3,000 in 2014. Generally, this new town area in Grimma is regarded as a comfor­
table and green district. On the other hand, its weak connection to the city center 
and lack of services on site have been criticized. ‘Front yard talks’ with citizens have 
pointed out deeper societal and economic shifts. These appeared during the years 
following German reunification, leaving many people in the area unemployed and  
without sufficient financial or career perspectives, thus forcing the younger people  
to move away and significantly weakening even those rarely functioning house-
based neighborhoods. Even though the morphology is quite homogenous, the win­
fluence of such shifts differs according to particular segments and even buildings 
in the area. The situations within the three segments of Grimma Süd I, II and III thus 
show a divergent development path. 

Grimma Süd I profits from its location close to the city center. The situation shortly 
after 1990 was determined by the fact that several buildings housed inhabitants 
who had already moved in some ten years earlier. In 1990, mostly families that 
had already settled and raised their young children of young age were living in the 
three-room apartments. Here, the initial growth phase was already finished during 
the 1990s; around 2000, the generation of children already entered elementary 
or secondary schools or even began to move out. Many of those who moved into 
the smaller apartments during the second half of their productive age or later re­
mained as seniors. Grimma I thus managed to generally retain its stability during 
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the 1990s. However, there were two particularly exceptional cases. The first was 
a building in the ownership of the city housing company GBW that housed foreign 
workers in more than 110 one-room apartments, which were completely vacated 
soon after 1990, as well as two other multi-story houses directly owned by the in­
dustrial companies, which were later privatized. These buildings of a very specific 
use, directly connected to the factory’s needs, indeed experienced what could be 
called a ‘shock’ induced by the threshold of German reunification, as the factory 
closed down soon after 1990. These were—although somewhat more slowly—
completely vacated. Regarding its situation and perspectives, the development 
path of Grimma Süd I therefore became double-sided, including a relatively conti­
nuous maturation and a sudden break.

Particularly the latter development path forced stakeholders to immediate action 
at the beginning of the 1990s. To stabilize the residing inhabitants, partial re-as­
sessments have been undertaken in both buildings owned by the GWB87 and the 
WGG. Buildings with higher vacancy rates have been temporarily used as hotel and 
financial offices for the city. However, especially the 110 completely empty apart­
ments in a high-rise building at the northern entrance to the area became a burden. 
A lack of housing from the socialist era still prevailed during the first half of 1990s, 
and thus the building offered potential for re-use. However, the small size of the 
apartments and the rigid physical structure of the building offered only a limited 
scope of alternative uses. Soon after 1990, the city administration came up with 
the concept of multi-generational housing88 on the still-tight housing market. The 
building was supposed to be offered to those weakest: elderly, socially or other­
wise deprived, and disabled people. The city put together a program that at least 
included a low-cost service point in the lobby. Due to the difficult housing situation 
of the elderly in the dilapidated inner city, the building could almost immediately 
be filled with senior residents as well as disabled youth. The stakeholders saw the 
quick success of this strategy as a starting point for the adjustment of Grimma 
Süd, which has continued over the last 25 years.

87	 After the GWB has been established as a derivate of a city owned institution, it became a finantially widely 
independent company. (GWB 2015)

88	 In German: ‘Mehrgenerationenwohnen’
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“In segment one, we had a high-rise building with nine floors and over 110 apart-
ments, which had already been managed as a multi-generational apartment com-
plex since 1990. Prior to this, it provided accommodation for Cubans and Vietnamese 
people who had worked here during the socialist era. The result of this was mostly 
one-room and a few two-room apartments. We looked at the demand in 1990—that 
a lot of single persons, especially women, wanted to have a small apartment—and 
established this multi-generational apartment complex with the support of the City 
of Grimma. Ms. von der Leyen89 did not invent the term ‘multi-generational living’, but 
rather the City of Grimma did. The point of contact here was the director of the social 
department of the City of Grimma (…), who brought this into being and also always 
held discussions with politicians and was always invited to talks and to lectures. She 
is still presenting this model in this way today.” (SH3, 5)

The conversion also determined further development paths within the Grimma 
Süd I segment as well as other adjacent areas in Grimma Süd II. During the follo­
wing years, adjacent apartment buildings owned by GWB have been equipped with 
barrier-free access, bathrooms and apartment layouts were adjusted to the needs 
of the elderly. Other apartments of the WGG in Grimma Süd I were renovated soon 
after 1990. Most of these were family-sized apartments and therefore had more 
flexible layouts. Initially, these remained mostly without significant vacancies. One 
of the probably most important steps for Grimma Süd I was the establishment of 
a common space for gathering and exchange in one of the houses, which serves 
senior inhabitants in the surrounding smaller apartments in neighboring houses, 
who were profiting from the senior residence cluster and its services at the se­
nior center and help desk. The area is further showing a growing number of senior 
members and has also began to cater to senior clients. Grimma Süd I is especially 
attractive to those who need barrier-free housing and further services on site as 
well as easy access to the city’s central area. While the vacancy rate in Grimma Süd 
I was around 7.4 per cent in 2002, in 2014, it showed nearly no vacancies beyond 
those caused by normal fluctuation. For senior housing, waiting lists with tens of 
applications exist. Within the adaption strategy, the path development has been 
switched from common core users of the housing—mostly families—to a previ­
ously peripheral user group of elderly. This corresponds with the changing demand 
on housing due to a shrinking and aging population.

89	 German federal Minister for family, seniors, women and youth between 2003 and 2009.
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Encouraged by the success of the senior housing segment, GWB pursued the en­
largement of this to the adjacent Grimma Süd II area. However, the general situa­
tion there proved different from the first segment. All of the apartment buildings in 
Grimma Süd II were WBS 70 housing type variations, which delivered a large num­
ber of similar, mostly three-room apartments, and were flexible in use but costly 
in renovation. For the elderly, the size of the apartments was partly inadequate: 
bathrooms were too small and included bathtubs, while there were too many small 
rooms as well as a large total floor space. Additionally, a demographic difference to 
Grimma Süd I became evident: the generation that moved to the second segment 
during the first half of the 1980s reached the peak of their family building phase 
in 1990. In 1990, these families had children just at the beginning of or under the 
school age. These younger families also showed a higher locational flexibility re­
garding their careers. This slight but significant age difference to Grimma Süd I 
also led to higher rates of family home purchasing and outmigration towards work­
places in western Germany, so that the vacancy rate rose significantly during the 
1990s, reaching 9 per cent in 2001. In order to keep their housing stock competitive, 
the WGG reacted immediately by making its housing stock more attractive through 
renewal, thus already generally upgrading the housing standard prior to 2000. As 
the WGG is a housing association with designated members, fluctuation was ge­
nerally lower, so that renovations were agreed upon in the organization’s member 
assembly and mostly undertaken without the displacement of residents.

“In the area of cooperatives, you can see very clearly that people moved in when the 
building was new and they still live there and can just barely survive. Moving into a 
seniors’ home doesn’t work, the finances don’t allow for it. This is one reason why 
they moved into an apartment of the housing cooperative.” (SH3, 15)

In the case of the GWB housing company, the tenants had to be individually nego­
tiated with by the company’s management in order to concentrate vacancies and 
implement renovations and reductions. The time period needed for the refurbish­
ment process in Grimma Süd II was therefore relatively longer when compared 
to the WGG-held portfolio. On the other hand, the GWB strategy allowed at least 
partially to react to later developments in the local housing market—especially 
housing vacancies—and thus to more significantly reduce or adjust the existing 
mono-structured housing stock in order to attract edge user groups. As a result, 
the WGG portfolio in Grimma Süd II did not significantly differ from Grimma Süd 
I (with a rather stable tenant member pool). The GWB portfolio was changed and 
diversified in a more radical way in order to make the stock more flexible and thus 
attractive for alternative users to the usual core ones, which were traditionally 
conceptualized—including by stakeholders—as four-member family households. 
The buildings’ top floors serve as an example of different approaches to the chang­
ing demand, since these are hardly demanded and therefore often vacant. (SH4)
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“The second segment is a normal WBS 70 area. We have one half, while the coopera-
tive has the other. Both parties renovated the roof, façade and windows. We did this 
within the last three to five years and noticed that the top floors were difficult to use 
or vacant, as people’s comfort rose over the years and enough living space was also 
available there. We therefore decided to take the fifth floor offline. We didn’t demolish 
anything, but said that they could use that as floor space and we could close it down. 
We have done this in two complexes in the second segment, which just has normal 
apartments, meaning mostly two-room and three-room apartments. (…) But that’s 
only for us. The cooperative still has its apartments (in the fourth story), which they 
had renovated beforehand. We renovated many years later, when the vacancy was 
already noticeable, and because of this, we went at it differently.” (SH3, 15)

Meanwhile, two of the building were torn down in order to adjust to the lower de­
mand of the market and thus to reduce vacancies. These were built along the street 
and offered less environmental quality than those near the forests.90 Attractive 
houses near greenspace in the east were refurbished, and patricular structures 
were only removed in the case of high densities. The situation in segment II showed 
differences to the segment I in terms of physical conditions, the demand situation 
and strategic options. In the first segment, no clearance for adaption was neces­
sary, while in segment II some clearance had to be undertaken in order to adjust 
to vacancies. As one of the latest measures, a building that had already included 
barrier-free flats was changed into a multi-generational house similar to in the one 
in segment I. This happened due to growing demand for barrier-free housing within 
the aging population. However, this time, the concept did not only target on elderly, 
but according to the character of the second segment, also families and those with 
higher incomes in order to create an altogether mixed neighborhood. This also cor­
responds with higher rents, which oppose the relatively low-cost housing within 
the high-rise multi-generational complex in segment I. The service there will also 
serve elderly inhabitants of the second building as far as necessary. 

In Grimma Süd III, the development path after 1990 was marked by several divergent 
scenarios. By that time, only 75 per cent of the houses had already been finished; 
construction of the remaining 25 per cent was completed in 1993. Regarding the 
context of the initial build-up lifecycle phase, since construction began, this area 
has been the most disadvantaged. It came onto the market at a time at which the 
demand had already began to seriously decrease. Even though most of the apart­
ments had been deployed first, soon afterwards, significant vacancies appeared 
as the youngest households were forced to move to regions with better chances for 
employment. After 2000, the area has reached a 15 per cent vacancy—the highest 
in the city—and a high fluctuation rate, as well as rate of renovated apartments of 
only 17 per cent. Even though the buildings were quite new, the housing standards 
changed rapidly after 1990, creating a highly competitive environment. Even after 
several measures, vacancies in some blocks still reached 40 per cent in 2014. 

90	 Reference studies in Eisenhüttenstadt or Hoyerswerda showed a similarly selective logic. (RE1&4)
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Situated at the very southern edge of the city, this segment depended on means of 
public or private transport instead of walking, and thus became unattractive, espe­
cially for elderly as well as families with children. Even though it offered at least a 
special school and a local shopping area, it struggled with conflicts in use between 
the school building and the housing area directly adjacent due to constrictions on 
density and the low quality of open spaces. The situation in Grimma Süd III, vie­
wed against the background of general demand and functional challenges thre­
atening the future of this area, has also been one of the main triggers for the city, 
WGG and GWB to come together and work on an integrated urban development 
concept91, which would allow the city to apply for funding through Stadtumbau as 
well as other related programs in order to invest in adaptive measures. In general, 
this concept was oriented towards external actors and created in order to enable 
the city to acquire money from these programs. Still, it remains an institutional tie 
between the main stakeholders, even though the city has retreated from everyday 
business in Grimma Süd. Due to high vacancies and limited perspectives within 
the core housing market, during the last decade, one fifth of the apartments have 
already been cleared. In the absence of other vital options, the remaining stock 
is consequently being diversified: WGG has invested in general renovations since 
2000. A special project is the partial downgrading and refurbishment of 24 apart­
ments in three neighboring houses into a higher quality of housing, including roof 
lofts, in order to meet the rare-but-existing demand in higher sectors. Even though 
it took nearly three years to fully occupy the elaborately renovated building, since 
2014, the neighboring row of three buildings has been refurbished in a similar way. 

Adjusting the stock by GWB, a cluster near the forests in the east has been stra­
tegically maintained at the lowest level possible in order to keep rents low and 
thus to be able to offer them to the public social offices as social housing (the 
basic rents do not exceed €4.30 per square meter). Next to it, a block with some 
60 apartments was sold in the 1990s according to a law that made housing com­
panies from the socialist era write off debts for their construction costs. The owner 
later resold the apartments to a stock portfolio, which drowned out profits without 
reinvesting them in the housing stock. Local stakeholders are facing difficulties 
in getting in contact with the owner in order to discuss a coordinated strategy 
for segment III. This seems to be urgent, as the negative image of the buildings is 
also negatively influencing the surrounding real estates. Segment IIIa, which was 
constructed after 1995 and accommodates privately owned apartments, is largely  
exempt from the changes in the afore mentioned part of the area. The only direct  
connection concerns a facility maintenance contract between the owner’s associ­
ation and the GWB. The population has already reached an early phase the reduc­
tion in household size. However, because of the attractive location and high quality 
of apartments and the resulting demands in the housing market, downgrading has 
not been predicted, even though aging might become an issue again in the future.

91	 ‘Integriertes Stadtentwicklungskonzept’ (INSEK Grimma 2002)

see chapter 4. 3
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Resser Mark

In the case of Resser Mark, quite typically for a suburban housing area and simi­
larly to Grimma Süd, the location within greenery was mostly mentioned as an ad­
vantage, together with the ‘village-like’ size of the area, the local central area with 
shops and services, and the sense of community, which were often seen as unique 
features.

“This is a small neighborhood. All of the other districts are comparatively larger, 
for example, Resse. Resse also has a different character because of the prevailing 
apartment housing stock alone. People don’t know each other there. Resser Mark 
has some 3,000 inhabitants, and nearly everybody knows each other. This is an at-
tribute of Resser Mark. Besides the ‘Luftkurort Resse’ [the local spa], the settlement 
has a great location—in the middle of the forest while still well-connected to all 
kinds of services. Nobody needs a car in Resser Mark.” (SH7, 72).

The idyllic setting, however, incorporates the challenges of change and social and 
economic division between particular parts of the area. Historically, several groups 
have lived here, having several religions and cultural and social backgrounds. 
Partly, these factors can also be seen in the housing morphology. The southern 
part of the area, dominated by row houses, is mainly inhabited by Catholics, and 
is strongly connected to the Catholic part of the St. Ida ecumenist center. The ad­
jacent elementary school is a strong anchor for the catholic community, but has 
also a citywide reputation. Even though the school is generally catholic, protes­
tant children are also allowed to visit it. The protestant community is quite strong, 
mostly among the workers, who partly live in family houses and partly in rental 
apartments. Here, there is no division in the social engagement between those 
living in the apartments owned by LEG and those owning a family home in Resser 
Mark, at least when it comes to those engaged in the parish. Stakeholders see the 
reason for this in the history of the place, which was marked by social homogeneity.

“It is necessary to see that the houses in the small segments are a product of the 
1930s. At that time, people were not selected according to their budget. Everybody 
belonged to the common population of Resser Mark. The others who live in the 
apartments are more or less the same as those living in their small houses, they 
just originate from the mining generation. When people came over from Bavaria or 
Poland between 1945 and 1950, they were housed there. From the beginning on, 
there were no rich and only few poor areas.” (SH9, 14)

The protestant community is also strongly concerned with the ongoing social 
change in the apartment housing. While the family houses are in strong demand by 
both catholic and protestant Christian families willing to settle near a well-func­
tioning parish and Christian school, in recent years, a strong influx of socially dis­
advantaged groups caused by the occupancy strategy of the LEG has taken place. 
Within the quite relaxed apartment housing market in Gelsenkirchen, the LEG as 
a single owner of the apartment buildings in the area decided to enlarge the por­
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tion of housing units rented to socially deprived households living on state welfare. 
Such a program brings a low, but safe rent income paid directly by the state social 
institutions to the LEG. As low standards of housing are sufficient for such social 
groups, maintenance costs for the owner also remain low. While the situation in 
Resser Mark was, especially in the 2000s, marked by the influx of Turkish migrants 
into the older apartments from the 1940s, by that time, demographic change in 
the southern, younger houses from the 1960s had just begun. Five years later, the 
Turkish community moved to other parts of the city, in part in order to purchase 
their own real estate. Socially disadvantaged German citizens are replacing them 
together with the old generation. (SH9, 10).

“Precarious living conditions are especially present where the elderly had lived. The 
apartments belong to the former LEG and a large portion of them are rented to wel-
fare recipients—among other reasons because of their size, since they are mostly 
small apartments with less than 60 m2 of floor space. (…) The elderly either died or 
moved into a seniors’ home, to their children or somewhere else. The district for el-
derly people doesn’t exist anymore. The residents would also be at least 90 years old 
today. (…) In the meantime, this part of the settlement has become quite loud thanks 
to regular parties, et cetera. As far as we can tell, those are mostly Germans (making 
the noise). (…) The people of Turkish origin still live in Resser-Mark, but aren’t as 
clustered and as concentrated as they once were. A change in owners took place 
in the commercial area near the marketplace. The barber shop sold its building to 
well-heeled people of Turkish origin, who have in turn very carefully and beautifully 
renovated it. It has become a purely residential house.” (SH7, 10)

Such declared changes are, however, quite difficult to trace using the statistical 
data. There has been a slight decrease in the number of migrant inhabitants since 
2006, but this has mostly been only at around 5 per cent per year. At the same 
time, the GDP of the inhabitants did not change significantly, as the rising incomes 
in newer young families in the family houses and the rising income of the Turkish 
community partly balanced the growth of the share of economically weak incoming 
residents of the LEG apartments. What did positively change is the process of aging. 
However, what all the statistics do not show is the growing social split between the 
apartment and family houses, which has by far never before been so evident (rha 
2013, 8ff). 

Regarding divergent path dependency, the situation in Eichkamp, an exclave of 
Resser Mark, shows a further example of differentiation by adaption, but also the 
indirect way of development with possible ups and downs. These are not necessa­
rily final, and may continue to change according to the endogenous and exogenous 
situation. In Resser Mark, the change is mostly being pursued alongside the de­
mography and social/economic change, and thus along quite fast trajectories. The 
change in Eichkamp, which was built as a miners’ housing area next to a coal mine 
in the 1950s for displaced Germans from Eastern Europe, detached from Resser 
Mark by a path that leads about 750 meters through a forest, shows a completely 
isolated suburban settlement area. see Figure 34
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Figure 35:	 Diversification process in Resser Mark (own illustration and photos)
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LEG is the owner of all of the previous 268 apartments at the site, another 31 family 
row houses are located next to them. The bus service is infrequent, there are no 
shops or other services in the area. Eichkamp began to lose inhabitants especi­
ally after the closing of the adjacent Ewald mine in 2001. At the time, only elderly 
miners’ families remained in the simple two-story apartment buildings. In 2012, 
the designated vacancy rate in some areas had already exceeded 40 per cent. Ho­
wever, ‘front yard talks’ with citizens and the stakeholders’ statements indicate a 
vacancy of up to 60 per cent by that time (SH9). Eichkamp showed signs of a clear 
over-maturation, gradually turning to a general decline path caused by apartment 
vacancy and an aging population. As people left, dwellings remained, which are 
a general determinant for local resiliency92. Interestingly, classic refurbishment, 
including physical upgrade (façade insulation, central heating) even accelerated 
the loss in population, as many elderly households used the necessity to switch to 
another apartment during renovation to leave for other locations in more conveni­
ent areas.93 In 2011, the City of Gelsenkirchen stated that it is in its future interest 
to clear the area of housing rather than to keep it. (SH9&11)

However, the physical resilience together with an alternative marketing by the LEG 
significantly changed the apparently fatal situation after 2012. Despite a further 
reduction in bus service by the city, the LEG began partial refurbishments and 
marketed the flats by a bottom rent of €2.50 per square meter, which is one of 
the lowest rates in the city. Additionally, in some (albeit marginal) cases, LEG has 
changed the narrow apartment layout, for instance, by connecting two apartments 
on top of each other, thus doubling the size of the apartment and reducing the total 
number of apartments by creating a family row house, including two-story lofts 
with direct access to a newly created private yard in the space between the houses. 
As a consequence, the vacancy rate has dropped significantly.94

92	 See chapter 3.5: Change dynamics within households as particular micro-systems.
93	 Information obtained in ‘front yard talks’ on 12.12.2014.
94	 Based on on-site survey from 12.12.2014. The survey was undertaken in two steps: during the afternoon 

daylight, checking occupancy via doorbells and mailboxes and signs of clear vacancy, and in the evening, 
checking signs of lights within the apartments. Also, the number of parked cars was checked, showing a 
significantly higher degree by doubling when compared to surveys by Hesse et al. in 2012.
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Individual diversification of the development path

Both Grimma Süd and Resser Mark show that the development path within de­
fined residential areas have to be divided into those of particular segments and 
sub-systems, which include systems of particular housing blocks and households. 
This usual setting shows a particular and unique development path on each of 
its levels and their segments and sub-systems. It turns these residential areas 
into a complex and multilayered entity, with its own development background 
and interrelations. These lead to specific paths of change. At first sight, such a 
fact might support the canonical argument to define particular analytical areas 
along the level of morphologic segments, thus avoiding the systemic view, and to 
focus on particular buildings and the micro-systems within. This would then, for 
example, include surveys of particular families. As long as change is the topic of 
the investigation, such a conclusion can be agreed upon. Change is described by a 
consecutive path of individual history. Influences on other levels can be described 
as external, such as, for example, in the case of Grimma, when referring to German 
reunification. On the other hand, both case studies show that adjustment strate­
gies and action are only understandable within the context in which a particular 
system—on any of the levels mentioned above—is embedded. In Grimma, both the 
BGW and WGG strategies for particular areas, segments and buildings are strongly 
rooted and therefore only discussable in the context of the whole system’s change 
and adaption strategy. Adaptive strategies in particular segments of Grimma Süd 
are not only related to a place as such and its given features and characteristics; 
they are also always a deliberate choice in the context of the general strategy, in­
cluding neighboring as well as other segments, both superior and subordinated, 
physically closed and detached. They further strongly reflect the circumstances in 
which stakeholders, especially owners, are nested and strategically act, and which 
by far are not related only to the particular area or segment, but strongly connected 
to the overall situation on the meso and also macro levels. 

“We also try to get families with children (into the multi-generational building), it 
should really be a young building. (…) We tried finding something like (support) in 
advance. They then wanted to set up a place for a dementia group there. (…) We had 
interested parties—even private people—who wanted to do that, but we then de-
cided not to pursue it. That would’ve of course been easy for us, because we would’ve 
rented the ground floor for good money, but we didn’t make it so easy for ourselves. 
We said, we want to have handicapped-friendly (…) rental there [because of local 
demand]. There are also a lot of people who come from the villages and a few who 
come from our stock who are also interested in a better apartment, but also a more 
expensive apartment. (…) The chance should be given to people in wheelchairs—
they aren’t always sick, they can simply not walk.” (SH3, 49)

The strategy and marketing targeted toward elderly people thus coheres with the 
regional trend of urbanization. Besides the trend of concentration in metropolitan 
regions (SH15, 33), the migration of senior households from rural areas into regio­
nal and even smaller cities continues.
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“That has been researched and proven with numbers, that this so-called rural flight 
is starting. People say that they move into the city at their age because they have 
everything there. That is also a result of the study—that the children and the par-
ents don’t live especially far from each other and there is still a certain amount of 
care. That will change. There are few families in which the children can find work 
locally. The generation that is there now, the children there are almost all close to 
their parents. (…) Because of this, the pressure is also higher with the older people. 
If the older people don’t have anyone who they can ask to pick something up while 
shopping or to clean up. No child will travel from Munich to Leipzig to do the weekly 
shopping. And to always take on help from a stranger—I don’t think that that works.” 
(SH16, 84f)

In the case of Grimma, stakeholders regarded every particular adjustment strategy 
as an answer to the context within the whole portfolio, in which certain parts take 
on a specific function. In Resser Mark, similar area-wide strategies are also being 
realized, as the Johanneshof conversion project shows. Johanneshof is a cluster 
of 32 family row houses. It was built in 2006 on a plot previously used for a church 
building constructed in the 1950s and torn down in 2005 due to damages from 
mining subsidence. In 2004, the protestant parish had already moved to the newly  
established ecumenist center St. Ida, the previous catholic parish center. The union  
of the churches was been induced by lower numbers of faithful residents as well  
as lower church tax revenue and high renovation costs for the existing buildings.  
(SH8,9). The row houses at the previous church site were developed by the pro­
testant church and co-financed by the state as ‘housing subsidies’. The rules of 
public co-financing determine the physical features of the housing, including the 
maximal living space per person. The row house size at the site only suits families 
with three or more children. This was explicitly desired by the church in order to 
keep Resser Mark a young neighborhood and thus prevent further aging. The staff 
of the parish community management emphasizes that there would have also 
been other possible and quite reasonable ways to manage the conversion of the 
previous church site, also economically. At the end, a more complex but long-term 
strategy was followed in order to rejuvenate the area. This approach partly paral­
lels the case of the multi-generational building in Grimma mentioned above. 

“The aspect of society was always more important to us, especially in Johanneshof. 
We could have also built seniors homes there, but we wanted to inject youth into the 
neighborhood. In addition, we really also needed to create extra sources of revenue, 
since church tax revenues will drastically fall in the middle term and the church will 
need to find a second mainstay for the maintenance of its work. The second aspect 
is that we wanted to ensure that people who had become handicapped would not 
have to move out of the neighborhood, but would be able to live there for as long as 
possible. For this, we wanted to create opportunities in the immediate vicinity. Plan-
ning was very important for us. If we only would’ve followed the physical strategy, we 
would’ve sold everything and let someone else build whatever they wanted.” (SH7, 
54)

see Figure 32
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Here, the cases of Grimma and Resser Mark again show that it would be quite 
difficult to understand the stakeholders’ construction of particular development 
paths only by analyzing a particular morphological segment or structural cluster. 
The contextual understanding of a system and its development path is two-fold: 
it regards the general superior circumstances, which are mostly connected with 
the demographic and economic situation on higher levels as well as locally. Also, 
an examination guided by a particular morphological type alone proves similarly 
insufficient for understanding adjustment options that stakeholders actually take 
into account. The fate of a particular morphologic type always will depend on its 
contextual positions and strategies. This rather inconspicuous notion offers a 
valuably broader interpretational frame, for instance, for understanding particular 
household remanences: according to a contextual point of view, the reasons for 
households to remain in remanence might seem irrational when regarding the par­
ticular locational, demographic and economic situations at higher levels. However, 
it might sound quite rational if its individual contextual setting as a strategy arena 
is taken into account, in which decisions regarding action and thus the direction of 
a development path of a subsystem (here: a particular household) are made. This 
means that the whole mental world of a subsystem—including the understanding 
of decision backgrounds—must become a part of the investigation, together with 
the functional and strategic context of the particular area. 

5. 2	 Shock or ‘break’, lock-in and equilibrium in the context of a 
diversification process

This initial overview of path-dependent development in both case study areas al­
lows for at least some general remarks on the lifecycle and adaption process at 
this point. In conceptualizing change, a sudden shock situation causing a systemic 
break95 is often discussed. Such breaks correspond with crossed thresholds, which 
take a system out of its state, or—seen within the process—out of its predictable or  
awaited development path, in a sudden way. In Grimma and Resser Mark, two spe­
cific developments of systems generally have to be distinguished. The first is the 
crossing of a threshold, which makes a particular system break down. Within the 
Grimma case, crossing thresholds is not a general matter, and therefore cannot be 
seen as general event. This applies even though the change generating them, such 
as the unification of two German states, apparently came along as a significant 
and sudden change. However, rather than generally, systemic breakdowns at the 
local level evolved under specific conditions and in specific structures, which were 
created solely for a situation that ended with an (abrupt) change. Here, ‘specific’ 
means specialized or so different that systems can generally not accommodate 
any other kind of function than those related to the previous regime in which they 
were specialized. It can be stated that, for the same reason, Setterfield (1997) and 
Martin (2010 & 2012) argue that only specific systems (such mining cities and re­

95	 In German: ‘Bruch / Brüche’
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gions) end up in lock-ins, which make the systems non-adjustable and thus not 
continuing. These systems react immediately to change by crossing a threshold, as 
their specialized path limits the range of variation and stability. 

At the same time, the rest of the area shifted its development path gradually 
without systemic collapse. Within the theoretical concept of path systemic change, 
a system stands at a threshold when it is sufficiently resilient towards a concrete 
threshold, or does not if its resilience potential is limited, and a breakdown then 
follows. Strategic planning attempts to reach a perspective-based adaption, which 
would prepare the system against a specific kind of shock. According to this, the 
critique of the concept of resilience by Huning et al. (2014, 15) argues that resili­
ence as an attribute of a system always remains shock-specific, meaning specific 
towards a concrete threshold, while adjustability is an attribute which includes the 
whole scope of adaptive potential inherent to a system. What both case studies 
further show is that once a system withstands a particular shock, it still needs to 
continue to adjust in order to re-accommodate enough stability and to respond 
to changed circumstances caused by external changes. In the period that follows, 
the capacity to adjust might be more crucial than the ability to withstand a shock 
while resilient.

German reunification is usually seen as a typical tipping point for eastern German 
cities. The case of the high-rise apartment building for foreign workers, which 
became completely vacant shortly after the collapse of the socialist state, is an 
example of a specific system dependent on very special external circumstances, 
and thus widely non-resilient when these external circumstances change. Here, a 
transition to a new system is necessary to maintain at least the physical shell of  
the house. In the example of Eichkamp in Resser Mark, it became clear that sys­
tems pronounced as general physical structures—here, a usual apartment housing  
type in a disintegrated but green exurbia—withstand a rather long-lasting change 
process even after a sudden change of decisive external circumstances, which the 
closing of the adjacent mine undoubtedly represented. As the example of housing 
in Grimma showed, depending on situation within particular segments of the study 
area, most of the buildings were able to be adapted or transformed instead of 
collapsing as a system. It can be stated that general types of housing structures, 
such as those with apartments of a standard size and layout for families that offer 
physical flexibility for layout changes are more resilient than special housing types 
that are locked into a particular systemic use. Such structures are quite resistant 
against shocks, as their use is first retained and then changes during the following 
time period. This offers the structure a chance to adapt within a further maturation 
process. However, ‘hollowing out’ and vacancies may appear along this adaption 
path. In Grimma, similar phenomena of slow change and adjustment after a shock 
can be recognized, especially in segments II and III.
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“You shouldn’t think that 1990 was the turnaround and then everything was gone 
all of a sudden. In 1990, there was even still a lack of housing. We have so-called 
‘Wendebauten’ [buildings from the time of reunification] in segment 3, all the way 
back in Grimma-Süd. These were completed in 1990 and 1991, and we don’t need 
them nowadays because there is enough housing there, but at that time there was 
still a lack of housing; working in the western part of the country, as is the case to-
day, was at that point a non-topic. That began to develop in 1996, 1997, 1998, and 
vacancies began to pick up at the end of the 1990s or the beginning of the 2000s. 
The integrated development concepts were then created in order to have a look at 
how we could proceed.” (SH3, 13)

Viewed against the background of the two case studies, shocks leading to crossing 
thresholds do exist. Martin’s (2010) hope for a non-lock-in system in which lock-ins 
figure solely as hypothetical dimensions therefore could not be proven. However, 
the cases support Setterfield’s (1997) assumption that such a system attribute is 
quite rare and limited to very specific cases. Both the existence and rarity of shocks 
have been proven in the reference expert interviews, based on different examples, 
with a similar result:

“300 row houses were vacant within a half year because of people moving away. One 
group—the British soldiers—went away, and that is more than a reserve for fluctu-
ation. All of a sudden, there were 300 row houses on the market. The city (…) has a 
population of 60,000 or 70,000. That can normally be absorbed over five or six years. 
If you take a look at how many row houses are sold, then that would be absorbed by 
supply and demand on the market if we had five years’ time. And that isn’t the case 
right now (because all 300 units came onto the market at the same time).” (EX2, 46)

However, there is a specific general narrative of ‘break’ among the stakeholders’ 
conceptual understanding of change. As it is related to the topic of generational 
change, which is perceived as coming repeatedly in waves that cause generational 
shifts, it is conceptualized as a ‘predicted shock’. 

“The quarter (Resser Mark) is very mixed. There are also many young people who 
facilitate generational change in particular areas. They buy or rent or inherit. The 
heirs usually sell or lend if their parents have lived for so long in the house that 
they have already moved somewhere else. But they are not necessarily settlers any 
more, meaning they are not catholic and protestant families. Now, many things may 
happen in the future. We were lucky until now that those who moved in were also 
christian, but they don’t have to be. The generational shift is now quite drastic. (…) 
The buildings are sold directly as soon as they come onto the market. (…) Contin-
uous change is not the proper term here; it is more of a generation-induced shift.”  
(SH7, 41).
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“(In Grimma West) we have all kinds of buildings. This is where I said that the WGC 
has too many seniors—over 300—and we also have a few old ones there. Here, we 
now have a building with a lot of older people in it. If you take a look at their birth 
years—the 1930s. There’s a break in there.” (SH3, 124)

The extent to which a real ‘break’ will emerge in the future remains widely ima­
ginative or theoretical. This is merely based on stakeholders’ expectations and 
purported based on experience. However, more important than the break itself for 
the stakeholders is the notion of an undesired development path: if a perspective-
based adaption is not started, or at least a ‘reactive’ adaption strategy is not pre­
pared, the development path perceived as negative may harm the managed system 
or its particular parts. In terms of generational shift, which is often perceived as a 
homogenous process within certain segments of an area, it mostly marks a con­
centration of elderly people while, however, disregarding the question of whether 
there is potential demand and thus a chance for a smooth generational change or 
not. Stakeholders in Resser Mark perceive generational shifts as equally disturb­
ing as those in Grimma, even though the probability of vacancy in Resser Mark 
is minimal for now. In both cases, the concentration of highly aged people rather 
functions as a trigger for strategic action or marking a change. Such diversification 
strategies again differ according to the situation. 

“But this is a building that (we await vacancies soon, but) we want to retain, because 
we think that the poverty among the elderly will rise. We will get retirees who became 
jobless after reunification and will only receive a marginal pension (…). And this 
building, if you look at the floor space, always has relatively small layouts. Here, this 
two-room apartment only has 47 m2 or even 40 m2. We want to keep these buildings 
for poorer people. I believe that they will be in demand one day.”. (SH3, 125)

This quote from Grimma shows that the real trigger is not the elderly people as 
such. Insofar as a house is full of elderly inhabitants, as it is the case in Grimma 
Süd I, the situation is seen as stable. The real trigger, however, is the existing or 
the potential vacancy, which correlates with fluctuation rates. Here, the high age 
of inhabitants functions as trigger for uncertainty, even though physical aspects 
are more evident due to the manifested overall age of the houses built after World 
War Two. 

“From the owners’ perspective, it is indeed the case that a physical trigger is pres-
ent at the moment. The built stock is perhaps too old and a renovation might be 
discussed soon. But I can tell you that the actual implementation of renovation, 
maintenance or complete reconstruction of course significantly corresponds with 
the various users due to demography. In which stage of life are the users? How is 
their economic situation? This is quite decisive, generally.” (EX2, 51)
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This notion refers to what Aring (2012) and others deem the ‘double homogeneity’ of 
aged users in outdated structures. As this argumentation is used for family houses, 
the opinion describing homogenous generational change in Resser Mark’s family 
houses as strongly cyclic is also quite interesting. Put into contrast, the statements 
show that there is not a consensual view on the generational phase shifts—espe­
cially not in case of family houses—to continuous or concentrated change. 

“Everything isn’t haphazard, it happens over a particular time period. The phase of 
change can be focused over ten, fifteen, twenty years. A development that was built 
in the ‘50s or ‘60s then comes over a longer period of time into a quantitatively sig-
nificant phase of change through significant sales. But not everything is sold. One 
person dies at the age of 60, the other with 95. It is drawn out. For this reason, the 
problem with the developments from the ‘50s and ‘60s isn’t focused on 2014 or 2014 
to 2017, because simply from the perspective of individual demographics, from the 
perspective of individual families, that is a drawn-out process. Or let’s look at it this 
way: you can set cautious intervals. Not short intervals. You can, of course, say, the 
intervals for ‘50s, ‘60s or ‘70s are already here, but when do they end? Or are there 
80 single-family homes in some neighborhood, but the change phase there also 
lasts, if you look closely, for 20 or 25 years. I would say that it’s gradual.” (EX2, 37) 

As one stakeholder admitted, fluctuation is a quite unpredictable matter, but 
if growing, it shows a generally declining demand. And so is change, which may 
happen continuously from the foundation of a neighborhood onward. This opinion 
fits quite well with the continuous change and adaption concept by Martin (2012). 
There are not many possibilities for owners to strategically prepare for that, as 
fluctuation to a high extent depends on exogenous circumstances, such as the si­
tuation of economic or housing demand on the macro level. Owners may increase 
investments in order to offer more attractive apartments to the core user group of 
middle-class families, or to enlarge their offering to alternative user groups. Both 
ways are connected with high investment costs, which are often difficult to bear in 
a market alienated by stagnation. 

Generational change, however, remains a slowly progressing process, which enab­
les diversification to happen over a long period of decades. As mentioned above, 
the current diversification of existing housing by age groups will be further even 
more strongly accompanied by social diversification.

“I think that this is being talked about too much at the moment. I think that this will 
continue on more quietly, that there won’t be this abrupt breaking point, but that you 
will always be able to find a renter for one apartment or another, so that vacancies 
will perhaps rise and people will need to think about demolishing. For me, that’s the 
main point. (…) I think that will be the future and particular buildings will have a par-
ticular clientele—I just spoke about poverty in retirees (…). They need an apartment 
in the lower segment—under 500 euros—and the standard of living there will of 
course be lower.” (SH3, 208)
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Equilibrium

A last topic to be addressed here is equilibrium. Even after observing the two case 
study areas, the question of whether there are phases of stability when no ad­
justment is necessary remains quite complex. Generally seen, the owners orient 
themselves on figures regarding vacancy, fluctuation and demand expressed 
in the concrete numbers of housing requests (SH1). Seen from this perspective, 
segments with no vacancies and stable fluctuation and demand could be seen as 
equilibristic, thus not demanding any adjustment strategies until the time when 
the data change. This would clearly be the case in Grimma Süd, segment IIIa, as 
well as large parts of the family housing in Resser Mark and the Eichkamp exclave. 
However, experience also shows that a strategic approach exists. In the case of 
Grimma Süd IIIa, no physical changes are occurring. If the point of view is limited to 
the physical ‘shell’, then, at least for a certain period, a phase of no visible change 
and adjustment might indeed exist, except for the inevitable aging of the physical 
substance. However, within the sub-systems of households, changes conditioned 
by demographic development continuously reshape the potential action frame into 
a diversity of development paths. 

As long as such physical phase exists alongside changes in households that do 
not demand physical resetting, one could state that this is a state of equilibrium.  
At the same time, as not the physical substance as such, but rather the action 
of the users as sub-system actors is the most volatile systemic component, not 
only the knowledge of its current state, but also of the individual paths and even 
the perspectives that shape these particular actions have to be taken in account. 
Especially the latter two include knowledge, which helps to grasp future chances 
that particular areas have and enable to undertake according strategic measures. 
How these chances are understood by the stakeholders determines the future 
perspectives that they conceptualize, and thus how and when they plan and shape 
future development paths. Absolute equilibrium would include balanced stasis on 
all three levels: the physical, the systemic and the perspective-based, which, ad­
mittedly, is quite unrealistic. 

To understand how and when stakeholders shape future development paths, a look 
at the management of existing urban redevelopment programs such as Stadtum­
bau might be illustrative. Here, stakeholders mostly do not rely on particular num­
bers, but rather on ‘development chances’ that they conceptualize as a desirable 
future option. The Stadtumbau cases themselves are a very striking example, as 
they document both strategic perspectives and the action of stakeholders towards 
already unbalanced systems. However, as has been documented in the example 
of Grimma, the stakeholders construct strategic perspective-based paths even 
in cases when a balance is still perceived, asking themselves what could be the 
next component of the ‘break’ in a situation currently seen as balanced, and thus 
to influence it or prepare the system in advance for the consequences of change. 
Together with the ongoing changes in subsystems, this strategic action of stake­
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holders significantly limits the range of the state of equilibrium of a system. The 
stakeholders therefore do not rely only on formal monitoring, looking at particular 
systems not only within their development state, but also their perspective. 

“This point of view is in part too complex to force into a scheme and needs to be 
looked at on a case-by-case basis. The housing companies that need to implement 
it always say that the examination of indicators is only a glimpse in the past and that 
future perspectives are more much important for them. A mathematical scheme in 
that sense—if one indicator or another is available, then this or that will happen to 
us—wouldn’t be realistic. The housing companies of course also look for opportuni-
ties that can’t be perfectly extracted from such data results.” (EX3, 16)

Stakeholders generally undertake adaption not according to the statistical data 
itself, which would limit them to a ‘reactive’ adaption, but interpret the data in 
order to steer perspective-based adaption and thus to avoid awaited or deduced 
undesired situations. Similarly as stated above (see citation SH7, 125), strategic 
decisions on adaptive investment and thus a perspective of a particular segment 
are ideally made before statistics demonstrate a significant ‘break’. As we know 
from real estate portfolio management, so-called cash cows exist, and there might 
be periods during which no adjustment is necessary or desirable in particular 
segments. However, such phases do not necessarily end by crossing a threshold; 
the de-locking of an equilibrium path may be initiated later on by a decision led 
by the perspective-based view of the stakeholder. Such an understanding also 
corresponds with the concept of the ‘break’ as has been argued above—a ‘break’ 
as a term for the consequences of failing to recognize negative trends in advance 
and to strategically react to them in advance by taking precautionary adjustment 
measures. 

Another question regarding the perspective-based point of view concerns the car­
riers of strategic action within the stakeholders’ panarchy. In the analysis of change 
and adaption, this theme becomes essential for understanding development 
paths, especially because, in the argumentation within this chapter, the focus 
has been laid primarily on the diversified physical or spatial systems of mature 
suburban settlements. However, to conceptualize this in a whole perspective, the 
stakeholders’ side also needs to be deconstructed, especially regarding positions 
and roles within the stakeholders’ panarchy. The concrete question regarding per­
spective-based adaption then targets who is interpreting the data and how, who 
is creating strategic measures and who is finally implementing them. Not only in 
order to understand the role of municipalities in this process, this topic is the main 
point for the next chapter on human agency.
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5. 3	 Human agency and human intent

Similar to other components of uniqueness, characteristics of path dependency 
also regard the stakeholder networks of a particular area. The stakeholder pan­
archy setting is rooted in historical facts, traditions and institutional networks. It 
may include the hierarchically systemized and physically divided administration 
of housing municipalities and regions, private housing and service companies, as 
well as citizen associations or religious organizations. The aim of this dissertation 
is not to analyze the emergence and societal patterns of such organizations, nei­
ther does it expand upon governance and governmental issues. The target here is 
to understand along which structures human agency is organized within mature 
suburban residential areas, shown by using the examples of two case studies. As 
elaborated in chapter 4, the interest focuses on the way in which stakeholders or­
ganize mature suburban areas, and in which way their structural settings interfere 
or influence the adaption of development paths. What lies at the core of interest 
in this analysis is the notion of institutional human agency components of such 
a self-adaptive system. These are seen as crucial for the discourse on strategic 
action in such areas. 

When examining who activates adaption in a quarter, individuals, groups and their 
institutions and networks come into focus. The present case studies show that 
these may differ. This is also the main hurdle for establishing general knowledge 
about stakeholders in mature suburban residential areas. However, what can be 
done is to track particular systematics, in both cases looking for a systematic com­
mon denominator. One of the criteria for choosing these two studies was a state of 
relative demographic and economic stability despite declining superior systems, 
such as the city and region. At the beginning of the study, it was quite unclear if and 
to what extent the existing housing associations or companies, parishes, garden 
associations and others building coalitions outside and inside an area contribute 
to stability. Looking for entities representing an area, qualitative research based on 
a ‘snowball principle’ proved to be quite effective, as it allowed access to stakehol­
der networks at virtually any connection point in the panarchy and to map it along 
the existing network. 

Regional and county level

A general trend to be observed throughout the study of Hesse et. al (2013) as well 
as the reference studies undertaken in this dissertation is that larger cities have a 
stronger standing towards counties and the regional planning institutions, and that 
weaker local areas have more strongly engaged superior levels in the panarchy.96 

96	 In Germany, regional planning systems differ from state to state. Generally, there are regional administrations 
divided into counties. Large designated cities are at the same level as the counties. (cf. Schmitz 2005, 963ff)

see chapter 4

see Figure 35 /  
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Both micro-cases of Gelsenkirchen Resser Mark and Grimma Süd show a loose 
connection between stakeholders and the regional (macro) level. This is partly 
given by the stable situation in the study areas, partly also by the general focus 
in which regional stakeholders are involved. Closer to the core of the self-under­
standing of the regional level is agenda-setting in overarching topics that are in the 
strategic focus. These include general guidelines and thematic agenda-setting. 
The implementation is then viewed as being in the hands of the municipality. How­
ever, regional stakeholders and institutions are involved also in particular areas 
and projects, albeit rather indirectly.

“The municipal level has different kinds of flexibility. As a county, we always need to 
see the whole. We see that as our task—to develop such concepts and then say that 
people can build on these. Of course, it doesn’t help anybody to lay these down and 
say: ‘go ahead!’. You do need to stay involved a bit. You really need to know that it isn’t 
over right away.” (SH16, 71)

Regional stakeholders become involved in particular areas mostly in terms of the 
municipalities’ planning or institutional support. Institutions on the regional level 
are often in contact with the municipal (meso) level and gain their—often quite de­
tailed—information on particular areas from them. Generally, a detailed picture at 
the regional level exists, especially in challenging cases such as significant disas­
ter events (e.g. floods) or a long-term complicated development such as peripheri­
zation in rural areas and challenges connected with providing basic infrastructure 
and services to the citizens. The reason why regional partners seek out contact to 
municipalities is to implement regional guidelines, as in the case of the ‘compact 
city’ development: that is, the support of the migration of older households from 
peripheral areas into cities with higher centrality and a sufficient infrastructure. 

“This is the our approach: on the one hand, that we can prove with numbers where 
we are headed and how things look in the region, and on the other, the question of 
what the regional plan does and whether we can rely on it. We also want to give the 
municipalities something in order to be able to think about other things—best-prac-
tice examples, et cetera. (…) This is a big topic in Grimma, where the older districts 
from the socialist area are and where the older population lives; here, we ask how we 
can ensure that people can and want to continue to live there. Sometimes they want 
to but can’t because the preconditions don’t exist—elevators and the like. Could we 
also make this a case for a funding application? With such a basis, you could prove 
that there is a need for funding and, if money came along, that this would suffice.” 
(SH16, 43)

Besides the municipalities, regional stakeholders have recently increasingly sought 
direct contacts to organizations that manage the projects. These include project 
developers who enter a regional market with a specific supply concept, such as 
detached housing for peripheral user groups (e.g. senior households). These have 
to be specially approved by the regional government, as the general oversupply of 
housing usually permits no new zoning for housing. Here, the regional level directly  
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becomes involved in municipal, but also private development plans. The recent 
relation to private stakeholders is thus not only given by the fact that the privatiza­
tion of the housing stock has overtaken significant shares of the previously public 
or publicly subsidized—and thus partly controlled—housing market (cf. SH15, 23). 
The regional level increasingly realizes that the contact to the municipalities is not 
sufficient and the direct involvement of private stakeholders is important for mov­
ing forward in the implementation of regional tasks. 

“But the implementation of the concept in itself—we also have a steering commit-
tee for this, in which we have already involved the housing corporation, and I think 
we now need to become active with the municipalities and the private and municipal 
housing corporations. In almost every larger municipality there is a housing corpo-
ration and they were also involved. They could also accompany the process. The one 
is more interested, and the other less interested, and then of course the next level—
that’d be the regional planning authority, which can then bring certain things into its 
regional plan, certain recommendations.” (SH16, 75)

“That means that there is even a third group besides the municipal housing corpora-
tions and normal private citizens.” (SH16, 78)

In order to coordinate these stakeholders, the County of Leipzig has established a  
steering committee.97 This committee usually consists of regional and municipal  
experts and politicians. Besides its function as a direct informational link be­
tween the region, county and the municipalities, it also functions as a platform for 
non-binding planning consultations. Here, the interests of the counties (which do 
not include designated cities) are often pursued. There is an interest among smal­
ler municipalities to join together on the county level in order to be able to lobby 
for their interests. This, again, especially regards the topic of new zoning areas 
for housing. Meanwhile, the enlargement of settlement areas also influences the  
situation in surrounding municipalities. Here, the county planning departments 
take the role of consolidating the opinions of different municipalities in order to 
create stronger common positions against the regional government. Such commit­
tees also exist between counties and the regional governments.

“No, in general, those could be the regional planning offices, they could do that using 
their land needs [assessments]. That’s why this was an issue for us of bringing up 
a painful subject and then rounding everything off. We have been to the planning 
networks of the counties and have said (…) that we need to come together, otherwise 
we’ll lose as the Ruhr region or as the complete RVR. If we can’t agree, then the RVR 
will make a guideline and it’ll surely look differently than what we would offer the 
RVR from below. For this region, our perspective was the housing market in the Ruhr, 
that wasn’t the topic in the independent cities, since the topic has been represented 

97	 These committees are quite common. A similar one has been indicated in the reference study in Ennepe-
Ruhr-Kreis and in the Ruhr region (SH7, 103), there led by the Regional Planning Association RVR, for instance 
within the preparation of the regional master plan RVR 2015.
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there for longer, but it hasn’t yet hit any resonance in the counties. We have been to 
all kinds of planning conferences and that wasn’t all rosy—the questions that we 
had to ask ourselves there.” (SH15, 51)

The enlargement of the dichotomy between the municipality and the county or 
region by private project initiators becomes a need due to the projects based on 
the participation of stakeholders with different backgrounds. For instance, in the 
project ‘multiple houses’ 98, the county finances a conversion of vacant houses 
into multi-functional service areas which private companies or persons can rent 
temporarily or regularly in order to substitute for permanent infrastructure that 
diminished in depopulated or otherwise peripheral areas. Here, the public sector 
would be powerless if acting alone. Therefore, regional stakeholders attempt to 
include private actors into their steering committees (SH16, 49; SH15, 30). How­
ever, there are also distinct differences within the group of private stakeholders. 
A housing association is aimed toward providing housing for its own members 
without generating profit for third parties. Among housing companies, there is a 
difference between those owned mainly or completely by the municipality itself, or 
those privately owned and active on the stock market, as their attachment to local 
strategic matters is different. All of these network partners have different focal 
points (SH15, 30). Public access or a combination also allows the running of ‘soft’ 
measures not only on the basis of immediate profit. 

“Added value in the form of a rental apartment or networking with social services, 
meaning care at home. Those are the classic ‘soft’ [elements]. The associations de-
liberate over this, but only on a level where they can say that things are working 
there, where there’s a connection with the classic social aspects of municipal poli
tics—meaning where the classic majority shares are still in municipal things and 
where social politics can therefore be done. Where this doesn’t work is where the 
sales have already taken place—where you only work with private actors. They have 
different focal points.” (SH15, 30)

Seeking direct contact with organizations that manage projects in the private 
sphere, it seems as though regional planning institutions omit municipalities as 
well as local civil society. On the one hand, as has been shown above, project work 
based on current tasks shows the regional and county governments99 and their 
own claim to not directly decide, but rather to also assist the municipalities (SH16, 
17). It makes the regional instances and especially the underlying counties inten­
sify their contact to municipalities as well as to other partners in order to have the 
guideline that has been agreed upon implemented. On the other hand, this fact 

98	 ‘Multiple Häuser’ (Reichenbach-Behnisch 2010 & 2014)
99	 For the municipality of Grimma, the next-highest regional level is the County of Leipzig, which is one of three 

counties in the regional planning region of West Saxony. The Free State of Saxony is divided into four planning 
regions. (web RPWS, 2015). As a county’s large city, Grimma also has its own urban planning department. 
(web Grimma 2015a). In the case of Resser Mark, it is a part of the designated city of Gelsenkirchen, which is 
included in the regional government in Münster, one of five regional governments in North Rhine-Westphalia. 
Probably after 2017, the Ruhr region, which Gelsenkichen is part of, should have an official independent plan­
ning region (web RVR 2015).



indeed shows the limits of the municipal role in adjustment activities at the local 
level. Civil society, however, is not targeted by the regional planning institution, 
as it lies outside of professional planning. In this sense, the steering committee 
established as a round table is based on planning professionals. Slowly, the under­
standing of planning is shifting from a directive and systemic to a project-oriented 
‘muddling through’ (Lindblom 1959), realizing that project stakeholders from the 
private sphere might be quite similarly important as the municipalities. However, 
civil society based on citizen movements or associations had not yet the chance to 
be included into the round table processes on regional levels in the case of both 
study areas, with one exception: during the process of compiling the Ruhr regional 
master plan compilation process, the RVR regional planning association attemp­
ted to broadly include civil society in the regional process. However, this was the 
case within a—albeit far more than standardized—one-time participation pro­
cess, and not as a general programmatic partnership, as it has been referred to as 
one of the ‘placemaking’ strategies in chapter 4. Besides the relevant arguments 
towards the difficulties of local civil society in grasping and co-shaping issues on 
a regional level, and even though the growing permeability of actual everyday re­
gional institutions towards private stakeholders is becoming evident (as the case 
management committees in the case study of Grimma show), the regional level 
still remains disconnected from the local districts and stakeholders. The extent to 
which this particular detection is relevant within the whole context of the advoca­
tes of a (sub-)urban neighborhood will be explained next.

The role of municipalities

Similar to shifts in the regional handling of local issues, the situation in residential 
areas is also continuously changing according to its own lifecycle process and the 
framing conditions on superior levels. Only seldom do particular suburban areas 
overlap with the institutional boundaries of a ward. More likely, a ward consists of 
several city districts. On the level of (sub-)urban neighborhoods, any standardized 
institutional frame might apply. The stakeholder situation is thus as diverse as the 
(sub-)urban areas generally are in terms of history, location, morphology, social and 
economical measures as well as function. 

The context of the issue of mature suburban housing differs strongly according 
to the size of the city. In large cities with over 100,000 inhabitants (such as Gel­
senkirchen), the housing issues are mostly concentrated on inner-city apartment 
areas and large apartment housing at the periphery. The city responds to these by  
renewal programs co-funded by the state. Statistically, suburban areas however  
do not get it into the group of the most disadvantaged areas. Even though there are 
certain opinions of suburban areas as the ‘problem child’ of the cities of the future, 
the statistical data do not show this yet. This is also connected with the experience 
of municipalities that low-density suburban residential areas are more likely to 
find a subsequent user than apartment housing, which in stagnating cities houses 
the weakest or most mobile citizens, and are thus likely to move somewhere else.  

see chapter 3. 7

see chapter 4

see Figure 31
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On the one hand, there is a significant excess supply of rental apartments in stag­
nating cities, which diminishes only in peripheral small towns with an extremely 
high percentage of home ownership. On the other hand, if we oversee the peripheral 
areas, where family houses account for the majority of housing, suburbia inside 
the urban metropolitan areas, as several stakeholders and experts also stated in 
interviews, does not show significant challenges in vacancy, even in stagnating 
metropolitan regions.

“I really believe that people have different problems in the large cites, but that the 
offering is different. There’s also a large portion of apartment buildings there. People 
say that there is still enough potential demand for single-family homes, and if the 
prices don’t block that, we’ll always have enough demand for the existing stock and 
that the apartment buildings are then a leftover problem as vacancy. And in the big 
cities, it’s easier to assume that the mobile masses are large enough so that there’s 
always a kind of demand thanks to people moving in, to households on the brink that 
are only dependent on a certain price level, and then we can say that the supply will 
someday be affordable enough again so that the demand can also be fulfilled again.” 
(RE6, 16)

Statistical data also support this view. As for both stagnating cities of Gelsenkir­
chen and Grimma, housing statistics show a significant overhang of rental apart­
ments and a stable or even developing market in the suburban detached family 
housing segment. This at least partially explains why cities usually do not see the 
priority of action in those areas. (INSEK Grimma 2002, Feldmann 2012, RE6 16)

However, there is also a strategic issue to the municipal government related to the 
suburban housing areas and their development. In family housing areas, two ge­
neral interests of municipal stakeholders can be stated. First is the social stability 
of an area, which is based on the same general political claim for the city. In terms 
of the lifecycle development, it accords with the claim of a stable development and 
maturity or a positive or balanced change. Here, strategic measures are often being 
carried out through infrastructure projects, such as the decision to enlarge, keep 
or relocate schools (SH6,7). Second is the regulation of the change process in a 
particular area at the municipal or even regional level. This includes, for example, 
the municipal strategic decision to enlarge suburban residential areas by zoning 
versus the acceleration of demographic change in order to shorten the release 
phase within particular housing areas or types. 

There are certain strategies that aim to emotionally help senior households to 
stay in the same area while moving into a smaller and perhaps also senior-friendly 
housing unit, thus enabling them to revert to support services when necessary, and 
leaving their family house or larger apartment for the disposition of younger gene­
rations. A further measure is the inducement of physical renewal, which is a quite 
normal strategy in central areas of the cities. The quite skeptical view of municipal 
stakeholders regarding particular house owners as local stakeholders is connect­
ed to the process of adaptive renewal, and the attempts of the municipalities to 
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enable households to undertake hard measures shows the difficulty institutional 
stakeholders are confronted with in local areas. Implementing hard measures 
such as physical adaption is also seen as an even more difficult strategy in areas 
of family housing. The situation is given by the fact that mature senior households 
are reluctant to invest in physical adjustments, and also remanent in their houses 
or apartments. Among those, the physical state of the house is seen through a dif- 
ferent rationality, which—together with the remanence—makes it difficult not 
only to induce investment, but also to bring existing family houses to the market. 

“Emotionality is a factor that often leads to absolutely crazy price quotes. For the 
affected person, the construction by carpenter XY that was carried out with the hus-
band is valuable. This leads to the fact that I will evaluate such things other than 
someone who objectively tries to value the situation. Against this background, this 
can’t work in any other way. And the other point is that in the area of investments 
that are financed through mortgages, the granny around the way can’t get a credit 
anymore 90 percent of the time. If there are no other securities in place, that never 
works, not to mention whether she even wants that (…). Ask the colleagues in [city in 
the Ruhr region] who are active in (a joint municipal / private program for the ‘green’ 
renewal of existing housing) and they’ll definitely say that 100 advisory talks lead to 
a single implementation. Or at best three to four.” (SH15, 45)

In Gelsenkirchen, the city has recognized the difficulty to animate adjustment in 
the double maturity of the house and owner, and developed a double strategy. The 
first part of the strategy is addressed on the level of planning instruments, as has 
been already explained above, and shown in fig. 34. The instrumental strategy is 
grounded in the ‘citywide urban renewal report’ (Feldmann 2012) and in citywide 
area monitoring. Studies often suggest that such monitoring is a measure to recog­
nize the need to act (e.g., Nierhoff 2008, Wüstenrot-Stiftung 2012, Aring 2012, 
Kötter 2013). However, recognizing the need to act does not necessarily make it 
clear how one should act, and even less how to effectively approach particular sta­
keholders at the local level who are necessary in order to implement the strategic 
will. Therefore, the second part of the strategy is what could be called ‘moderated 
engagement’. Rather than introducing ‘hard’ physical measures, the city takes on 
the role of moderating processes. For such an undertaking, the usual program re­
newal areas prove to be inadequate in size. As the specific situation of an area 
differs from neighborhood to neighborhood, program areas based on the borders 
of wards are usually too large in their spatial scope. This also corresponds with fin­
dings in both case studies, proving a high grade of diversity in development paths, 
thus rendering a universal and laminar approach widely baseless. (SH6, 15ff) 

see Figure 34
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The difficulty experienced by the City of Gelsenkirchen to act at the local level in 
mature suburban residential areas is strongly connected to the question of how to 
target particular stakeholder arenas that have the possibility to steer the develop­
ment of private ownership within moderated engagement.100 The main hurdle is the 
perceived “lack of a direct contact person” (SH6, 15) among private house owners. 
This is especially the case among scattered ownership in family housing areas, as 
in Resser Mark. The city attempted to establish so-called ‘ownership forums’, but 
these are hard to put together and also, later on, to keep active on their own power 
for the long run. The reasons for such weaknesses are not yet fully understood by 
the stakeholders and experts, and would certainly require further investigation. 
The notion that owners are mostly oriented towards their own situational setting 
rather than the common wealth, as defined by Putnam (2000) (see Fürst et al. 
(2006, 36) in chapter 4), is no more than an assumption. Owners may thus partly 
act as competitors, but mostly as systemically completely decoupled entities, so 
common interests remain very limited. This is again marked by disinterest in social 
capital accumulation. In his study on suburban life, Menzl (2007) even states that a 
prototype of a suburban house owner with a standard profile and common interest 
no longer exists. Meanwhile, the variety of social status groups among a new ge­
neration of users has significance. This happens regardless of the extent to which 
the primary inhabitant group, which in such areas mostly settled during the 1950s 
to 1980s, has made up a homogenous milieu according to the quite homogenous 
lifestyle of industrial society. These divergent standpoints are consequently ma­
nifested in divergent views and expectations on particular settlement areas. As 
both Resser Mark and Grimma show, the same divergence also appears in both 
users who belong to different status groups and in owners who are often nested in 
and steered by other things than local social capital benefits (e.g. the global stock 
market and investment rules). Only NIMBY or LULU engagement101 remain an ade­
quate arena for such interests, both being targeted at punctual resistance towards 
a particular concrete process or topic rather than at the continuous accumulation 
of social capital. These forms of episodic engagement, however, often work against 
institutionalized planning processes and are thus not an ideal basis for building a 
steady and common communication platform across the panarchy and based on 
trust and learning.

The difficulty to come down from the municipal to the local level and thus to reach 
local areas and their direct contact to owners documents the gap in coordination 
between the arena of stakeholders at the level of the municipality as an institution 
and the stakeholders at the local level. Regarding what has been stated above, the 
question remains as to whether the partners for the municipality at the local level 
can, mainly or directly, be the owners or inhabitants of a quarter. Being also a part 
of the change process, in an advanced stage of maturity, they probably might be 
motivated to adjustments, while not necessarily being those who drive the change. 

100	Arena is here understood according to Benz (2004, 126) as a context defined by institutional rules where 
stakeholders come together to commonly fulfill particular tasks.

101 	NIMBY stands for ‘not in my backyard’. LULU stands for ‘locally unwanted land use’; see e.g. Schively 2007.

see chapter 4
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Consequently, the task is to activate or create a level in between or next to the 
municipality and the local owners and inhabitants. What local actors, including 
owners, expect of the municipalities is agenda-setting and coordination between 
its sovereign administrative duty and the possible consequences. Such a way also 
opens the arena up to further stakeholders in a process.

“What happens in the existing stock is something that other actors (than the city) 
tend to see as their absolute central task—namely, the owners. But only the rela-
tionship between the two things—what the city has as its central task and the things 
that have consequences on other areas through its actions—(…) the coordination is 
too weak. If you talk with the municipalities, you’ll notice that they don’t have any 
regular, systematic coordination with actors on the housing market or private con-
struction companies, housing corporations, real estate agents, banks, construction 
financing. They don’t speak with each other. They don’t even speak about completely 
superficial opinions.” (RE6, 14)

It becomes clear that data monitoring and the consultation of owners alone cannot 
take the core position in the municipal strategy for mature suburban residential 
areas. The role of the municipality—besides monitoring—may rather remain within  
its institutional competencies and may be used to strategically steer the develop­
ment regarding, for instance, the enlargement of settlement area, zoning and  
renewal programs. This might work well in areas with significant demand and low 
competition, such as in relatively prosperous rural areas on the fringes of metro­
politan suburbia or between metropolitan areas. Nevertheless, a certain amount 
of housing demand can only be fulfilled through new housing, and existing areas 
may thus only contribute to demand satisfaction if old buildings are torn down and 
rebuilt instead. To a certain extent, this approach is being implemented in Gelsen­
kirchen within the double strategy mentioned above. But in both Gelsenkirchen 
and Grimma, even the institutional tools such as land use planning as the genuine 
steering power of the municipality remain limited due to generally narrow demand. 
In any case, the strategic planning component remains important, but untended in 
existing suburban mature areas. At the same time, strategic planning by the mu­
nicipality is demanded by local stakeholders as well as the private sector. Here, 
the dichotomy between the municipality and the owner would be resolved within a 
system of stakeholder panarchy reaching far beyond the two key stakeholders. In 
Grimma Süd, real estate agents may not be engaged, as demand is low and mar­
keting is effectively carried out directly by the GWB and WGG. In Resser Mark, the 
steady demand and the high percentage of inheritances in ownership change ren­
der real estate agents unnecessary. Nevertheless, the contact to further housing 
market stakeholders, including housing companies and associations, banks or 
housing consultants with specific knowledge, are also seen as insufficient. This 
applies especially to the agenda of further spatial development—also in terms 
of the relationship between renewal and adjustment, or rather the reduction and 
complementing of the existing housing stock through the exact amount of new 
housing needed as demanded in the local or regional market (cf. RE6, 12).
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“They need to get better involved strategically, they shouldn’t be allowed to just do 
piecemeal maintenance (…). Urban development at the moment is not enough for 
me. In part, you need closer cooperation so that you sometimes also know in ad-
vance which strategy the city [name of case study city] has planned for the new 
areas. I always have the feeling that they expect that from us, what we are planning 
in certain places, et cetera. But the city also has all the numbers and statistics and 
should also know how it would like to develop. It’s always a bit difficult to find a con-
sensus in this case.” (SH3, 154)

The experience from cities with a high degree of population loss shows that the 
municipal government is willing and able to steer the adaption and transformation 
of entire areas. However, in such cases, the measures are almost always targeted 
at the housing stock with similar ownership structures to those in Grimma. Private 
global funds or scattered ownership is hard to target even there. However, such 
a constellation is normal in suburban residential areas in Eastern Germany or in 
family houses or otherwise mixed areas across the country (RE3, 109 & 134). This 
shows that classic tools such as Stadtumbau would be difficult to implement. Even 
the softer measure of urban renewal (Stadtsanierung) would probably have to be 
adjusted to the specific suburban setting. What remains in the toolbox of ‘special 
planning law’102 is the program ‘Social City’ (Soziale Stadt). Even though it is close 
to moderated engagement, stakeholders would still need to be identified. Local 
initiatives show which local stakeholders besides the partners from the housing 
market are another potential partner group.

“The city doesn’t have access to the housing, since almost all areas are in private 
ownership. The [name of the listed housing corporation] is interested in whether 
the apartments are being rented and it doesn’t matter to them if they are occupied 
by welfare recipients. The city could, for example, make suggestions in such (social) 
committees so that particular target groups are addressed in apartment sales, for 
example. The housing settlements are organized, for example, the Siedlerbund [‘set-
tler’s union’] exists for people to meet up and talk about emerging problems. Other 
possibilities for the city to influence this might also emerge through talks with local 
clubs or with the seniors’ union.” (SH7, 103)

102 	Germany’s special planning law is a part of the German Federal Building Code (BauGB), §§136-191.  
It includes four basic measures: the ‘development measure’ (Entwicklungsmaßnahme), mainly targeted at 
new town development, ‘urban renewal’ (Stadtsanierung), aimed at the physical and functional improvement 
of existing areas through renovation, ‘urban redevelopment’ (Stadtumbau), targeting the adjustment of the 
existing built stock in both quantity and quality to the existing market—especially in the case of market fail­
ure, and ‘Social City’ (Soziale Stadt), which aims at the improvement of the social conditions of inhabitants, 
mainly via inclusion and participative measures.
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One more point is important for the deconstruction of the panarchic relations on 
the municipal level as well as for an understanding of the subsequent local level: 
the relationship of the administrative and political part of the municipal admin­
istration. The survey pointed out a certain discrepancy in the cooperation and 
coexistence of both. It showed that there are fields in which the administrations 
might be strongly involved without a direct involvement of the politics, and vice 
versa. In Grimma, the strong engagement of the social department for Grimma Süd 
area did not automatically induce the active engagement of politics or even of other 
administrative departments for the issue. This might also be one of the reasons 
why the citywide strategic agenda-setting is not as strong as stakeholders on the 
local and regional level would like to claim. In comparison to the reference areas, 
Gelsenkirchen seems to be an exception, bundling the political and administrative 
stakeholders in a prevention board, which incorporates both local policy and the  
municipal administration on a thematically broad level. Both situations are explain­
able as a result of the particular development paths, in Resser Mark especially by 
the strong political engagement for the firm political support of the ruling political  
party. However, the prevention board is not unique to Resser Mark, but rather cov­
ers most of Gelsenkirchen’s municipal area. Still, the insight into the reference ci­
ties generally showed a discrepancy or even conflicts between the engagement of 
members of the municipal administration and politics.

“At that time (…) this working group worked without political cooperation and, I must 
admit, I also found that good. But there is no silver bullet. We then had an election. 
(…) The mayor already said in her campaign that she wanted to make Stadtumbau 
more transparent, and ever since, the party leaders have participated in the meet-
ings. I’d estimate, if I reviewed the entire process that I accompanied from the start, 
it is more superficial because of this and by no means as open. I think it’s difficult, 
but there’s no silver bullet.” (RE4, 23)

The administration sees the potential for direct reflection on impulses from the 
citizens as a strength of the political arena (SH9, 25). A lack of strategic planning 
insight, including agenda-setting and especially the endurance to pursue it, is 
rather seen as a weakness. Similarly, the view on the topics of change and adap­
tion as a reaction to general trends, such as decline, as a negative message seems 
often not to be excluded from the discourse and consequently off the agenda. 

“From my own experience, I’d say that this action doesn’t exist. Not enough is done 
and you still can’t find an audience. For me, one part of the decline would be that 
people address the situation and how to deal with it (…). But this only happens in 
very small circles and isn’t being discussed yet. In our working group, we dealt with 
this, but we are definitely a small circle and if we approached the politicians with it, 
we’d be heavily criticized.” (SH15, 68)

see Figure 35

see Figure 35
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The deficiency in the connections of the municipal stakeholders at the administra­
tive and political levels prevents the enhancement of professional advantages into 
a synergy. The political wing shows a potential for connecting with citizens in par­
ticular areas and regarding several topics on a low-threshold level. The adminis­
tration’s power is in steering processes in administrative action. In many cases, this 
still seems to be an insufficiently exhausted potential. At the same time, claiming 
a harmonized approach might be far from the reality of settings in which most of 
the municipal administrations actually act. Additionally, local stakeholders in part 
learned how to get along with such characteristics of the municipal level. The next 
sub-chapter discusses the local level, its stakeholders’ panarchy as well as the 
structures in which they act in order to react to local change and support adaption 
in the context of the lifecycle. 
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Figure 36:	 Grimma Süd panarchy (own illustration)
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Figure 37:	 Resser Mark panarchy (own illustration)
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Local stakeholders

After having analyzed the stakeholder panarchy on the regional and municipal lev­
el, the tracking of stakeholders on local level follows. The core interest here is in 
the constellations in which local stakeholders organize themselves, in which fields 
are they active, how they manage social capital and to which extent they create 
episodic or enduring governance structures. As has been stated in previous chap­
ters, the study by Hesse et al. (2013) proved that in any of the twelve investigated 
cases, there was always an advocate on at least one of the micro, meso and macro 
levels. The advocate is—if not emotionally attached—at least institutionally ‘in 
charge’. The two examples in this study have been selected with the notion that a 
relatively extended number of stakeholders on the local level exists. This approach 
was selected in order to practice sensibility in detecting such stakeholders and 
understanding their action and the organizational panarchy in which they act, 
including the connection to the meso and macro levels. It is assumed that most, 
although probably not all local suburban mature residential areas in Germany, 
have at least some potential stakeholders at their disposal. The argument is that 
respecting the possibility of their existence leads—in contrast to the assumption 
that no advocates exist—at least to the option of including them in the focus of 
an analysis. They are also seen as one of the keys for strategic planning action, as 
they play a particular role within the adjustment of such areas, thus influencing 
their development paths. Additionally, understanding the aims and motivations 
as well as the construction of stakeholder arenas is not only possible through the 
social-ecological approach towards settlement areas. It also might help to concep­
tualize the deliberate inducements of stakeholders and their networks as an ad­
ditional option of strategic planning—by steering the development path in mature 
suburban residential areas.

Being often misprized as “well-meaning amateurs”103 (cf. Binding & Pott 2003, 11), 
local stakeholders also play a key role in the life of residential areas. The recognition 
of the role of civil society on the local level in Germany has been constantly increa­
sing over the last decades. In planning, the introduction of the Social City program 
in 1999 explicitly aimed at the activation or establishment and support of local 
neighborhood structures (cf. Difu et al. 2003). As has been shown in chapter 5.3,  
the concept of local stakeholders in residential areas is mostly limited by focusing 
on owners and inhabitants as the basic entity in a quarter. These, however, are not 
the only stakeholders. Even though owners and inhabitants play a key role, their 
organizations, associations and movements—especially those with a long-term 
existence—take on the role within the system of building social stability (Anheier  
& Toepler, 2003). The role of individuals within a neighborhood’s panarchy might 
even be quite limited. The individual perspective and subjective rationality is what 
makes individuals and their particular households as sub-systems of a quarter 
incompatible with the objectively rational targets on the meso and macro levels. 

103	In German: ‘wohlmeinende Amateure’

see chapter 5. 3
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Here, the neighborhood organizations and other locally acting organizations acting 
in connection with inhabitants may overtake the central function as a tool filling a 
gap between individual owners and inhabitants and the meso level of a panarchy. 
The potential of such a functional connection is related to their ability to appeal 
to individuals on a personal level, thus satisfying their personal need for contact, 
respect and self-realization. Meso-level organizations such as municipalities 
usually follow the common public interest, which in many cases might be quite 
abstract for personal engagement. As Funck et al. (2009) show in a study of Kobe 
and Berlin, even the owners and their organizations of large portions of the housing 
stock are often seen as non-individually focused, so that tenants organize in tenant 
associations that fill the institutional gap. In some cases, owners even support the 
emergence of these in order to ease the communication with individual tenants in 
an institutional framework. These organizational platforms are often used also by 
the municipal stakeholders. They might be also based in other organizations, such 
as the protestant parish in Resser Mark.

“Access (to inhabitants without the local organizations) would be worst, also because 
the city now has the possibility to speak to the people through the church. For exam-
ple, we regularly invite them to the weekly group meetings of the EAB—including city 
representatives. The mayor or the state representative have already held speeches 
there. The church offers the city a podium for the representation of municipal in-
terests at neighborhood level. If this podium didn’t exist, it would be much harder 
to reach the people. We take advantage of this since our people also want to inform 
others about what happens in the neighborhood and what we can expect.” (SH7, 75)

Here, the distinction between political and administrative powers on the meso lev­
el is evident. The neighborhood organization in Resser Mark is strongly connected 
with local politics, offering itself a platform and getting information and attention 
for its issues, thus resulting in a classic ‘win-win’ situation. The prevention board, 
in which representatives of four different city administration departments are di­
rectly involved, establishes contact to the administrative part of the meso level.  
For instance, in a case of prostitution at the Eichkamp exclave entrance road, 
which was a consequence of its isolated location and had a significant impact on 
its image and thus its possibility to recover from high vacancies, the concern of 
the inhabitants was communicated by the local protestant workers’ movement 
association (EAB) 104 and the prevention board directly to politicians and the city 
administration. The solution was the engagement of local politicians towards the 
city’s mayor and the regional government, which is co-responsible for prostitution 
regulations. The prevention board also activated the LEG owner of the apartments 
by urging investments in the outdated housing and thus had a direct impact on 
steering the development path of the location by advocating it (SH7, 87). 

104	In German: ‘Evangelische Arbeiterbewegung’

see Figure 36
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This is a quite illustrative case of what has been referred to in chapter 3.5 regarding 
the fact that “management actions can deliberately avoid or engineer the crossing 
of actual and perceived thresholds.” (Walker et al., 2006, 7). This also means that 
the municipality itself does not actively organize meetings with citizens, but the 
local movement at the platform of the prevention board does in a bottom-up way.

“No, we do that because we know what is happening on site and what the citizens 
bring to us. If the citizens call us, then we invite them to our prevention board and 
then invite the corresponding city representatives and already deal with this, if pos-
sible, beforehand.” (SH9, 11)

“First, the (citizens) come and explain their problems to us. Then, we refer them di-
rectly to the corresponding representatives in the group. We almost only delegate 
and aren’t active ourselves, in the sense of being a contact and a bridge between all 
actors.” (SH9, 6)

“I believe that no other city is socially as well-prepared as ours. You can seek advice, 
but you first need to actually take this step. Many people are scared of bureaucracy.” 
(SH9, 43)

5. 4	 Leadership and hierarchy within the stakeholder panarchy

Panarchy systems need leading stakeholders who organize gatherings, collect and 
bring up ideas and topics and pursue their realization while creating coalitions to 
support them. Vice versa, organizations select leaders to represent and push for­
ward issues they perceive as elementary to their living environment. To understand 
these structures, the following analysis concentrates on stakeholder interaction, 
leadership constellations and the construction of stakeholder networks. One of the 
main questions when analyzing panarchies of the case study areas was the loca­
tion of its leadership. When undertaking qualitative surveys and interviews with an 
interest in a certain locality and issue, such as maturation in suburban residential 
areas, sooner or later one encounters personalities who are better networked and 
informed than others and who are equipped with a certain amount of authority, 
and thus involved in decisions. These persons might—but do not necessarily have 
to—be those making final decisions or bearing the main responsibility for action, 
and they may also act as catalysts or promoters. Together with the organizational 
entity in which such leaders are embedded, they become a part of the panarchy’s 
local core. In some cases, taking leadership is perceived or at least presented as 
a necessity to fill a certain institutional gap between the levels of citizens and the 
municipality, rather than as a personal career. In Grimma, the call for more engage­
ment by the municipality repeats itself here, as many still see municipality as the 
formal strategic leader:

see chapter 3. 5
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“Since we’re right in the middle of things in Resser Mark and, back then, nobody was 
found who would take over the prevention board, we continued on with that. But I 
had already led this in two other districts, since we had our business in Hessler and 
were more involved there.” (SH9, 8)

“The city should ask what happens, since they are the planners of the city (…) and 
not us. We are just a part of this. Yeah, and if they don’t do that—I made all of the 
decisions myself.” (SH3, 123)

Panarchy systems tend to rely on institutions, as institutionalized entities are able 
to take on responsibilities and mobilize material resources. The legitimation of 
taking responsibility differs with every entity of the panarchy. Mostly, legitimation 
is voted on, and thus based on the acceptance of democratic order. However, the 
system of institutionalization and legitimation might vary from fully institutional­
ized, such as in the case of municipal structures and publicly elected politicians, 
which are a matter of members’ voting in associations, to a system selected by 
supervisory boards. Leaders may, but do not necessarily, have a core management 
function within the organization they belong to. Generally, leaders might also be 
de-elected, but accepted by the public as a special person of trust based on re­
liability and transparency. The qualification for leadership is based mostly on the 
ability to lead, manage, bear responsibility, organize, invent and network as local 
agents. However, the most important characteristic is the ability to communicate.

“I think that’s my advantage over many others—that I handle topics openly and 
bring partners for a certain time on board, no matter what the question is. Some 
people probably don’t do that, for whatever reason. They need people who like to 
make decisions, be deliberate and give orders. And who take the blame when things 
go wrong. (…) Every quarter year, I come and knock on their door. (…) And it works, 
(…) I can always call and get more information in order to keep working, and that’s 
important. If you don’t do that, you won’t have any contacts.” (SH3, 139f)

“At citizens’ level, we always ask where the problems are, and then we check to see 
if these problems affect many people. If this is the case, we check the professional 
bodies on the next level, whether problems have also been recognized there. Usu-
ally this is indeed the case, meaning that the need to act is also usually large. Then, 
we look at the political level, and check whether the problems have also been seen 
there and whether there are possibly already programs or projects to solve them. 
That means that we try to cover all levels, and if the need for action is there, we 
directly speak with all members of the network from these areas, with whom we can 
address these problems.” (RE5, 6)

The qualification of leaders within a panarchy in the case study areas is connected 
to their institutional grounding in organizations that are active in the responsibi­
lities within a particular area. The central organization in Resser Mark is thus the 
EAB and the church parishes. The EAB came into being in 1952 as an organization 
to unify local and immigrant workers. Since then, it has been fulfilling tasks of 
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community care in addition to the parishes and church organizations. As an open 
organization, it enables citizens to participate in activities and influence the life in 
the neighborhood. Despite the fact that it is a protestant organization, it is open to 
any inhabitant of Resser Mark and even surrounding areas (SH9). The social per­
meability is also quite high within the movement. The central position of the EAB 
is grounded in three points. The first is the strong role of the protestant church in 
Resser Mark. The second is the high concern in common wealth, expressed as local 
engagement. The third is the concentration of leaders in the organizations, who are 
simultaneously also active in other groups, such as the prevention board, and thus 
communicate between and bounding these together. This combination of institu­
tional background, altruism and multi-anchored leadership is the main steering 
capital of the organization. In Grimma Süd, the leaders of the local panarchy are 
also institutionalized in leading positions within municipal or private companies, 
but are additionally active in other institutions within the panarchy network, such 
as foundations and welfare or citizen associations.

A further dominant organization in Resser Mark is the protestant church. It is 
strongly engaged in social charity in the area, but also in a strategic co-manage­
ment of the area. As has been already mentioned above, the Johanneshof project, 
which includes housing for young families, is an example of strategic action in the 
area aimed at its rejuvenation. However, the project also has the goal of cross-fi­
nancing social charity through the profit earned by renting the row houses in Jo­
hanneshof. This locally financed social model is connected to the current strategy 
of the protestant church, which plans to become widely independent from the 
diminishing church tax revenues. This is indeed a different business model from 
the LEG real estate owner who passes revenues on to the global stock market. As 
a stakeholder in the area, it generates respect. A second significance is the strong 
integration of the protestant church among further stakeholders in the quarter, 
such as homes for seniors and the disabled, kindergartens, schools and social 
contacts to minority populations.

When comparing the panarchies, Grimma Süd shows both strong differences and 
similarities to the situation in Resser Mark. Due to its different history and owner­
ship structure alone, Grimma’s local panarchy is dominated by the two housing 
institutions, the GWB and WGG. The connection to the meso level is institutionally 
established by the municipal advisory board of the city-owned GWB housing com­
pany. Even though the GWB and the WGG both enjoy broad autonomy, on the level 
of concrete projects, all panarchy members closely cooperate. For instance the 
multi-generational house in Grimma Süd I, is owned by the GWB, was initiated in its 
current form by the city’s social department, and is run by an association founded 
by the City of Grimma and the GWB. It is further co-financed by another member of 
the panarchy’s core, the St. Georgen Hospital Foundation. This foundation histori­
cally enabled bright students from the city to attend higher education. Today, the 
foundation focuses on the care of handicapped or socially disadvantaged citizens. 

see Figure 36

see Figure 35
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Despite the richness of the stakeholder panarchy on the meso level, the activity 
within the case study area itself generally depends on the housing companies. 
Contact to external stakeholders, such as employment offices that pay the rents 
of socially disadvantaged inhabitants in a part of the Süd III segment, or the senior 
medical care organizations as well as banks that finance investments, are also 
mostly directly undertaken by the housing companies. Here, the core company also 
takes a position between the municipality and the inhabitants. It keeps acquiring 
resources from actors outside of the local meso-macro system—especially urban 
renewal funds. In a different setting, but similar in function and role as Resser 
Mark, the components of local advocacy include the combination of institutional 
background, altruism and multi-anchored leadership as the main steering capital 
of the panarchy. Returning to Swanstrom’s et al. definition of resiliency (2009, 8), 
the local stakeholder strategy within the specific panarchies in both case studies 
aim at: 

1) “redeploying assets or expanding organizational repertoires” by building coalitions 
and connecting internal and external stakeholders within and outside the par­
ticular area,

2) “collaborating across governments and across the public, private, and non-profit 
sectors” as expressed by the connected, interwoven relationship with citizens, the 
municipality and other organizations, and

3) “mobilizing or capturing resources from external sources”, including administrative 
support, the internalization of revenues, as in the case of the protestant parish 
in Resser Mark that used revenues from Johanneshof and the Böningstraße Pro­
ject in the neighboring Resser area to finance social work in the quarter, as well as 
cross-finance housing renovations or support for socially disadvantaged people 
within the housing company. In Grimma, federal and state funds for physical ad­
justment as well as from the St. Georgen Hospital Foundation were acquired.

Resiliency in this context is understood as the potential of the internal structure of 
the system to care for itself, and thus withstand changes, but also to adapt to them. 
The main point in Swanstrom`s et al. argumentation is that systems are generally 
unable to survive as a closed system using their own resources, as the persistence 
of a system as such requires resources which have to be re-established by the 
measures oriented towards other systems, as mentioned above. 
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Role of inhabitants

Applying this to the two case study areas, the aim of the action is adjustment, which 
means a reaction to changing internal and external framework conditions, such 
as demographic change, political will, the development of the housing market, or 
even the enlargement of the European Union with its consequences for migration. 
Resources and partners across systems and their hierarchies are necessary for 
such adjustments. The stakeholder core in both cases therefore complements 
itself through additional more-or-less-active but cooperating institutions that 
complete the functional variation and spread of the panarchy. This phenomenon is 
more pronounced in Resser Mark, which has a group of adjacent panarchy mem­
bers including the Christian-secular kindergarten, the ‘Siedlerbund’ tenant orga­
nization, youth organizations and seniors’ facilities (in figure 36, this is shown by  
the richness of the symbols on the right side of the central ‘micro’ zone). The cores  
of both panarchies also situated at the intersection of the micro and the meso lev­
el, thus confirming the assumption of their role as a ‘gap filling tool’. In contrast to 
this, particular homeowners in scattered family home ownership and the individual 
tenants hardly play a direct role in connecting to the meso level. If they do, then  
they connect with local politics; otherwise, they connect through educational insti- 
tutions and the stakeholders and organizations in the core panarchy. This fore­
bodes how weakly these actors are connected with general issues beyond their 
own situation, including the question of the maturity of a quarter under certain 
global societal conditions and its consequences for their own property or situa­
tion. This again shows the crucial role of local stakeholder panarchies as a network 
between different organizations in an area based on a common understanding of 
societal responsibility for placemaking. 

“The owners of single-family houses are by far not yet aware of their own meaning, 
even in the future. Not enough focus is given to the whole of relationships in the built 
environment, only to the individual object. The basic whole is seen at the cooperative 
or association level. The owners, however, don’t even create this. (…) And there, of 
course, all the work there is voluntary.” (SH15, 39)

As long as processes that influence the lifecycle aspects of particular households 
are so individual that they need a specific personal handling, they also give parti­
cular organization the chance to satisfy them. There is an interest and endeavor 
among housing companies in Grimma to create close contact with the tenants 
through individual visits and consultations in order to learn more about their 
needs and the existing and future demand in housing, service or care as influenced 
by their stage of life. The strategy within an area of stagnating demand aims at 
encouraging remanence for particular apartments or locations. This is done, for 
instance, through physical features that encourage accessibility, as well as im­
materially by offering local services and individualized tenant support. However, 
while tailored services are a part of conducted business, costs for individual ‘life 

see Figure 36

Jan Polívka

Maturity, Resilience & Lifecycles in Suburban Residential Areas
Interpreting the case-study findings



perspective’ consultations would need to be internalized, which is quite illusory to 
fulfill profitably for more than 1,500 housing units at once105. Similarly, this also 
concerns the owners of family houses in Gelsenkirchen Resser Mark.

“Generally, the point here isn’t explicit energy, construction or financial advisory, 
but rather that someone must be able to advise owners and residents about the 
respective life perspectives in order to find a customized solution. That could be a 
sale, move, lease, transferal or investment in the built stock. As an advisor, however, 
you’d really need to be a jack of all trades. Apart from this, the processes are getting 
longer; you need to have a lot of patience. Thematically, that would fall under hous-
ing supervision.” (SH6, 19)

In Resser Mark, the task of ‘life perspective consultation’ is therefore at least 
partly overtaken by the local civil organizations within the panarchy. Hereby, it is 
important to understand that trust as a value is not only necessary for building 
social capital within the panarchy between inhabitants and institutions, but also 
between inhabitants themselves. This means that neighborhood-based mutual 
help or multi-generational housing first needs to invest money and time into the 
building of common social capital. 

“There always needs to be a relationship of trust there. You try that again and again; 
I also know, that that’s now the trend (…). We worked very hard in this direction, but 
the trend is simply not recognizable with us. All of that is too simply thought out, 
also politically (…) that the younger people will support the older people. That’s not 
possible as it is. That might work in large families, because people are familiar with 
each other, but for strangers, it’s difficult.” (SH3, 174)

The concern with the life perspective of inhabitants was also detected within ref­
erence studies in Bochum-Grumme on the ‘Aging in Place’ project, where a pan­
archy of local stakeholders consisting of the housing company, the local parish 
and the municipal government attempted to increase the remanence of senior 
households. In the Ruhr region, where demand is stagnating, prolonging the phase 
in which senior households are able to remain in an apartment and thus prolonging 
the late maturity phase is a part of a resilience strategy to prevent fluctuation and 
vacancies. Apart from the ‘hard’ measures such as those to increase accessibility, 
‘soft’ measures play a role. They consist of a low threshold service, including social 
gathering in a self-run local café and shop, consultations, leisure activities or help 
with shopping. The project enables both young and senior citizens to participate 
in the social life of a neighborhood. The local stakeholder organization, financed 
by the church and municipal and federal funds106, on the one hand creates the 

105 	There are only few of such social concept housing areas, and probably none in Germany. One of the most sig­
nificant examples is the Yamaman Yukarigaoka housing company, which manages a private company com­
munity for more than 15,000 residents located between Tokyo and Tsukuba, Japan. The company is investing 
a remarkable amount into direct constant communication with all households or tenants and homeowners in 
order to be able to offer tailored suggestions for solving housing issues ‘just in time’. (Yamaman 2015)

106 	The project is partially financed by funds from Social City, which are generally co-financed by the federal, 
state and municipal governments.
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necessary link to the municipality or other stakeholders (such as social or senior 
services). Here, for example, sport associations, senior care, kindergartens and the 
municipal government are included. On the other hand, by creating local community 
and a chance and space for gathering, it creates the social capital of trust, which is 
necessary for including inhabitants into locally based activities. Interestingly, the 
‘Aging in Place’ project, which was initially created for an apartment housing area, 
is also frequented by inhabitants of adjacent detached housing areas. (RE9; RE5, 
7 & 24ff). Despite differences in social status and housing morphology, the demand 
for life consultations and services is—according to the stakeholders—the same 
as in apartment buildings. Regarding the strategy of steering lifecycles, the inter­
est of the municipality would probably rather be to speed up the lifecycle in order 
to break the remanency and release the underused detached family house to the 
market by animating mature households to move. For this, the Grumme reference 
study stakeholders suggest a strategy of no systemic difference in how to approach 
inhabitants in such morphologically different areas. 

“Based on our method, the question arises of how to approach people (in sin-
gle-family houses). If, for example, the matter is loneliness, you need to think about 
how you distribute individuals in fewer houses. So you need to look first at what the 
topic actually is, speak with the people in order to change their minds and then try to 
achieve this together. (…) The idea of externally influencing something or someone is 
in my opinion rather hopeless.” (RE5, 63) 

“The special thing, I’d say, is that we asked where the problems in the neighborhood 
were. It’s a simple question, and we asked the people here on site. (…) I think that is 
actually the core of our work—that we never externally tried to drive things forward, 
but rather always asked and tried to take steps through cooperation, to include peo-
ple in the process.” (RE5, 5)

The stakeholders’ panarchy is thus constructed on the level of collective solidarity. 
This might be perceived as altruism, but is in fact a way of forming local attachment 
to a place by supporting the involvement of local capital. Once trust is created and 
mutual learning begins, it is easier to include and integrate individuals as well 
as marginal groups into the main context of the settlement and its development, 
which is a strategy for keeping particular settlement areas capable of acting and 
thus adjusting. 

5. 5	 Panarchy networks

Driven by human intent, the variety of human agency in mature suburban residen­
tial areas surely overreaches the topics and examples that have been introduced 
above in short via interviews, observations and analysis within two case studies 
and additional references. Despite the diversity of both case areas, the analysis 
showed common points in the stakeholder settings that are combined in stake­
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holder panarchies. In terms of adaptive cycles, both of the areas are in a Back loop 
phase, and both are profitting from panarchic relations. In Resser Mark case, the 
collaboration across scales is showing a rich organizational diversity forming bet­
ween the lowest systems of particular individual households and the institutional, 
hierarchical systems such as municipalities, cushioning the gap by the local church 
or citizens‘ organizations. In Grimma, the needs of the lowest system parts are 
triggered to be accepted by the incentive of low vacancy, and therefore advocated 
by the howsing stock owner. These panarchies on the local level primarily concen­
trate on helping articulate and fulfill the needs of residents by pursuing these with 
further relevant levels and stakeholders. Second, they enable stakeholders from 
the meso level and outside the hierarchy to approach individuals, organizations 
and their  ressources, which otherwise would be difficult to reach.

The basic network of connections is established across hierarchies of adminis­
trative, political and partly even social economic lines. Administrative hierarchies 
remain institutionally fixed and in part even further authorized by other members 
of the panarchy. In both studies, as well as the reference studies, no hierarchy 
conflicts between panarchy members were perceived. Panarchy networks do not 
weaken, but rather symbiotically strengthen institutional players. Administrative 
stakeholders on the regional level seek the legitimation of their planning strate­
gies through implementation. Hereby, planning institutions on the regional level 
still fulfill the task of a superior planning regulator. However, there is an interest 
among regional administrative players (county, region) to see themselves as a ser­
vice organization for the municipalities—at least as far as could be shown. Such 
superior service institutions enlarge their role within the panarchy as an induc­
tive as opposed to a regulative player based on administrative acts. This again 
induces an enlargement of the panarchy arena, which on the regional level was 
until recently mainly oriented towards the municipalities in a top-down planning 
principle. As new members in the panarchy, stakeholders in the private economy 
such as particular service companies, banks and suppliers are increasingly being 
included. The ongoing diversification of the network documents the diversification 
of particular planning tasks, as was described for the case study area by diversi­
fication in chapter 4.1. The endeavor to implement planning and thus to actively 
contribute to the adjustment processes is targeted at the realization of concrete 
and also experimental projects, which are used to test and introduce new approa­
ches for administratively and politically grounded visions and programs. It remains 
unknown to what extent the representatives of civil society can and will be directly 
included into this strategic planning process in the future. As seen in the projects 
of multiple houses, which should enable private stakeholders and civil society to 
develop alternative solutions for community living in detached areas, there is a 
necessity to build on multi-levelled panarchies when adjusting settlement sys­
tems. A solely directive or purely public solution making is not possible. Probably 
also the interaction with private companies alone and without the interaction with 
the civil society seems to be insufficient. 

see chapter 4. 1
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While the relatively weak connections between the macro and meso levels are wide­
ly being accepted due to the strong role of municipalities, the loose connections 
between the municipal and local levels have been a matter of repeated appeals. 
The argument of the ‘advocatlessness’ of mature suburban residential quarters is 
often connected to the inability of private tenants and scattered homeownership 
to cope with the planning of their living perspectives. On the other hand, however, 
there might be a quite similar challenge to cope with particular homeowners or 
tenants on the municipal (meso) level. The analysis showed the limited possibi­
lities of both the tenants and the homeowners as well as the municipal adminis­
tration to reach each other. In particular, the dialog on individual lifecycle paths 
between owners or tenants regarding where to live and how to deal with real estate 
ownership within the mature phase remains unsolved. According to the results of 
the case studies, there is a path that consists of two points. The first is the reform 
of the municipal administrative structures, as occurred in Bochum, a neighbor of 
Gelsenkirchen. There, as an example, seniors’ offices were established in neigh­
borhoods, the youth social help switched from individually targeted supervision to 
the mentorship of local youth groups within their own environment. Another im­
portant impulse was the spatial definition of action areas quite smaller than the 
administrative wards boundaries (which also took place in Gelsenkirchen) In this 
sense, the municipal administration copied or adjusted to the structures of local 
stakeholders. (RE5)

The second topic is the co-establishment and support of local citizen-based struc­
tures as a middleman between particular inhabitants and the municipal level. The 
reason for this is that citizens obviously demand a local coalition in which they 
can address topics that they are otherwise not even able to sufficiently formulate. 
However, such coalitions are based on common social capital, which is easiest to 
create at the community level. To put it shortly, citizens need to be equipped with 
local assistance to reach other within the panarchy, or to be reached by others. 
Therefore, if it is the target of the public administration and politics to participate 
in shaping the fate of mature suburban residential areas, it is necessary to create 
an environment in which citizens can express themselves and learn from others. 
However, it would be a mistake to believe that the meso level is able to directly 
meet the complete needs of the various inhabitants and steer their behavior to­
wards a unified development path. Calling solely on the public sector to enter into 
action disregards that municipal administration and politics may reduce the gap 
by cooperating on creating local structures and moderated engagement, but will 
probably not be able to completely fill the gap. This gap is further not necessarily  
caused by the lack of basic potential of local stakeholders, as the inhabitants and  
the municipalities are mostly at least to a certain extent already in a place. What  
the stakeholders in the cited studies do is following the resilience rules summari­
zed by Swanstrom et al. (2009, 8), accounting for “redeploying assets or expanding 
organizational repertoires, collaborating across governments and across the public, 
private, and non-profit sectors, and mobilizing or capturing resources from external 
sources”. It may be added that within the case studies, this is usually done by con­
structing a stakeholder panarchy.
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5. 6	 Systemic space and adaption-making

The current general understanding of space is a result of an intense discourse  
throughout the previous decades. In the context of urban planning, it is connected 
to the critical movement around Jacobs in the 1960s (1961) that argued that the 
physical design and the shaped space as an environment do matter for the quality 
of urban life. As has already been mentioned, the work of Jane Jacobs and others 
has been influenced by the development of urban cores during the late modernity 
phase of the second half of the 20th century. The effects of urbanization, suburbani- 
zation, globalization, technological improvement and lifestyles, to name only a 
few, had a significant impact on the development of the urban environment from 
a locally based myriad of occurrences to a spatially distributed and universalized 
system of urban environment in function, capital distribution, accessibility or scale. 
The urban movement focused on critics of the functionalistic re-shaping of the ur­
ban environment. Since the late 1960s, this has been represented in Europe, for 
example, by Mitscherlich (1965), Bodenschatz (1983), Gehl (2012) and many others, 
finally bringing impulses to the definition of the ‘European city’ tradition as it is un­
derstood today in both the traditional physical (block, street, square) structure as 
well as a cultural, social and economic way of life (cf. Häußermann & Siebel 2004). 
On the societal level, Lefebvre’s (1991) approach already mentioned in previous 
chapters was based on the context of a general change caused by modern urba­
nization, and thus not only pointed out the physical effects, but also incorporated 
societal aspects (Schmid 2005, 35). With Lefebvre, a general spatial discourse was 
already generated in the 1970s, in which the definition of space as a triad of di­
alectical-interdependent concepts indicated a multi-dimensional understanding 
based on spatial, mentally conceptualized and cultural understanding. It had a 
strong impact not only on the understanding of space in social and cultural sci­
ences107, but also on the methodological approach to the interpretation and valua­
tion of the qualitative analysis of both social phenomena and space. One of these 
effects can at least partly be seen in the assertion towards grounded theory as 
an antipode of structuralistic methods. An important point is made by the often-
cited (e.g. Löw 2007, 82; Reutlinger 2008, 99; Mecklenbrauck 2015, 38) definition of 
‘societally specific space’: “The space today is always a social space and as such 
not only a product of the society, but every society creates its own specific space”  
(cf. Lefebvre 1991, 31, here paraphrased by Löw 2007, 82). 

‘Systemic space’, as constructed in this dissertation, is hereby not meant as a com­
pletely new concept or theory that endeavors to unify spatial and social meanings 
and implications. It is rather intended as a concept of spatial definition related 
to a specific interdependence between physical and societal space. The specific 
interdependence is based on the concept of stakeholder panarchies as analyzed 
in the previous sub-chapter. The panarchy is thus understood as a stakeholder 

107 	To this impact, it is usually referred to as the ‘spatial turn’. This includes the introduction of ‘space’ into the 
sociological science alongside ‘time’. Time as a medium for incidents generated by social (inter)action and 
perceived and interpreted by social sciences has been accompanied by space as a social arena resulting 
from social interaction and defined by the interests of individuals or groups. (cf. Löw 2000)

see chapter 3. 3

see chapter 3. 3
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network that steers adaption in certain parts of settlement areas, conceptualized 
here within the suburban mature residential areas. Recalling the eight basic con­
ceptual approaches to defining quarter by Schnur (2008), all the definitional layers 
of a neighborhood inherently apply. Nevertheless, systemic space conceptualizes 
the factual areas of interest by a specific multi-layered approach. Systemic space 
is thus defined here by the merging of the following three definitions:

1. 	 Interdependency space layer108

The interdependency space layer attempts to resolve determining certainty in 
the definition of the perceived, conceived and lived space (Lefebvre 1991), and 
especially the discrepancy between them. It does so, for instance, by avoiding to 
be led exclusively by conceived space, which science and planning mentally con­
ceptualize as an object of study. In the canonical approaches towards space as an 
object of study, institutional or administrative, morphological or social indicators 
are selectively used to define space. In some contexts, such as the deliberate focus 
on a particular administrative area, morphological type, social group or their com­
bination, this approach might be quite reasonable. However, the main difficulty 
lies in the fact that the deliberate definition of space generally bears the threat 
of blending interdependencies that externally impact on the conceived object of 
potential interest. In case the object(s) of interest are to be understood within their 
interdependent complexity, the delineation of certain areas may lead to cutting off 
connections. An example is the probably most frequently undertaken delineation 
according to the building morphology.

“If you look at areas and if you don’t have a clear delineation of the district from the 
beginning on, but if you instead consider what the built stock is and what exists to 
the right and left and so on, you’ll see that—especially in the older single-family 
home areas—there are all of a sudden various kinds of small apartment buildings 
with three or four apartments or a duplex, and if you go in you’ll notice that the two 
apartments are on top of each other and it isn’t a semi-detached house. Then you’ll 
notice that the people who live here are frequently renters. Or you’ve got these classic 
areas, these satellite cities in which you’ll find the row houses or atrium houses, but 
they are conceptually located directly next to high-rises, they belong together and 
the only real pure forms that I know of are the economically optimized row house 
districts on the periphery of large cities from the late ‘70s, early ‘80s. (…) There’s no 
wiggle room and that is the only suburban area where I could say that you have a 
very pure type of object. But even there, you’ll all of a sudden find some kind of old 
building in the immediate vicinity, which you only exclude because it looks different, 
but actually it’s directly across the street.” (RE6, 3)

108 	In German: ‘Interdependenzraum’.

see chapter 3. 3
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The concrete difficulty is thus where to draw the line between internal and external 
areas. To at least partially avoid this threat, defining the interdependency space 
layer therefore borrows its method from grounded theory. It approaches a selec­
ted area by only using a preliminary demarcation and specifies it in consecutive 
steps during the investigation according to information and knowledge gained 
through qualitative research. In the case study in Grimma, two general corrections 
on the initially pre-defined case study area were undertaken during the process of 
analysis.

•	 The first was the de-classification of the most southern segment from Süd IV to 
Süd IIIa. Even though historically, morphologically, socially and in terms of owner­
ship it was completely different from any other segments in the case study, with 
the sole similarity being its residential use, all stakeholders as well as inhabitants 
interviewed perceived it as an integral part of the Süd III segment. As far as could 
be understood from the facts gathered, the reason lies in the fact that both signifi­
cant parts of the segment III and the whole segment IV (or IIIa) were completed 
after the collapse of the socialist state in 1989 and German reunification in 1990, 
thus mentally belonging to an another era than segments I and II, even though in 
terms of morphology, segments I, II and III all are industrially prefabricated housing, 
while segment IV (or IIIa) is not. There is a higher attachment among stakeholders 
to segments II and III, and a higher acceptance among the inhabitants. This puta­
tively marginal difference in spatial definitions between the external researcher 
and the stakeholders and inhabitants in the area, however, reveals a background 
for logic by which the adaption of the particular areas is being shaped. It helps 
to understand why the GWB housing company and the WGG housing association 
were obliged by law to sell a part of their stock in order to redeem loans at the East 
German state bank after reunification in 1990 and the companies chose housing 
in Süd III. In this way, the attachment to certain parts of the case study area co- 
determined its development path.

•	 The second point is the functional interdependency with the Grimma West area, 
situated some 2.5 kilometers to the northwest on the western outskirts of the city 
and housing further residential estates owned by the GWB and WGG. Even though 
this area was not included in the detailed investigation, stakeholders repeatedly 
pointed out the financial and strategic interconnections between those two areas, 
especially regarding the diversification of senior housing supply.

•	 In Resser Mark, the Eichkamp exclave initially excluded from the investigation 
due to its remote location proved to be functionally and societally integrated with 
Resser Mark, and its difficult situation—despite the municipality’s standpoint of 
a possible clearance—was a topic of concern among the local stakeholders. This 
was also shown by the solidarity of the Resser Mark residents during the difficul­
ties with prostitution. 

see Figure 35

see Figure 36
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2. 	 Institutional relation arenas109

The second layer adds an institutional interdependency to an area. Referring to 
Benz (2004), Reimer (2012) distinguishes between layers as a term of spatial re­
ference, while an arena stands for functional connections. While administrative 
institutions are defined by spatial responsibilities in a hierarchical order, their 
interconnection between the territorial layers happens within particular arenas: 
“There is a close interconnection between government and governance, as is typical 
for postmodern steering processes. Arenas should be seen as a connecting element 
between the levels, since they lead actors across levels to one another.” (ibid., 98). 
It is the connection to the panarchic system of stakeholders as agents who inten­
tionally cross the hierarchically and governmentally defined responsibilities and 
reconnect their powers within a new network. The institutional relation arenas are 
structured within the stakeholder panarchy. In its role within the development path 
of an area, the formation of the institutional relation arena is motivated by human 
intent and driven by human agency with the goal of affecting the development 
of the area by adjusting it within one or more of its (sub)systems. An example of 
this is the foundation of the EAB association by the members of the protestant 
parish, thus unifying inhabitants of Resser Mark and Eichkamp, or the creation of 
the prevention board by the city of Gelsenkirchen and its interconnection to the 
EAB association. In Grimma, the interrelation between the multi-generational 
housing association, the BWG housing company, the municipality and the St. Geor­
gen Hospital would be a second example of such an arena. The life span of arenas 
as well as their nesting (cf. Simon 1972) within a particular setting of institutions 
and stakeholder groups may vary in time and constellations according to the tasks 
that need to be fulfilled. As has been shown in Grimma, even though an arena was 
formed around 2000, including the city planning department, the WGG housing 
association and the GWB housing company with the goal of working together on an 
integrated urban development concept (INSEK Grimma 2002) in order to be able to 
apply for state urban renewal funds, after fulfilling this task, direct contacts within 
the arena were not continued. In Resser Mark, ad hoc arenas for particular pro­
jects addressing challenges to be solved, such as the prostitution issue, let arenas 
evolve as temporary ‘spaces of engagement’—in this case, also including the city 
mayor. Arenas may develop faster and remain latently and absolutely stronger  
within the nested structures. It is thus of significant help to create arenas with 
highly ranked municipal politicians when these are already known, for instance, 
through political party meetings. 

109	In German: ‘Institutionelle Bezugsarenen’

Jan Polívka

Maturity, Resilience & Lifecycles in Suburban Residential Areas
Interpreting the case-study findings



3. 	 Adaption processes110

The adaption process is the third and final layer constituting systemic space. It 
includes the actual measures of action undertaken by the stakeholders in order 
to reset the development path of an area as a system, and thus to influence its 
development within the lifecycle. Often, the adaption process takes on the form 
of particular adjustment projects. Here, the diversification plays the main role, as 
adaption in its natural character does not change the particular system—as the 
transformation of a system would—but mainly just its particular parts or func­
tions. There are several examples that can be taken from the case studies. One 
of the most evident is the refurbishment of housing in Grimma Süd I and II as the 
multi-generational complex. The next is the amalgamation of the catholic and pro­
testant parishes into a common ecumenical center St. Ida in 2004 in Resser Mark, 
which on the one hand enabled both parishes to react to the diminishing number of 
members, and on the other hand to optimize and intensify their services. 

Systemic space thus represents a flexible and comprehensive non-canonical 
system of defining analytical areas and conceptualizing their development. The 
concluding chapter will, among others, attempt to include this concept into the 
lifecycle discourse.

110 	In German: ‘Adaptionsprozesse’

Figure 38:	 Systemic space (own illustration)
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5. 7	 Conclusive remarks on the case studies

Within the coming years, both Grimma Süd and Resser Marks suburban residen­
tial areas will be facing a forthcoming significant change. In Grimma, the process 
of diversification and reduction of the number of apartments will be continuing, 
especially in Grimma Süd III. It is to be awaited that the share of senior inhabitants 
will further increase due to the continuing immigration of seniors from adjacent 
villages, who will not be able to live in two or especially one person households in 
the peripheral rural areas characterized by not barrier free housing and affected  
by diminishing social and other infrastructure. A further change will include a 
continuing social diversification of the inhabitants. On the one hand, a portion of 
wealthy seniors will be continuing to ask serviced apartments of higher standard of 
living. On the other hand, there will be a growing portion of those coming into senior 
age from unemployment, thus living partly or full from state help and demanding 
more reasonable housing. Further, the current trends within the family house sec­
tor profiting from low interest loans may soon be redeemed by the growing supply 
of family houses among those maturing. Lower prices for family houses would then 
again have an impact on the falling share of middle and lower middle class house­
holds in the apartments, as many of those households would seek for investing 
into their own house. Instead, the share of the lower class and of immigrants will be 
growing. This process will merely affect the GWB company housing stock. The WGG 
housing association will not that strongly be affected by the social downgrade, as 
the hurdle to join the housing stock is higher due to the membership fees. There­
fore, as it is already happening in Grimma Süd III, the association will continue 
to rebuild its stock into a higher level housing and thus o differentiate its supply 
towards higher housing quality. It also might be possible that the business model 
of the association will have to be adapted when vacancies will rise and a certain 
portion of the stock will have to be changed into rental apartments for non-mem­
bers, so that the association at least to a marginal portion will become also lending 
apartments to non-members. In both cases of GWB housing company and the WGG 
housing association, the strategic diversification of the housing stock will have to 
continue, even though the numbers of the inhabitants in Grimma will fall only mo­
derately during the next years. Here, the main task will remain in combination of 
a social diversification strategy with the physical diversification, both leading to 
a the target of possibly low vacancies and fluctuations and towards keeping the 
numbers of apartments stable as far as possible at the same time.

What remains unclear is the role of the Grimma city within the process of diversi­
fication of the area. As could have been asserted from the stakeholders’ panarchy 
deconstruction, the role of the city within the adaption process in Grimma Süd is 
quite moderate, also on the strategic levels. The city’s strategic planning activity 
within the area since the accomplishment of the integrated urban development 
concept (INSEK Grimma 2002), which has been motivated by the GWB and WGG in 
order to allow them to access state housing development funds. The municipality’s 
next and currently last planning activity has been the last planning issue in this 
area between 2002 and 2014, when a city wide retail capacity study and concept 
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has been accommodated in order to obtain the permission for a shopping center in 
the city center (CIMA Beratung + Management 2014). It e.g. remains unclear in how 
far the city is willing to pursue the re-zoning and reuse of areas remaining empty 
after vacant houses have been torn down in Grimma Süd. It also remains to be seen 
in how far the municipality will be enlarging the capacities of family home zoned 
areas in other parts of the city thus competing with the existing housing stock, or 
into which extent further immigrant housing will be accepted. Fully unclear also 
remains the fate of the blocks which have been privatized in the 1990s and are 
now in the ownership of global stock funds. To cover this area conceptually, the 
stakeholders’ arena of house and land owners in Grimma Süd and the city depart­
ments will have to be adapted by the stakeholders towards a stronger connection. 
The reference studies clearly showed that there is a necessity of a strategic and 
moderating role of the municipal government as a step towards such local areas 
(EX1). In Grimma, this, however, is not evident yet. 

In Resser Mark, the current and future challenge lies in adapting towards the on­
going aging and the influx of socially weak groups into the rental apartment seg­
ments. Within the family houses, a dropping portion of inhabitants of Christian faith 
and thus bound to the local church may be awaited. These changes will impact the 
power of organizations at the core of the local panarchy, the EAB Protestant work­
ers movement, which is already today signified by a high average age of its still 
stable sized membership group, and the parishes as such. Finding an innovative 
open-inclusion model of the local panarchy arena to re-juvenile and to re-orientate 
towards the needs of those younger but also socially weaker in the quarter has 
been already attempted, e.g. by a kind of EAG ‘open days’. To cushion the impact of 
profit externalization and cost internalization for a social housing policy carried 
out within the privatized apartment housing stock will, together with organizing 
local senior as well as family services care and interest advocacy, become one of 
the important tasks. This endeavor will probably become one of the key profiles of 
the local activities. Another core point is the necessity to deepen the connections 
between local care and societal work integration with the local generation of fi­
nancial funds. As the outer sources based on taxes and public funds are not going 
to rise at least in medium-term, an internally sustainable ‘quarter based social 
economy’ will be necessary to keep social work and panarchy management alive. 
This marks the growing importance of the civil society role and its local structures 
within suburban quarters generally. 

On its systemic level, the results of the case study analysis supports the advance 
by Menzl (2007, 396) to concentrate on the establishment of a ‘collective counter­
part’111 to the municipality as a local part of a micro-meso advocacy arena connec­
ting the local level mainly towards the municipal but also other levels. In Resser 
Mark, the task remains how to adapt the existing collective structures to the so­
cietal frame condition changes in the area. In Grimma, it is to ask how a successful 
tie to the area among the inhabitants can be realized in long-term perspective 

111	In German: ‘kollektives Gegenüber‘
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without their participation on the area development. This especially regards the 
wide ranged but in share of inhabitants of the location steadily decreasing “middle 
class”. Less than a strategic approach, the needs of the inhabitants should be put 
into the core focus. This claim is not only being emphasized by Menzl, but also has 
been underlined by the experts in the case study areas, as well as by particular 
stakeholders in the reference studies (RE5 & 9).

Regarding the topic of lifecycles, the picture shown in the studies is a differenti­
ated one especially in the field of diversification:

•	 The life cyclic maturation of the physical housing substance and the demographic 
aging of inhabitants are relevant, but by far not the only determining processes. 
Especially the interrelated changes on micro, meso and macro levels are co-influ­
encing the systems. The adaptive strategies are thus strongly interrelated to the 
trends on superior levels. Diversification then becomes a broadly induced natural 
change based process, as well as a deliberated choice of stakeholders.

•	 Regarding the shock as an impulse for breakdown or change, the case studies 
show that the capacity to adjust along changes might be more crucial than the 
ability to stand a shock while resilient and remaining in the same constellation. For 
stakeholders, a perspectivistic adjustment towards awaited future ‘thresholds’ is 
the way of acting. If a negative trend is faced or awaited, the adjustment usually 
does not target on changing the general trend itself or to wait until the effects of it 
allow crossing a threshold towards a breakdown of a system. Usually, the adaptive 
measures are taken in advance to a threshold. The ‘break’, as the threshold crossing 
is usually being called by stakeholders in both studies, is thus a rather imaginative 
term indicating a non-desired future situation or development with negative con­
sequences for a system. A further attenuation of the ‘shock’ as a central concept of 
development is supported by the notion that the basic indicators of a residential  
quarter—the housing as physical object on one hand and the inhabitants as humans 
and their households on the other—are quite resilient to several thresholds. Even 
though a house may become empty due to sudden change of household-related 
circumstances, such as in the case of foreign workers housing in Grimma Süd I, the 
building still remains existing and offers the possibility for alternative concepts. 
These concepts, as this example as well as the one of Johanneshof in Resser Mark 
shows, does not necessarily lie within the particular house itself, nor within the 
designated physical space, but emerges from strategy and demand on the local, or 
municipal or even regional levels within the systemic space. Even though a house is 
not needed at all any more, its reuse or clearance is not an immediate necessity of 
immediate action and can be planned before or after within a wider urban strategy, 
as is being done e.g. in the ‘Stadtumbau’ projects (RE1-3). Admittedly, such strategy 
then needs to come into being and for its realization usually a stakeholder’s pan­
archy with an appropriate arena needs to arise, including the engagement of the 
municipal level.
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•	  Also, the demographic aging and the changes in individual households are rela­
tively long lasting and individually differentiated processes as to its consequences 
could be called a ‘shock’. A ‘gradual decline’ is a more adequate term to describe its 
possible process and consequence. Regarding the question in how far a so weak­
ened residential area may ‘break’ while not standing the next shock, it has to be ad­
mitted that such situation might occur only in quite extreme cases, such as sudden 
fundamental changes on the local market (e.g. the retrieval of a military base or a 
sudden closedown of the main employer within a smaller town, such as it was the 
case in East German cities, e.g. Hoyerswerda or Leinefelde. Another case is a long 
lasting and extremely intense peripherization process, as it is being experienced 
in some peripheral areas, which however, first, is not to be seen as a part of the 
suburban discourse, second, has to be seen as a quite specific case even in terms 
of morphology of single family or apartment houses, and, third, is in most cases a 
long-lasting, slow change process, rather than shock-like event. 

•	 Regarding the ‘equilibrium’ state, the case studies show that, similar to ‘shock’, 
equilibrium is an imaginative concept of an ideal state. Such state of a harmonic 
development characterized by compliance to the ideal lifecycle, however, is nothing 
more than a ‘guide value’ for action on adjustments of the planned development 
path. Social ecological systems, marked by human intent projecting the conse­
quences of action towards an imaginative state in the future, in fact requires such 
‘projection screen’ in order to come from the current to the target state. However, 
similarly as the current state is not a rigidly stable one and thus a snap-shot of im­
mediate reality, so does the target state not stand for a state of definitive balance, 
stability and status, but rather for a desired direction of a state which as a next 
snap-shot serves as a base for further adjustments. In this sense, both thresholds 
and equilibria can be confirmed as mental concepts in the development path 
building of the case study areas, but not as a real state of suburban residential 
systems.

•	 For the human agency, which is strongly related to the human intent as mentioned  
above, the importance of the panarchy system based on the local level and cros­
sing the administrative meso and macro levels proved as crucial for the adjustment  
processes within the case study areas. The analysis further showed that municipal­
ities have to take a strong strategic lead in development of particular settlement 
areas. However, both cases also showed that it is quite difficult for municipal ad­
ministration to reach the level of particular sub-systems, meaning inhabitants or 
households. For this task, a ‘collective counterpart’ on the ‘quarter’ level, based on 
civil society, and a functional system of a panarchy is necessary.
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Finally, the case studies revealed an interrelation between the diversification of 
particular areas, their stakeholders and the definition of the area as such.112 The 
concept of ‘systemic space’, however, still has a more exemplary character and 
certainly needs to be further developed on behalf of additional studies and dis­
cussions; it reflects the complexity of space-based approach towards particular 
areas and their definitions. It is thus directly influencing the scope of knowledge 
on interactions and contexts of particular adjustments as well as the whole de­
velopment paths, which, as argued above, are embedded within a multi-levelled 
setting of the micro-meso-macro panarchy, with arenas widely overcrossing the 
local spatial definitions. 

112	Insistently, this puts a further question mark under prevailingly morphology-based concepts of settlement 
(and thus also study) areas.
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6.	 LIFECYCLES AND ADAPTION:  

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND PERSPECTIVES

6. 1	 Approaching mature suburban residential areas

The aim of this dissertation was to examine the process of lifecycle change in 
mature suburban residential areas. As a central point of view, the adaption to­
wards changing endogenous and exogenous circumstances was chosen, focu­
sing on adaptive processes and their physical and stakeholder structures on 
local, but also municipal and partly also regional levels. The underlying ques­
tion was how particular mature suburban residential areas manage to ad­
just to negative situations under conditions of stagnation in order to remain 
demographically, socially and economically stable. The assumption was also 
that, under certain conditions, mature suburban residential areas as specific 
social ecological systems underlie strategic adaptions driven by human intent 
nested in panarchic networks. Due to this, such areas are, in reaction to exter­
nal and internal conditions, able to generate their own specific intrinsic strategy 
and power to adapt. According to the research question, the cognitive inter- 
est focused on capacities, patterns of action and processes of adjustment rather 
than on describing the process of maturation as such on the basis of statistical 
indicators. Nevertheless, the role of maturation within the lifecycle of an area has 
become one of the cognitive concerns. In the center of interest were actor-oriented 
and process-oriented approaches to reveal who and how is driving the adaption. 
Against the theoretical background, three main areas of interest were identified in 
order to approach the aforementioned task. 

•	 First, it was asked in how far decline is an inevitable development alternative for 
mature suburban areas. Decline is, according to the basic neighborhood lifecycle 
theory (Hoover & Vernon 1962), the main option for a development path. Alternative 
paths of adaption, such as those conceptualized in the context of the ecological 
resiliency system (Holling 1996 & 2001) or social ecological strategies by Walker 
et al. (2006) and the resilient behavior of human systems (Holling & Gunderson), 
broadened the possibility for conceptualizing a deliberate transformation or ad­
justment of particular settlement areas as systems, targeting the enhancement 
of their resiliency. Led by this systemic approach, the mature suburban residential 
areas have been conceptualized as social ecological systems. Given the fact that 
prepositions on strategic adjustment of social ecological systems have not yet 
been sufficiently explored, further analysis focused on Walker`s central argument 
of the key role of the human intent. Social ecological systems include both spati­
ally projected change in terms of demographic and economic development as well 
as deliberate strategies of adjustment pursued by stakeholders on the municipal 
and regional administrative levels, or other stakeholders from the economy and 
civil society. Furthermore, the theoretical discussion was related to the notion of 
decline within the ‘waves’ defined by the urbanization theory of van den Berg et al. 
(1982), and contrasting it to the development discourse on post-suburban diver­
sification as a form of adaption. The analysis suggested an alternative view on the 
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development of metropolitan areas, conceptualized outside the dualistic concept 
of core city versus suburbia by showing the growing interconnections between the 
putatively different systems. 

•	 Second, the analysis aimed at exploring the maturation process itself. It revealed 
the underlying ‘suburban static fatality’ narrative creating the general decline-led 
assumptions on suburbia along to the underexposition of the dynamic aspects 
of systemic adaption during the Back loop phases (cf. Holling et al. 2002, 73). It 
came to the conclusion that these are merely based on broadly accepted and inter­
connected attributes of morphological, functional and demographic as well as so­
cial ‘homogeneity’. Further, it indicated the assumption of the ‘advocatelessness’ of 
suburban residential areas, which leads to a situation in which the human agency 
premise for a mature area to adapt is not fulfilled. And, it issued the suburban re­
sidential areas as characteristic of ‘episodic development’, which e.g. argues that 
after fulfilling the lifecycle of settling down, raising a family and aging, the area 
loses its principal attractiveness and inevitably starts to decline. These points de­
livered further argumentation based on questioning the components of suburban 
static fatality and asking to which extent and by which drivers the development of 
suburban mature areas may escape a lifecycle headed for decline. 

•	 Third, the aim was to discuss the phenomena of path-dependent development in 
the context of lifecycles. Particular questions resulted from the theoretical dis­
cussion of the lifecycle concept based on a non-linear (Martin & Sunley 2010) 
concept of development. This concept shows that the development path is to a 
great extent driven towards adaption by human intent instead towards decline. It 
stands as an alternative to the canonical concept of lifecycles defined by change 
along the growth-maturity-decline pattern. The non-linear concept regards the 
development path as an open-end trajectory. By taking an alternative position to 
the classic lifecycle trajectory, this concept also re-settles its position to canoni­
cal phenomena connected to resilience and path dependence, such as the role of 
equilibrium, lock-in and threshold in adaption. These are the phenomena which are 
the key to the question of when and how systems enter an adaptive phase, as well 
as when and why they collapse. The task here was thus at least to a certain basic 
extent to map the process of adaption, asking in how far it is a clearly determined, 
deliberately steered or rather an ad hoc process.

In the context of mature suburban residential areas, the main challenge was to 
establish a conceptual approach that would allow for analyzing particular areas 
using an open-end concept. Such a concept, on the one hand, needs to be stable 
enough to define a concrete and tangible area of investigation. On the other hand, 
it has to leave a certain space for accommodating interdependencies and inter­
connections towards outside circumstances during the analysis. Furthermore, it 
has to leave enough space open for interpretation of various development paths. 
Besides the open-path concept of Martin and Sunley (2010), this approach has 
been motivated by Swanstrom’s et al. (cf. 2009, 8) definition of ‘reactive fields’ the 
systems use to fulfill a resiliency stabilizing action, such as the use of external 
asThe methodical approach towards building process was thus tackled on three 
main phenomena resulting from the theoretical analysis. Its basis is epitomized by

see Figure 18

see Figure 37
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the concept of  sets and mobilization of external resources, creation of innovative 
organizational repertoires and collaborating across governments, public, private, 
and non-profit sectors. ‘systemic space’, which defines space for a particular sys­
tem not only as a physical area, but also as including its institutional arena crea­
ted by human agency, and reflects the processes of adaption undertaken by the 
stakeholder panarchy acting as ‘advocates of place’. The interdependent space 
layer on its physical level then includes not only the core case study area, but may 
include also adjacent areas or further ‘exclaves’ that are functionally and strategi­
cally connected to the core area.113 The institutional relations include stakeholders 
and institutions that are also situated outside the physically designated area, but 
that are connected to it within particular arenas within the panarchy network. This 
analytic system was flexibly developed during the investigation, together with the 
growing knowledge of the relations between space, stakeholders and adaptive ac­
tion connected to the investigated area. For case studies, as a general situation, 
suburban residential areas that were situated in demographically and economi­
cally stagnating metropolitan areas or their adjacent interconnected spaces were 
chosen. Regarding the analysis, the task was to ask in how far the characteristic of 
suburban static fatality was to be found in areas that are doing better in compa­
rison to other areas within a particular metropolitan region. ‘Doing well’ is hereby 
related to the ability to manage adaption leading away from decline even within a 
municipal and regional context of stagnation, and without having any significant 
location advantages compared with other suburban areas in its surroundings. The 
main part of the interest thus was to identify structures and processes keeping 
such areas from decline. 

What is a ‘suburban lifecycle’? Homogeneity and diversification as Fore 
loop and Back loop characteristics and the stable maturity

While suburbia in a regional context and beyond theoretically underlies the general 
urbanization cycles as defined by van den Berg (1982), discussed and alternated 
among others by Ourednicek & Spackova (2013) for suburban areas as ‚suburban 
development‘, the suburban lifecycles are mainly addressed to physical and demo­
graphic indicators projected into the particular space and its particular settings. 
On the regional level, post-suburbanization as a diversification process creates 
more differentiated and interwoven roles between the urban core and the metro­
politan settlements. In this sense, not only does a functional and physical diver­
sification of suburbia take place, but also its development into a particular urban 
landscape, which to a certain extent eludes the phases of the urbanization trajec­
tory. Regarding the maturation of suburban residential areas, a similar trend or at 
least tendency of diversification can be observed. The studies undertaken in this 
dissertation have proven a quite differentiated picture of morphology, demography  
or social milieus in both study areas. By a casual view, both areas seemed homog­
enous in terms of physical structure and inhabitants. However, also here, a ho­

113	In Resser Mark, this was the case of Eichkamp, in Grimma Süd, it was the case of Grimma West.
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mogenous development becomes relativized during a more detailed analysis. 
Summarizing the findings, the following three points seem to be crucial from the 
methodical point of view. 

•	 A first issue is that even morphologically diversified areas may be quite homog­
enous in other measures. This applies to both externally monomorphic but inter­
nally polymorphic areas, such as the Grimma Süd case, as well as to generally 
polymorphic areas like Resser Mark. In Grimma, the residential area Grimma Süd 
was developed merely for workers of the adjacent factories, and in Resser Mark, 
most of the inhabitant in the initial phase between 1940 and 1960 were miners. 
Initially in both areas social differences existed, but were merely moderate. Also 
other signs of homogeneity such as socialized normativity were distinct. Within 
the years, this has been changed due to closedown of the dominant employers as 
well as political, structural and societal changes, into specific heterogeneous local 
societies. 

•	 A second issue evolving is the spatial definition of the area under considera­
tion. The homogeneity of an area is directly depending from how it is spatially or 
otherwise defined. Even though a definition of a reference area in geographical 
terms proves to be necessary in order to concretely tackle issues of change and 
development, as has been shown in the case study analysis, definitions based so­
lely on morphological arguments usually disregard further functional as well as 
panarchic interconnections towards the broader settlement space. In this sense, 
it struggles with quite similar argumentative challenges as the regionally argued 
core city-suburbs dichotomy, but on a local level. In order to avoid these difficulties, 
for this study, a multi-leveled concept of ‘areas’ was established, mentioned within 
‘systemic space’ concept. 

•	 The third point is the change of the characteristics of a system during or because 
of its maturation process. Seeing it from a lifecycle perspective, a part of the prob­
lem of the canonical view is that it does not distinguish between the different  
properties of systems in the Fore loop and Back loop phases. The main argument 
here is that young and mature systems are different and especially the latter don´t 
follow universal lifecycle patterns. This is also one of the facets that Martin and 
Sunley (2010) by arguing for an open-result concept point out when criticizing the 
fatalistic and deterministic view that simply interpolates the state of a system into 
its future while disregarding the possibility of change and adaption within its de­
velopment path. It is also including the underexposition of dynamic and adaptive 
nature of systems as stated by Holling et al. (2013).

see Figure 29
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In this context, the homogeneity of a system becomes relative when regarding 
its lock-in/stasis and change attributes against the background of different de­
velopment phases. Seen generally, while homogeneity during the lifecycle Fore 
loop stands for laminar growth, within the Back loop it stands for laminar decline. 
During the Fore loop, the establishment of lock-ins in a particular state and routine 
of development patterns is possible, and partly also necessary for build-up and 
stabilization tasks. By that time, for example, particular households are struggling 
with settling themselves in everyday life configurations while maintaining growth, 
building professional careers and creating values necessary as resources for 
growth, but also as accumulated resources for the later period of life in the matu­
ration cycle of the Back loop. During the Back loop, lock-ins and stable develop­
ment lead to prolonging maturity, enabled by consuming accumulated resources, 
such as financial cushions in form of pensions or through the continuing use of a 
house built and equipped during the Fore loop phase by keeping investments low. 
At the same time, during the Back loop, the potential development paths might 
already significantly differ in internal settings of individual households (number 
and career of children, divorces, deaths, lifestyle etc.). Therefore, while external 
attributes of the systems such as demography and housing situation seem to be 
homogenous and stable, the development options within particular households in 
the Back loop are already settled along individual development paths and possibly 
even locked into particular values and life perspectives. This means that, while ho­
mogeneity is a sign of stability during the Fore loop, it might become an attribute 
of rigidity during the Back loop, where lock-ins extend the risk of thresholds and 
minimize the possibility of adaption. If these are to be animated of being reshaped 
by human intent, outer influences changing the attitude become crucial. Here, as 
has been realized in the analysis, panarchic connections beyond the particular 
sub-systems (= households) become necessary.

Generally, one thus can assume that—at least during the Fore loop—no particular 
adjustments are necessary, and also no need for ‘advocates of place’ is existent. At 
least within suburban mono-functional residential areas, both physical and de­
mographic homogeneity to a certain extent can be seen as dominating during the 
Fore loop. This applies for rental apartment housing, and even more for ownership 
units, regardless of whether these are in mansions, apartments or family houses. 
However, Menzl (2007, 397ff) shows that even in phases of building up and raising  
children, within particular sub-systems, a demand for the adjustment of local func­
tional area settings and thus for local adaption advocacy usually become evident, 
not including the challenges of maturity (such as remanence, vacancies, aging and 
others), but challenges of child care, social integration, commuting as well as gen­
der equality regarding family roles as well as the use of women in the workforce. 
This also corresponds with findings on physical and functional adjustments within 
development trajectories by Hesse et al. (2013) on the spatial level, stating that in 
cases of disturbing influences on the area development, such as a significant drop 
in demand for housing in a particular area, adaptive strategies may automatically 
arise together with adequate advocates. 
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Diversification in mature areas may concern every aspect of the particular settle­
ment, but it especially includes the diversification of households as a fast chan­
ging matter. In contrary, overall demographic and physical changes are accounting 
for slowly, even though steadily developing changes. As the lives of those living in 
the area take individual paths in time, the mature households become to differ in 
household sizes, age and dates to which they are restructuring or even being dis­
solved. Here, the argument is often put forward that due to the demographic and 
social homogeneity during the Fore loop, the aging of households continues rela­
tively homogenously despite the maturation diversification process. Even though 
this might be true in statistical terms when aggregating for a particular statistical 
area, Hesse et al. (2013) proved that this is especially the fact in Resser Mark), 
there are several points that relativize this assumption for a detailed view on the 
level of particular households. 

Here, sudden laminar decline needs to be distinguished from laminar decline. Al­
though both may theoretically lead to a complete breakdown of a (sub-)system, 
they are advancing at very different speeds. Sudden laminar decline is a matter 
of a rare case limited to very specific situations, such as natural catastrophe, the 
closing of a dominant employer with no alternatives or the fundamental closing of 
a military base leaving enormous numbers of housing vacant at once. Continuing 
laminar decline has mostly only been described in connection with areas of peri­
pherization as defined by Beißwenger & Weck (2011), Kühn & Sommer (2012), Bernt 
& Liebermann (2013) and Kühn & Weck (2013). As already stated in chapter 2.2.,  
in Germany, most suburban areas are appendixes of existing settlements and situ­
ated within metropolitan areas. Within this spatial pattern of suburbanization, 
a fatal combination of internal and external circumstances leading to a laminar 
decline resulting in a significant vacancy within suburban areas of metropolitan 
areas as defined by the methodology of the National Spatial Survey (web BBSR 
2015) might be possible in theory and is often being conceptualized as a potential 
threat, but have not yet been empirically shown, not only within the case studies 
presented here, but also not in any other studies quoted114. In any case, if laminar 
decline progresses, then in a slow pace taking several years, and it allows stake­
holders to adjust or transform their strategic roles the area and its structure.  
Laminar decline is not only differentiated by individual fates of households (such 
as a particular number of children and their educational and job careers, divorces, 
deaths or illnesses). ‘Hidden differences’ such as available financial background, 
individual family social and spatial constellations, health, lifestyle and life values, 
visions and targeted perspectives in particular households might also play a diver­
sifying role of the same importance by shaping decisions of households of spatial 
relevance. In rental apartments, these decisively influence the fluctuation. Thus, 
the prospects of mature households regarding further use of a house or apartment 
also differ, as well as the actual point of time and way of handling it. 

114	 e.g. Zakrzewski et al. 2011, Wüstenrot-Stiftung 2012, Kötter 2013, Hopfner & Simon-Philipp 2013, ILS 2014. 
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Regarding ‘double homogeneity’, which is present in both case studies, the situation  
is similar. Even though some stakeholders perceive concrete phases of change, 
most of them admit that phases in which the inhabitant generation is changing 
usually take several years and do not have a form of a sudden shock. As has been 
stated in the conclusion chapter on the findings based on the case studies, stake­
holders often conceptualize change as ‘breaks’, marking a generally influential—
meaning system-relevant—rather than a sudden change. Interestingly enough, 
the stakeholders and experts did not highlight the relevance of the physical condi­
tion of family houses in connection with such changes, even though, for example, in 
Resser Mark the existing family housing stock dates from the period of the 1940s 
to the 1960s, and on-site finding proved a general need for energetic as well as 
other physical refurbishment. Additionally, many houses—both family and apart­
ment houses—do not meet current living standards in several ways, including size, 
ground plot and technical or energetic standards. Even though this issue needs a 
further investigation, the physical state of housing units in diversified private ow­
nership in general and family houses in particular are most likely weighted as quite 
over-estimated in the common maturity discourse. In reality, it is not valued solely 
but in connection with other attributes, such as locations or personal preferences, 
and they rather mirror themselves in a final comprehensive value and the market 
price. This corresponds also with recent surveys which point out that physical at­
tributes of family housing are often overestimated in the context of their actual 
role for the purchase decision, mainly determined by the trinity of location, size 
and price (e.g. Forsa 2013). By connecting locational with functional attributes as a 
specific characteristic of the settlement and the general demand perceived in the 
area, the stakeholders in the Resser Mark study indirectly stated that, to a great 
extent, locational preferences connected to the living environment and accessibi­
lity, but also to the existing social infrastructure and the image grounded in the sta­
ble community play a significant role for newcomers and are the central reason for 
no vacancies in the area. As long as a physical structure is adaptable, differences 
in the quality and conditions positively support social and physical diversification 
of the area on the real estate market.

Rental apartments display a different situation. In their case, the immediate phy­
sical condition of the apartment, the building and its surrounding play a significant 
role, as this cannot or should not be directly influenced by the user. Therefore, with- 
in the panarchy of the case studies, in Grimma and Resser Mark, and especially in 
the Eichkamp exclave, the physical refurbishment and adjustment of the housing 
stock towards the changing demand has been a central issue to the stakeholders. 
Especially within rental apartments, diversification is not only a matter of natural 
development. It may also occur by a deliberate adaptive shift or enlargement of 
the scope of potential users. In this way, apart from the diversification taking place 
alongside maturation, the enlargement of target groups proved to be a quite usual 
strategic measure within stagnating areas, as it makes more sense than competing 
for the increasingly limited core group of young families. The specialization, how­
ever, often includes the need to adjust the supply of physical housing in the market 
and services according to the demand of specific groups, such as the renovation 

see chapter 5. 7
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for accessibility and the development of daycare and other services in the case of 
the senior target group. Therefore, the accommodation of socially weak groups is 
often seen as an option in which physical refurbishment and thus investment is not 
urgently needed.

Coming back to the question in the title of this chapter, the answer on what is a 
suburban lifecycle. On the background of the differentiated picture of particular 
area settings, it is first necessary to state that the concrete lifecycle careers may 
be quite diverse. The significant regularities lie at the beginning of the path, the 
Fore Loop, when a (settlement area as a) system has been established and be­
gins to develop. This is also visible in the model mentioned in fig. 18. In this point, 
the model by Martin and Sunley (2010) is conform with the model of Holling et al. 
1986 and Holling 2001, which classifies the lifecycle into a Fore and Back loop. A 
difference to both models becomes evident in the Back loop, namely the adaption 
phase. Holling et al. (1986) and partly also Martin and Sunley (2010) act on the as­
sumption that a system as a whole is changing either into one or the other direction; 
in the first case towards transformation or adaption, in the second towards stable 
state or path dynamic process with the possibility to switch or ‘oscillate’ between 
them along the development path. The analytical approach based on the systemic 
space concept however shows the layers of which a system of a settlement area (in 
this case of a suburban residential area) consists. These overlapping layers of the 
interdependency space, institutional panarchies and adaption processes, which 
are grounded in the inner constellation of the system as well as external influences 
as a frame, may develop into different directions at the same time. What is crucial 
for its modelling is the intersection of the different states, which is represented 
by and connected to the panarchy network ties. It is defining the narrowness and 
directness of a development path, or its multi-directionality and reluctance. The 
running state in which different layers and particular levels of one system may 
develop into divergent directions and thus remain tangent or intersected within a 
panarchy, can be marked as stable maturity.

This understanding of development leads to different theoretical and practical 
implications. Among the theory issues, it could be stated that if social ecological 
systems are seen as multi-leveled entities, it thus becomes necessary to appro­
ach them as systemic spaces already in the analysis. Particular layers may differ 
from system to system. The combination of internal development directions within 
the layers may lead to a number of intersections, which mark the diversification 
process.

Among practical implications, the implementation of a multi-layered concept leads 
to the notion that even though some basic interdependencies may exist, it is not 
correct to define a state of one level by the attributes of the other. More concretely, 
this means that a bad physical state might be conditioned by a correspondingly 
passive situation on the levels of human-agency and adaption. But on the other 
hand, the high percentage of elderly people in an area does not necessarily mean 
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an aging-induced stasis on the level of human agency or a general spatial unat­
tractiveness for young people, as far as the concentration on an elderly clientele is 
a part of a strategy within an adaption process. 

Figure 39:	 Model of evolution in stable maturity state in suburban residential areas (own illustration)
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Fragmented arenas and incomplete panarchies

As the findings have shown the crucial importance of a panarchy network for 
adaption within mature suburban residential areas, in following the panarchy as 
an interconnection of the particular layers is being finally discussed. Within the 
panarchies, connections mostly evolve consciously by deliberate, moderated con­
tact and communication. Leading a position and the establishment of particular 
topic-based arenas is being achieved through proactivity within the panarchy net­
work, including both the maintenance and the enlargement of connections. The 
panarchy network may therefore become unbalanced or limited by reservations or 
particular limitations of institutional stakeholders to enable interconnections. An 
example of such a limitation is the weak connection within the municipal admin­
istration and politics on the one hand, and the external private housing market 
stakeholders, such as real estate banks or agents, as well as to contracting busi­
ness in housing construction and renovation on the other.115 Even though there 
might be certain professional contacts conditioned by everyday working tasks, 
public service officers are apparently reluctant to form alliances, especially with 
the private sector. This fact is reflected in the disconnection of these two stake­
holder groups in the panarchy descriptions. As has been evaluated in more detail in 
chapter 5.3, ‘mutual learning’ mostly requires the establishment of trust, which is 
conditioned by closer ties. The therefore understandable reluctance of the public 
sector to enter into common arenas with private stakeholders is still difficult, as 
these are nonetheless a relevant part of the local panarchy. Especially regarding 
the monitoring as well as perspectives of housing, with some exceptions, there 
often is an absence of a safe but effective exchange modus with the relevant part­
ners. For both sides, it yet seems to be difficult to find a transparent format for a 
direct exchange. 

A further and more often articulated challenge is the often missing interconnection 
between the municipality and the individual inhabitants, respectively—similar to 
the disconnection mentioned above. This gap is caused by a missing appropriate 
format to link them. Similarly to the communal and business partners, the arenas 
of the institutionalized meso-level of the municipal administration and the indivi­
dual households do not overlap enough to create direct ties. Therefore, interces­
sory structures are necessary to establish these ties. The ‚missing link‘ tolocal 
governance and self-supporting structures on the local level are argumented as 
the ‘advocatelessness’ of mature suburban residential areas, described as a phe­
nomenon in chapter 3.2. The connecting function can by fulfilled by local stakehol­
ders of the panarchy as ‘advocates of place’. Their existence and activity is crucial 
for the ability of municipalities to act on the local level of particular settlement 
areas. Mature suburban residential areas are not an exception. Such a level howe­
ver requires the development and support of local governance structures (cf. Wüs­
tenrot-Stiftung 2012, Kadono 2013), which can be tackled in different institutional 

115	This further applies to state employment agencies, which have actually a detailed overview of particular 
social phenomena in a neighborhood due to their role as the payers of rent for socially weak households.
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forms and moderating between particular inhabitants and their households on the 
one hand and other institutionalized stakeholders on the other. Both the activity 
of local inhabitant groups and the support from the municipality are necessary to 
establish them. The two case studies analyzed here also show how different these 
ties might be in their form: in Grimma, it is the conglomerate of both the dominating 
housing company and housing association, a municipal foundation and a non-pro­
fit association. In Resser Mark, it is the local parish and its Protestant workers’ 
association, connected to a municipally organized ward prevention board. Both 
examples, however, show a similar pattern in principle: to a certain extent, it is a 
non-profit based network of locally active organizations with local participating 
citizens, complemented directly or indirectly by municipal institutions, private sta­
keholders, and their funding. To a high extent they copy Kadono`s types of social 
system supporting core functions within settlement arenas (see fig. 9).

Figure 40:	 Model of panarchy (dis)connections (own illustration)
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These more or less institutionalized organizations are not only self-supporting 
structures of citizens, but bear the potential for governance functions. Partly, these 
are already fulfilled within the political work and agenda, as the case of Resser 
Mark shows: the local citizens’ structures are also acting as basic political arenas 
for local agenda communication and participation within a multi-level and network 
governance that spans the local and municipal level. Here, the connection with the 
institutionalized top-down or command-and-control municipal administration is 
reshaped towards a local agenda setting based on agreements established in com­
munication with local citizen representatives. In Grimma, where a broad participa­
tive activity of the inhabitants is missing, the communicative structure is held by 
housing market stakeholders, who are most directly interested in the fate of the area. 
Even though this might not be a ‘classic’ governance structure based on more direct 
citizen participation, it still bears at least the basic governance functions as are 
being fulfilled by the citizen organizations elsewhere: these are accounting for the 
communication of local demands and the participation in shaping and implement­
ing planning strategies as well as the social and other politics of the municipality. 
However, in the context of lifecycles, the governance issue is not a topic per se.  
It merely becomes meaningful as a driver of local adaption. When asking who is 
responsible for initiating and moderating adaption in mature suburban residential 
areas, viewed through the analyzed cases, this is not the municipality or the parti­
cular citizen alone. 

The engagement of the municipalities for and in such networks thus needs to in­
clude includes much more than monitoring and issuing a model-kit list of recom­
mended measures, as in such case the question remains unanswered to whom 
this is targeted. The task is rather to be engaged in sharing responsibility for the 
local panarchy structure, which would also mean co-financing and supporting it 
institutionally, and in bundling this into a comprehensive planning agenda on the 
meso level. Still, this all seems only to be a part of the task in case the adaptive 
process is aimed to be actively steered. In such a case, beyond the measures of 
participation, the local advocacy and strategic measures of key stakeholders 
steering the diversification of the mature residential quarters, a consultancy of 
life perspectives within a kind of ‘life perspective management’ is needed in or­
der to influence persistence and remanence in particular households and thus to 
co-steer their Back loop phase. Nevertheless, stakeholders and experts admitted 
that such tasks would need multi-talented ‘Swiss army knife’-like moderators who 
would be able to combine particular life scripts and the strategic level of particu­
lar residential areas as well as the integrated city management. Within the case 
studies investigated here, both of them did not show such a consulting function. 
In how far this is manageable in the reality of planning is a task for both further 
analysis and conceptual work.116 

116	Even though many stakeholders and experts admit demand on this, probably because of its complexity, ex­
amples for such management concepts are still quite rare. However, they also remain merely unappreciated 
by scientific analysis. As for housing companies, the Yamaman example, and for housing neighborhoods,  
the Bochum Grumme social work program, has been referred to.
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However, here again, a connection with the consultancy of particular stakeholders 
from the housing market, such as estate agents, might also already be one of a mean- 
ingful strategies. The housing improvement district (HID) approach, as it is being 
implemented in Hamburg, has only partly been a step towards this direction; seen 
through the argumentation above, the interrelation between the house owners, the 
municipality and the citizens remains—partly despite cooperative proclamations 
—still weak (cf. Wiezorek 2011). 

6. 2	 Towards adaptive strategies

The maturation process of suburban residential areas proves to be a highly diverse 
and also diversifying one. Additionally to the findings on regularities and irregu­
larities of lifecycles, it also became clear that regarding particular development 
directions of a system, the constellations of exogenous and exogenous influences 
merely based on framing circumstances such as economic or demographic de­
velopment are influential. Hereby, the role of panarchy networks and its stakehol­
ders as advocates of a place has been highlighted, putting the question how and 
by whom adaption is being initiated and realized on the forefront. The particular 
direction which takes such development in mature suburban settlement areas 
therefore depends on a concrete situational setting. The lifecycle model presented 
here proved to be as quite flexible in accommodating adaption. Based on above 
findings, in following the central remarks regarding conceptualizing, analyzing and 
adaptive management of mature suburban residential areas are summarized in 
statements marking an alternative approach. 

Role and tasks on the meso level: beyond the monitoring and toolbox-
’strategy’

It already has been concluded that the locational advantages are seen as a complex 
of many hard and soft indicators, in which a functioning local community may play 
a role. But, the role of what has been called ‘local advocates of place’ is also crucial 
for designing and implementing ways of internal adaption. There is no doubt that in 
many areas such an organizational network of advocates is yet missing. However, 
this is by far not a unique character of suburban residential areas, e.g. if compared 
to most urban and rural residential areas. The more important point than the in­
stant existence of advocating networks is the potential to establish them. In this 
context the municipal role can be seen in three main fields. 
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•	 First is the enabling agent towards citizens by co-founding and supporting local 
organizations advocating inhabitants’ matters and also locally satisfying demands 
in self organization. 

•	 Second is the role of a strategic planning leader in the stakeholder panarchy, mod­
erating processes of growth, decline and adaption on the meso level and commu­
nicating it towards both local and regional levels.

•	 Third comes the role of monitoring, which however cannot be seen as an aim in it­
self, but as a collection of information in order to satisfyingly process the two above 
mentioned tasks. Monitoring as data collecting is rather a subordinated exercise. 
The most actual information base on exchange with stakeholders and can be 
gained within an active panarchy network. 

The strategic position within a multi-levelled system as described in the conclu­
sions to chapter 6.1, is the panarchy, which is based at the core between the levels. 
Communicating and co-shaping the life paths of particular mature households is 
possible when relevant consulting structures based on trust are established. These 
need to act locally, but require to be supported institutionally by the municipality. 
In turn, the municipality may co-moderate the options of decision making within 
households and thus implement its strategic agenda, regarding among others the 
coordination of social infrastructure projects according to the demand or influenc­
ing household behavior relating to remanencies. 

What is important for understanding and conceptualizing adaption in both research 
and application is to recognize the Back loop of a lifecycle as a self-standing part of 
a settlement area carreer. Practically, this means a shift in conceptualizing research 
on suburban development from projecting future options solely on the parameters 
of the Fore loop phases of growth and maturity. These are the container-approach 
based mono-morphologic (same type and age) and mono-demographic (same-age 
and life-phase) delimination of space to a case study area. Such projection leads to 
assupmtions summarized afore as the ‘static fatality’. First, it cannot be focussing 
solely on interpolation of age of housing, infrastructure and their inhabitants, in 
order to explain the current situation and development perspectives, and options 
of steering planning action. The reason is that thy dynamics during the release and 
adaption phases are not following the cannonical path of development, which is 
conceptualized as to result into a collapse in order to delock and change. Within 
late maturity phases of release and adaption, the Back loop, and the development 
paths is becoming multi-optioned and dynamic. The real extend of the options is 
only to a limited extent driven by the parameters mentioned above. Stakeholder 
networks and its cross-level and cross-systemic panarchy plays the dominant role 
in creating resilient development options and thus shaping the development path. 
Second, however the mono-structuralistic (means mono-morphological and mo­
no-demographic) seems reasonable for concepualizing space for objective case-
based research, it stands in contrary to the panarchy concept of systemic space. 
Within the systemic space the physical and functional delimination of the study 

see chapter 6. 1
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area is being undertaken ‘situatively’, taking in account the floating borders of pan­
archic networks and responding on them by defining the physical space of the case 
study according to functional interconnections, and not the morphological ones. 

Creating places of enabling character in advance 

Connected to the question how to make mature suburban residential areas more 
resilient, it becomes clear that self-enabling systems generate the most effective 
stabilizing and adaptive power. A locally anchored panarchy supports an area 
in a double way. It connects it to the networks of stakeholders on the meso and 
macro level and delivers its interests towards those who co-decide about satis­
fying them. It also raises the attractiveness of the area as one with a functioning 
social context. Of central importance is that it influences local identity, image and 
advocacy of the area. As has been shown in the studies, socially active areas offer, 
even though often limited to certain even partly closed arenas, a broader variety 
of social, cultural and functional opportunities. The assurance of local advocacy 
further raises the stability, perspective and long-term safety of the location, thus 
making it more resilient and attractive than those without. These correlations are 
widely known from the place-making discourse.117 In terms of lifecycles, however, 
in both case studies the local stakeholders’ network, even though not formed into 
an active stakeholders’ arena, has evolved from local society based structures. 
These were existing already prior to the beginning of regular adaptive processes in 
form of a fundamental refurbishment and management of the areas’ adjustment 
to maturity. Within the local level of panarchy, the leading stakeholders have been 
among those who are the longest existing and active at place. This correlates with 
the notion of social capital accumulation in leadership by creation and enhance­
ment of networks. Such rooted structures proved to become an advantage to the 
maturing area in terms of scope and speed of adaptive action as well as accept­
ance within the panarchy, tributing to unofficial leadership. The establishment of 
local structures before an area enters the Back loop might therefore be considered 
as meaningful. This means that building a panarchy and thus integrating particu­
lar suburban residential areas into the complex of e.g. municipal decision making, 
agenda setting and strategic control, might be easier and more effective than 
starting only when maturity and its consequent challenges have already arrived.

117	 see e.g. Hesse et al. (2013, 108)

Jan Polívka

Maturity, Resilience & Lifecycles in Suburban Residential Areas
Lifecycles and adaption: discussion, conclusions and perspectives 



Diversification as an adaptive tool 

Creating resilient areas is, besides establishing locally based stakeholder struc­
tures, based on functional, physical and social differentiation. Even though in the 
Fore loop typical homogeneity might be a dominating and even strengthening 
point118, keeping up homogeneity in certain areas during the release phase leads to 
reinforcing of selected typologies and increasing rigidification of associated struc­
tures, network and knowledge. This, however, is a way towards the direction of local 
settlement development statis. Even though mostly never reached absolutely, it 
may significantly reduce the adaptability of a system. Therefore, diversification of 
mature suburban residential areas should become a strategic development task 
on the municipal level. Fulfilled in connection with inhabitant participation, it does 
not necessarily lead into changing, loosening or otherwise undercutting of zoning 
rules. Even though this might also be a relevant strategy in some areas, mostly the 
extension of the scope of users including specific age groups as well as diversifying 
social infrastructure or encouraging younger families to move in and senior families 
to move out, or even the introduction of non-disturbing businesses to settle, this all 
contributes to an enabling environment for the emergence and creation of paths led 
by new suburban concepts, functionalities and typologies. Hereby, physical mea­
sures such as of energetic efficiency upgrade in family houses in private ownership 
play a less significant role than in the rental segments, where physical refurbishment 
is being used also for diversification measures targeting particular user groups.  

Panarchy process and networks to further stakeholder groups

It has been already stated during the evaluation of the case study results—initiat­
ing adaptive processes is possible within locally settled and institutionally rooted 
networks. These networks are based on the principle of generating common ca­
pital, which then, to paraphrase Sorensen (cf. 2010), is used to generate and at­
tract external resources. One of the underlying principles of the accumulation of 
adaptive capital is the fact that open systems with networks overreaching their 
local ‘nest’ are more successful in adaption than those closed. The accumulation 
of capital is including but not limited to financial matters. Likewise, external con­
tacts, inventive power know-how and synergy potentials play also an important 
role. Adaption is a collective matter, as it touches different thematic levels as well 
as different levels of panarchy. Therefore, panarchy building stands at the core of 
the strategic agenda for adaption.

118	 In the context of suburban residential areas, Menzl (2007) points out also further components to the 
physical and demographic ones: life-cyclic and normative. These, however, are rather derivates of physical 
and demographic issues. Menzl among others indirectly points out the relevance of these components in 
connection to the building of common interest, which is underlying the formation of local arenas. 

see Figure 22
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The following closing remarks serve the reflection of the theoretical approach. 
Their methodological approach and regards to the theoretical contents of this dis­
sertation serve also as an impulse for further research on the topic of adaption in 
suburban mature residential areas.

Systemic space - as stakeholders do it

A non-fatalistic approach towards mature suburban resid	 ential areas allows 
opening the view onto particular processes within the neighborhood. Such how­
ever are also beyond the indicators of physical and demographic state of an area, 
which may be an initial recognition of the overall circumstances at best. The notion 
of the actual development path lies also behind the surface of visible and statistic 
matters. To analyze the process of change, statistic surveys help to classify certain 
areas according to their status. However, the current data are only a starting point 
for both analysis and strategy. To analyze the process of adaption, the ‘systemic 
space’ model delivers a comprehensive possibility to grasp a particular area includ­
ing its spatial, functional, administrative and panarchic connections, and thus to 
describe and explain its specific development path. Implementation of it, however, 
means also to shift concepts based on solely demarcation morphologically ho­
mogenous areas and their consideration and examination within these borders, 
and thus enlarging the contextual view from a purely statistic towards the spatial,  
functional and societal context at place. It is to be admitted that such an approach 
requires a differentiated analytic design when coming up to particular areas, based  
on the ground of statistical information and enlarged by qualitative insights into  
both the multilayered system and the processes within. The advantage lies in the 
fact that analytic steps and following recommendations bear a certain chance to 
become less general and more targeted and therefore compatible within the dis­
cursive fields of the particular levels as well as remaining comprehensible within 
its multi-levelled reference on the greater strategic level. 

 
Updating the transformation pace and directions

A yet widely juvenile field of knowledge are the principles of modelling develop­
ment paths during the adaption phase. Especially in planning sciences, the view 
still remains quite limited to traditional theories of urban sociology, disregarding 
the progress that has been made in other disciplines in the meantime. The need 
for reviewing the approaches towards change in urban systems is though given by 
several shifts in both society and its understanding since the basic theories of the 
Chicago School of Sociology as well as traditional economy sciences have been 
introduced to planning. Today, conceptualization of development paths in urban 
settlement areas underlies the conditions of a structurally changed environment 
and its circumstances; physical, functional social, as well as functional. An import­
ant point here is the way in which the spatial (re)settings are being initiated and 
negotiated. No ‘paper-planning’ or top-down authority itself is able to generate 

see Figure 37
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significant influence beyond the traditional ‘hard tasks’ of spatial planning; this is 
one of the crucial messages on adaption planning and steering. Today`s planning 
routine is based on consensual and pragmatic partnerships, negotiating ways 
across institutional and hierarchical levels as well as complementing authority by 
trust and the action-reaction principle by common acts. These changes of course 
also are mirrored within the way as the lifecycles of particular settlement area 
develop; the way they are being established, conceptualized and analyzed. It thus 
remains a further task for debate to follow the above described adaptoion analysis 
and approach and to connect and implement them within the planning discourse.

The most advantageous property of the panarchy-based systemic approach re­
mains the multilevelled view on complex task of maturity. Approaching maturity 
in urban quarters requires, as has been shown above, a particularly differentiated 
theoretical approach based on presumption of irregularities and different possible 
outcomes. It is therefore to ask in how far the lifecycle-based research on mature 
urban settlement area would profit from a further interdisciplinary approach. The 
multi-levelled construction of the methodical approach as well as the broad imple­
mentation field also in other disciplines offers at least positive expectations. The 
peculiarity of the implemented research design was its openness. What remains as 
a question to be explored next is in how far the initial concept developed here for 
analyzing mature suburban residential areas in the context of lifecycles can prove 
itself to be further implemented and developed on additional spatial settings and 
related thematic tasks.
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