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Abstract: Addressing the challenges and opportunities in shrinking cities requires 
approaches and strategies different from those that have been applied under growth 
conditions. Research on shrinking cities has generated a plethora of approaches and 
strategies for the shrinkage trajectory and has identified sustainability as a guiding 
principle. However, shrinking city development in practice either cannot confront the 
situation of shrinkage, or does so without an integrative, consistent approach, while 
the concept of sustainability has ambiguous meanings, giving rise to competing or 
contradicting rationales. This paper identifies the need for clearer directions for a re-
orientation away from the growth-oriented approaches, in conjunction with a critical 
reflection on what sustainability means for different shrinking cities. Towards this end, it 
first assembles an overview of the strategic framings behind urban development ideas 
proffered in the shrinking city discourse, with a focus on the temporal, agential and spatial 
dimensions and the cross-cutting frame of higher-level interdependencies. Secondly, 
with a deeper reflection on the inner tensions of the sustainability concept, it distils the 
key rationales and proposes new strategy-making approaches for a development path 
change towards sustainable development that responds to different local situations.
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Introduction

Urban shrinkage is an increasingly wide-
spread global phenomenon (Martinez-Fer-
nandez et al. 2016; Oswalt & Rieniets 
2006; Turok & Mykhnenko 2007; Wolff  
& Wiechmann 2018). Shrinking cities 
are driven by more than regional factors 
such as industrial migration and inter-city 
competition. They are embedded in ‘the 
great transition’ faced by the global society 
in the 21st century, including industrial 

transformation, demographic ageing, and 
the establishing of  a global economic or-
der (Martinez-Fernandez et al. 2016: 35). 
In addition to these trends reshaping 
the parameters of  urban development, 
there is also the urgency to achieve global 
sustainability due to the coming end of  
fossil-energy-fuelled industrialisation, the 
crisis of  cheap mobility, social polarisation 
and climate change (Audirac et al. 2010; 
Oswalt & Rieniets 2006: 51). As a struc-
tural challenge driven by global processes, 
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shrinkage is considered an increasingly nor-
mal trajectory of  urban development rather 
than a temporary interruption of  growth 
(Cunningham-Sabot et al. 2013; Sousa & 
Pinho 2015). It presents challenges for 
urban sustainability (Fol 2012; Moss 2008; 
Slach et al. 2019), as well as opportunities 
for social-ecological sustainability (Dubeaux 
& Cunningham-Sabot 2018; D. Haase 2008; 
Siebel & Häußermann 1987). The chal-
lenges behind urban shrinkage go beyond 
theories of  urban decline and conventional 
planning limited by a growth-oriented 
mindset, knowledge and instruments. To 
effectively address the impacts of  shrinkage 
and to steer development under shrinkage 
towards sustainability, researchers have 
called for a new planning ‘paradigm’, which 
includes acceptance of  shrinkage as a devel-
opment trajectory, innovative strategies and 
integrative, consistent approaches (Hospers 
& Syssner 2018; Martinez-Fernandez et al. 
2016; Müller & Siedentop 2004; Pallagst & 
Wiechmann 2004).

Over the last two decades, the shrinking 
city discourse has brought to the fore a 
plethora of  innovative approaches and 
strategies across policy fields and planning 
levels, with a common focus on re-orienting 
away from growth impulses and moving 
towards sustainable development. However, 
there are challenges to achieving more im-
pact on practice, especially the establishing 
of  integrative, consistent approaches. One 
of  these challenges is conceptual: there 
is a lack of  an integrative perspective to 
channel that abundance of  new ideas into 
coherent strategic rationales; which is insep-
arable from the (lack of) consideration of  
the guiding principle. Sustainability, as this 
paper will argue, can have different policy 
implications when considered with differ-
ent temporal, spatial and social parameters, 

giving rise to conflicting rationales. Systemic 
inertia for growth-oriented approaches is 
another challenge. It has been observed in 
institutional contexts, development mind-
set, political culture, technical models of  de-
velopment, lack of  tools and expertise (Hall 
2009; Kreichauf  2014; Müller & Siedentop 
2004). This challenges the shrinking city 
discourse to reflect on its coherence, impli-
cations and potential as a whole against the 
existing conditions of  urban development.

Thus, this paper assembles an overview 
of  the strategic framings behind develop-
ment ideas in shrinking city discourse, in 
order to: firstly, explore the meanings of  
sustainability as a guiding principle for a 
re-orientation away from growth; secondly, 
extract from them clearer directions for a 
departure from the growth-oriented ‘para-
digm’; and thirdly, reflect on their coherence 
with one another and with existing devel-
opment conditions. 

Such an overview needs to take a holistic 
view of  the strategies in the development 
process in order to take up the perspective 
of  local strategy-making, because the lat-
ter must integrate vertical and horizontal, 
formal and informal, and local and su-
pra-local factors. It should also extend its 
consideration beyond the shrinkage end of  
the spectrum and connect to growth condi-
tions. This is because, on one hand, growth 
and shrinkage can alternate in development 
trajectories and can be spatially concurrent 
(Wiechmann 2008a). Thus, the impression 
of  two types of  local planning – one for 
shrinkage and one for growth – with the 
key strategic choice being a technical matter 
of  switching at the right signals, would not 
be conducive to strategic thinking. On the 
other hand, shrinkage should stand along-
side growth as a condition to development 
– which is not necessarily more problematic 
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– therefore, planning should develop the 
competence to achieve progress under 
either condition (Hirt & Beauregard 2019; 
Sousa & Pinho 2015). The comparability 
between the two could be key to facilitating 
a proactive re-orientation in mainstream 
development discourses towards accepting 
shrinkage. Therefore, this paper develops a 
framework to describe local development 
strategies in multiple dimensions – instead 
of  categories based on the growth or 
shrinkage orientation – so that it can cap-
ture a holistic picture of  local strategies and 
support more detailed comparative studies.

Finally, the local level is the focus of  
this paper. This does not mean that the 
consideration of  local actions should be 
limited to the local scale (see Section 4.4). 
Strategy-making at this level is challenged 
by the complexity of  integrating diverse 
factors and is situated in the process of  
reshaping cities – from developing place 
qualities (Healey 2007) to steering devel-
opment in a long-term ‘path’ (Liebmann 
& Kuder 2012). ‘Path’ is of  key interest in 
shrinking city studies because it is a heuris-
tic for understanding what has led cities to 
their current situation and for strategising 
how they can become more sustainable.

The structure of  this paper is as follows: 
Section 2 reviews literature on challenges 
to shrinking cities’ planning practices and 
sustainability as a guiding principle for 
re-orienting development; Section 3 clarifies 
the essential dimensions of  urban develop-
ment strategy. Based on these dimensions, 
Section 4 presents an overview of  the 
strategic frames of  sustainable shrinkage 
in contrast with the growth-oriented ones. 
Finally, Section 5 further distils the key 
strategic rationales and strategy-making ap-
proaches for a local strategic change, based 
on a deeper reflection on the inner tensions 

of  the sustainability concept and the diverse 
development conditions of  shrinking cities.

Departure from  
growth-oriented planning

Based on the observation of  urban shrink-
age, researchers have identified the unsus-
tainable consequences and self-reinforcing 
dynamics of  uncontrolled shrinkage pro-
cesses and argued for policy and planning 
responses. Because shrinkage as a struc-
tural challenge often defies conventional 
regrowth strategies, without fundamental 
re-orientation, local responses could be 
ineffective or could even exacerbate prob-
lems. Meanwhile, sustainability – encom-
passing economic, environmental and social 
aspects – has emerged as a principle driving 
a departure from traditional planning. 

Lessons from shrinking cities

Population loss can lead to unsustainable 
consequences. Firstly, under-utilisation of  
socio-technical infrastructures resulting 
from de-population and parallel sprawl 
development increases public spending 
and impairs service provision due to higher 
per capita costs (Hudeček et al. 2019; Moss 
2008; Siedentop & Fina 2010; Slach et al. 
2019; Walther 2016). The combination 
of  rising maintenance costs and falling 
incomes can plunge shrinking cities into a 
vicious circle of  declining liveability. Sec-
ondly, the quality of  the built environment 
is threatened as the deteriorating quality of  
life drives further outmigration and depop-
ulation of  the city. Decay of  the building 
stock and public space ensues through 
disinvestment and abandonment (Bontje 
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2004). Maintenance and conversion of  the 
building stock are limited, which means 
its quality and typology no longer keeps 
up with consumption patterns and drives 
groups with higher mobility to relocate else-
where (Schmidt et al. 2015). In time, demoli-
tion could become the fate of  derelict build-
ings or entire neighbourhoods. Thirdly, 
population loss can have a high social cost. 
Outmigration as a selective process results 
in a diminished labour force, unbalanced 
demography and increase of  vulnerable 
groups (Steinführer et al. 2014; Strohmeier 
& Bader 2004). Economic decline and lack 
of  liveability can lead to loss of  trust in the 
government (De Groot 2019; Ročak et al. 
2016b). Finally, shrinkage can negatively 
impact environmental sustainability. The 
sprawl of  urban settlements could continue 
even during shrinkage as cities compete for 
residents, leading to lower energy efficiency 
due to a decentralised spatial pattern and 
higher per capita dwelling areas, but local 
governments often lack the knowledge, 
instruments, means and/or political mo-
tivation to deal with this trend (Kroll & 
Kabisch 2012; Kübler et al. 2012; Nuissl & 
Rink 2005). In regions with already limited 
population growth, overall sprawl means 
infrastructure will be over-dimensioned 
at a regional scale, and new constructions 
will cause an equal amount of  vacancy in 
other cities (Aalbers & Bernt 2019; Mäding 
2004). Considering the built environment as 
a resource itself, the sprawl–depopulation–
downsizing cycle is a form of  collective 
wasting (Jakle & Wilson 1992; Jessen 2012).

Planning itself  plays a role in the mak-
ing of  shrinkage and its unsustainable 
outcomes (Cunningham-Sabot et al. 2013; 
A. Haase et al. 2014). Under a neoliberal 
ideology that prioritises economic growth 
over social and environmental concerns, 

shrinkage associated with economic down-
turn is not easily accepted by policy-makers, 
let alone constructively confronted (Pal-
lagst, Fleschurz & Said 2017; Schatz 2017). 
The single-minded pursuit of  economic 
development could intensify outmigration 
(A. Haase et al. 2014) and widen social in-
equality (Fol 2012), whereas opportunities 
to make environmental and social progress 
in ways that growing cities cannot are left 
unexplored (Knoop 2014; Siebel & Häußer-
mann 1987). Conventional strategies rely 
on external private investment as the main 
resource, and market mechanisms to reg-
ulate property development (Hackworth 
2014; Rydin 2013); however, in shrinking 
cities, market mechanisms cannot guarantee 
essential life services or social justice, nor 
can they stop the race to the bottom in the 
housing market (Hackworth 2014; Jessen 
2012), prevent unsustainable development 
patterns on a large scale (Kübler et al. 2012), 
or address the loss of  culture vitality and 
social cohesion (De Groot 2019). It has 
been observed that competitiveness-build-
ing, a central objective in the pursuit of  
growth, drives heavy public investment in 
expansive strategies that could compromise 
broader goals (Stryjakiewicz et al. 2018), ra-
tionalises resource concentration on prime 
sites at the expense of  other areas in need 
(Berglund 2020), and unreflectingly applies 
economic models from metropolitan cities 
to ordinary cities with diverse contexts 
(Kinossian 2018).

Thus, shrinking city development strate-
gies need to be formulated based on a criti-
cal reflection on the dynamics of  shrinkage 
and assumptions underlying traditional 
planning. Research on planning and policy 
highlights five main lessons. Firstly, due to 
the stigmatisation of  shrinkage, accepting 
the prospect of  long-term shrinkage is the 
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first step in dealing with its impacts (Pallagst, 
Fleschurz & Said 2017). Secondly, dealing 
with the impacts of  shrinkage should start 
with sustaining the quality of  life for the re-
maining population and making adaptations 
rather than prioritising competition for 
regrowth and external private investment 
(Hollander & Popper 2011; Knoop 2014). 
This requires both recognising the changing 
demographic and social profile (Steinführer 
& Haase 2007; Strohmeier & Bader 2004) 
and re-organising socio-technical infra-
structures for the new socio-spatial patterns 
(Müller & Siedentop 2004). Thirdly, it is 
essential to have an approach integrating 
economic, urban environment and social 
aspects to achieve sustainable develop-
ment (Bernt et al. 2012; Bernt et al. 2014). 
Fourthly, planning should attend to social 
sustainability while dealing with shrinkage, 
because strategies of  gentrification intensify 
social inequality (Berglund 2020; Miot 2015) 
while top-down right-sizing could impair 
social justice (Audirac 2018; Hollander & 
Németh 2011). Finally, planning should 
make use of  the opportunities in shrinking 
cities for social and ecological sustainability 
(Dubeaux & Cunningham-Sabot 2018; D. 
Haase 2008; Hall 2009; Schilling & Logan 
2008) and place-based economies (Leick & 
Lang 2018; Pallagst, Fleschurz & Said 2017) 
to create transformative visions in ways that 
growing cities cannot.

Some of  these ideas share the same posi-
tions with (strategic) planning theories that 
are also concerned with sustainable devel-
opment: planning for changing convictions 
and envisioning alternative futures (Healey 
1997: 244–245); aiming for quality of  life, 
distributive justice, environmental well-be-
ing and economic vitality (Healey 2007: 
1); addressing structural issues to achieve 
long-term goals (Friedmann 2004); making 

integrative strategies and coordinating spa-
tial impacts (Albrechts et al. 2019; Albrechts 
et al. 2003); inclusivity and co-production 
(Albrechts 2015; Kunzmann 2013). How-
ever, the experience of  strategic planning 
is mostly with large, growing city (regions), 
and practice often falls short of  these ide-
als. Meanwhile competitiveness-building, 
growth orientation and market reliance 
– key issues for shrinking cities – rarely 
come into question. The more recent trans-
formative theory goes beyond procedural 
inclusivity, targeting “the structural prob-
lems of  capitalist society viewed in a global 
context”, asserting that “the problems and 
challenges that regions, city-regions, and 
cities are confronted with cannot be tackled 
and managed adequately either on the basis 
of  the neoconservative perspective or on 
the basis of  the intellectual, technical-legal 
apparatus and mindset of  traditional plan-
ning” (Albrechts et al. 2020: 1, 3). Trans-
formative practices are more directly critical 
of  ‘the development-as-growth model’ 
(ibid.) and seek alternative development 
paths preserving ‘local self-sustainability’ 
(Hamilton 2003; Magnaghi 2005). This 
perspective shares much context with the 
shrinking city discourse, namely the global 
uneven development and the growth- and 
market reliance of  traditional planning 
practices.

Sustainability as a guiding principle 
for shrinking cities

Neither growth nor shrinkage is the actual 
goal of  planning; they are but the condition 
for development towards the goal. Here 
development means qualitative change 
rather than densification or expansion. The 
goal of  planning is to achieve progress no 
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matter which condition it works with (Hirt 
& Beauregard 2019; Sousa & Pinho 2015). 
Therefore, planning is not about switching 
between pursuing growth to accepting de-
cline, but making progress guided by values 
consistent across growth and shrinkage 
conditions. The question is then: what 
counts as progress?

Pallagst and Wiechmann (2004) identi-
fied sustainable development as a principle 
driving the departure from conventional 
regrowth strategies in shrinking cities. This 
principle considers economic, environmen-
tal and social aspects; but operationalised in 
an era of  overall growth, it is nevertheless 
growth-oriented (e.g. ‘smart growth’), which 
means that the condition of  shrinkage 
would call for a different operationalisation 
of  sustainability principles – such as ‘shrink-
ing smart’ (ibid.). However, the practice 
is often focused on physical downsizing, 
which has implications for social equity 
(Audirac 2018) and lacks integration with 
other policy problems (Bernt et al. 2014). 
The ‘Shrink Smart’ reports (Bernt et al. 
2012; Bernt et al. 2014) stressed the need to 
comprehensively address economic devel-
opment, urban regeneration and social co-
hesion as keys to sustainable development. 
Herrmann et al. (2016) approached sustain-
ability for shrinking cities with a complex 
systems perspective on social-ecological 
systems; but this view generalises shrink-
ing cities into a type of  complex system 
and speaks little of  the context of  global 
processes. Finally, views on ‘opportunities’ 
for alternative development accentuate the 
potential for enhancing ecological services, 
new green spaces, and alternative lifestyles 
(Dubeaux & Cunningham-Sabot 2018; D. 
Haase 2008; Siebel & Häußermann 1987), 
which is aligned with considerations for 
global sustainability.

Exactly what counts as sustainability for 
shrinking cities is still up for debate. Social 
inclusion and equity is unquestionably a 
fundamental value in shrinking city plan-
ning (Audirac 2018; Hollander & Németh 
2011), but in the current politico-economic 
environment, triage measures and gen-
trification strategies seem inevitable for 
preserving the self-sustainability of  the city 
(Kreichauf  2014; Rousseau 2009). In terms 
of  economy, the concern for its stability 
(Herrmann et al. 2016) is overtaken by the 
debate on what economies there should be, 
because mainstream economy is often the 
driver of  shrinkage and exclusion (Dax & 
Fischer 2018). While some researchers rec-
ommend smart restructuring and long-term 
competitiveness-building (Zakirova 2010), 
others realise that some deindustrialising 
cities may simply need to shrink down to 
a population sustainable by non-industrial 
economies (Constantinescu 2012). Envi-
ronmental quality can improve through 
greening after depopulation, but de-den-
sified settlements have lower resource 
efficiency with high maintenance costs and 
energy consumption (Großmann et al. 2013: 
224), contrary to planetary sustainability. 
Even when a city is socially inclusive and 
has resource-efficient infrastructures, con-
verting a small town population’s lifestyle 
to the consumptive urban lifestyle could 
still undermine planetary sustainability 
(Lehtinen 2018). 

There is no universal definition of  sus-
tainability, even though it is a universally 
embraced value. It works more as a framing 
device for strategic reasoning, channelling 
values and principles into specific contexts 
to generate strategic rationales; the more 
specific the situation, the more specific the 
rationales. However, this means a general 
theory on strategies for sustainability in 
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shrinking cities difficult, because there are 
different temporal, spatial and social param-
eters to consider, which also change over 
time. This leads to different rationales, and 
these lead to different, even inconsistent 
approaches and strategies. This conceptual 
inconsistency side by side with the lack of  
planning levers, makes a decisive re-orienta-
tion with a consistent approach challenging.

Therefore, the following sections will 
firstly assemble an overview of  the framings 
of  urban development from the shrinking 
city discourse and will use it as basis for 
a deeper reflection on the multiple facets 
of  sustainability in order to unpack the 
tensions between different approaches and 
strategies.

Reconceptualising local  
development strategy

This section develops a conceptual frame-
work of  local development strategy as an 
emergent pattern with temporal, spatial 
and agential dimensions. Its background is 
a need for comparative studies on shrink-
ing city development strategies: on one 
hand, on a general, theoretical level, an 
overview of  the approaches and strategies 
proposed for shrinking cities is needed to 
examine how they as a whole depart from 
growth-oriented approaches and strategies, 
and how coherent or contested they are, 
instead of  taking the impression of  a new 
‘paradigm’ for granted. Pallagst, Fleschurz, 
and Said (2017) proposed a four-phase 
typology of  shrinking cities’ strategies – de-
cline as a vicious cycle, expansive strategies, 
maintenance strategies, and planning for 
decline. But more comprehensive reflec-
tions need to move beyond typologies. 
Großmann et al. (2013) suggested that 

urban policies can be classified based on 
objectives – growth-oriented or shrink-
age-accepting/-mitigating policy responses 
– or based on a spatial focus, on areas of  
decline or on areas of  growth potential. In 
addition, the capability of  strategy-makers 
to steer development also fundamentally 
shapes strategies. On the other hand, there 
is a need for comparative research to un-
derstand specific cases of  shrinking city de-
velopment strategies more comprehensively 
and consistently for comparison, because 
shrinking city planning practices often em-
ploy mixed approaches rather than single 
orientations (Schatz 2017). This two-fold 
need requires a framework with differen-
tiated dimensions for strategic reasoning 
to allow for a more holistic and nuanced 
description of  strategies.

Strategy is a course to achieve the funda-
mental goals of  the acting organisation; and 
a development strategy is an emergent pat-
tern owing to the social, spatial and tempo-
ral complexity of  its processes (Wiechmann 
2008b). Strategy-making, especially from a 
descriptive point of  view, is not limited to 
specific institutional arena or procedure, 
such as spatial strategic planning, because 
strategies at play in urban processes do not 
always trace back to this process. In other 
words, what ends up realised in action is 
often not what is planned or plannable be-
forehand (ibid.). A long-term strategy, such 
as an industrial-commercial path (Liebmann 
& Kuder 2012) has different levels of  ab-
straction and is complemented with situated 
tactics: it starts from the decision to pursue 
industrial and commercial sectors, but also 
includes half-planned or unplanned actions 
of  transforming socio-spatial conditions 
and attracting businesses in response to 
market trends. Furthermore, in times of  cri-
sis, community self-help and co-production 
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initiatives outside the usual channel of  
centralised strategy-making step in to fill the 
gap in organised responses, often bypassing 
plan-making; these actions could slowly 
become normalised practices facilitated by 
formal institutions (e.g. Haase et al. 2012; 
Murtagh 2016). Thus, the narrow definition 
of  strategy as a calculated, predesigned plan 
of  action does not describe strategies in 
urban development. The latter are products 
of  complex processes characterised by 
contingencies, socio-material interactions, 
and distributed, reflexive, foresightful 
agency. It would help to conceptualise a 
path change by seeing strategy-makers as 
actors who steer emergent paths through 
learning, reflecting, continuously integrat-
ing and adjusting (Garud & Karnøe 2003; 
Hay 1995; Mintzberg 1990; Quinn & Voyer 
1998), cultivating serendipity, constructing 
opportunity spaces to counteract path 
dependency (Garud & Karnøe 2001; Gril-
litsch & Sotarauta 2018).

The emergence of  development strate-
gies has three essential dimensions:

The temporal dimension. Strategic 
planning in urban development is focused 
on long-term issues (Friedmann 2004; 
Sorkin 1984) and achieving alternative fu-
tures (Albrechts 2015). In such large time 
frames, complex temporal dynamics shape 
strategies beyond the point of  plan-mak-
ing, and managing these dynamics is key 
to path development agency (Grillitsch & 
Sotarauta 2018). Approaches to manage 
temporal complexity include examples 
such as ‘perspective incrementalism’ (Karl 
et al. 1993) and ‘mindful deviation’ (Garud 
& Karnøe 2001). In short, strategy-mak-
ing in the temporal sense seeks to shape 
impacts of  different temporal scales into a 
path towards fundamental goals. Goals can 
be orientating concepts rather than only 

fixed targets (Bryson 1988; Czarniawska & 
Gagliardi 2003). Path creation focuses on 
how a path is observed, reflected upon and 
incrementally steered. It is not contradicto-
ry to transformative goals of  a departure 
from the current path towards alternative 
futures, but instead of  drastic changes, it 
considers persistent, incremental changes 
to counter systemic path dependency to 
achieve alternative futures (Gáspár 2011).

The agential dimension. The shift 
towards governance in development strat-
egy-making is key to planning for complex 
urban areas because it harnesses the im-
agination of  social framing and mobilises 
distributed agency (Healey 2007). This 
approach leverages the power of  commu-
nicative rationality, which emerges from 
multiple actors and creates strategies differ-
ently than individual rationality (Albrechts 
2004; Alexander 2000). Furthermore, con-
sidered along temporal complexity, agency, 
instead of  being predefined, changes with 
the dynamic socio-material circumstances 
(Garud & Karnøe 2003; Garud et al. 2010). 
New paths can emerge through abilities 
given by new circumstances, choices to 
adapt visions, and redefining what counts 
as power. Such distributed and embedded 
agency can be fostered by more complex 
strategic approaches, for example the 
‘bricolage’ model (Garud & Karnøe 2003) 
and institutional capacity-building through 
transitional governance (van Assche et al. 
2020). Therefore, strategy-making is also 
about cultivating and channelling agency 
to drive urban development.

The spatial dimension. Strategic spatial 
planning coordinates economic, environ-
mental and social processes in their spatial 
manifestation to achieve more coherent 
and efficient spatial development, especially 
when there is high pressure from competing 
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and/or conflicting demands over spatial 
resources (Albrechts et al. 2003). Because 
given time, distributed spatial changes could 
build up transformations of  socio-spatial 
patterns (e.g. patterns of  land use, density 
distribution, and segregation, and struc-
tures like centre–periphery, clusters and 
networks), and these result in the change 
of  dynamism and potential of  the city as a 
whole. Meanwhile, viewed in relation to the 
agency dimension, space as socio-material 
settings is not only a passive receiver of  
impacts, but also presents constraints and 
bottom-up forces, such as infrastructure 
legacies and their governance arrangements, 
socio-spatial profiles shaped by previous 
economies as well as endogenous natural 
and cultural resources waiting to be re-dis-
covered (Liebmann & Kuder 2012; van 
Assche et al. 2020). Strategy-making on 
the spatial dimension is about negotiating 
changes between top-down and bottom-up 
forces and shaping their accumulated ef-
fects on the territory.

The three dimensions are inextricably 
intertwined in development strategies. Path 
dependency is rooted in the socio-material 
legacies found in the territory (Liebmann & 

Kuder 2012). Path creation is constrained 
by the community’s sense-making of  the 
past, the present and the future, knowledge, 
imagination, capabilities and resources, and 
distributed across diverse groups present in 
the territory (Healey 2007). The territory, 
on the other hand, hosts the socio-material 
manifestations of  former and co-existing 
paths created by the agency of  changing 
regimes. Agency can be included or ex-
cluded by narratives, visions and agendas 
and can also change with local conditions. 
Transforming urban spaces, e.g. into forms 
of  green spaces, can increase residents’ 
control of  these spaces (Oswalt et al. 2013; 
Schilling & Logan 2008; Siebel & Häußer-
mann 1987); and the dominant approach 
of  development often impairs such agency 
by reducing ‘dwellers to consumers, and the 
territory to a mere physical support’ (Albre-
chts et al. 2020). To sum up, the dynamics of  
the three dimensions continuously interact 
and offer windows of  opportunity for path 
change.

In addition to these three fundamental 
dimensions, one cross-cutting mode of  
thinking is characteristic of  contemporary 
development strategy-making, namely the 

Levels of  
emergence Temporal Agential Spatial

High Path vision 
knowledge industry, ageing 
friendly city

Unspecific form 
institutional capacity, social 
capital

Overall character 
polarisation, cohesion

Objectives / Milestones
housing renewal, employment 
generation

Arenas of  interaction
service co-production 
arrangements, revenue, laws

Model / structure 
land use restructuring, inward 
downsizing

Low

Tactics
DIY temporal use, tax incentives

Single form of  relations
participation in projects, 
earmarked funding

Single location changes 
land use re-purposing, building 
demolition

Scale-free Principles 
liveability

Principles 
social inclusion

Principles 
efficient land use

Table 1. Different levels of emergence of strategy (with examples)
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embedding of  local level strategies in the 
multiple layers of  higher-level interdepend-
encies. In other words, the local level makes 
strategies on local territory, but with the 
intention to react to or shape conditions 
on supra-local scales by leveraging relations 
with other places and levels. This kind of  
relational thinking is key to strategic plan-
ning and governance (Healey 2007) and to 
competitiveness-building (Sorkin 1984). For 
shrinking cities, this is necessitated by the 
global drivers of  shrinkage (Martinez-Fer-
nandez et al. 2012).

At different levels of  emergence, strate-
gies are captured or formulated with con-
structs of  different levels of  abstraction 
on the three dimensions (Table 1.): on the 
temporal dimension, ranging from vision to 
tactics; on the agency dimension, ranging 
from institutional capacity to participation 
in specific projects; and on the spatial di-
mension, ranging from cohesion to land 
use re-purposing; and principles, which are 
scale-free.

Sustainable shrinkage and 
growth-oriented strategies

This section explores how shrinking city 
discourse translates into strategy-making 
frames, including three frames of  the 
temporal, agential, and spatial dimensions 
and one cross-cutting frame of  high-
er-level interdependencies (summarised 
in Table 2). To illustrate the main points 
in sustainable shrinkage strategies, this 
paper has named some contrasting points 
with growth-oriented frames. Admittedly, 
growth-oriented planning can also incor-
porate sustainability principles, but shrink-
ing city discourse proposes something that 
can be more productive for development 

strategies. That is, to manage population 
shrinkage and its effects in turning the 
shrinkage trajectory into a sustainable de-
velopment path, whereas growth-assuming 
and growth-conditioned rationales rely 
on growth as a precondition to achieving 
sustainability. Shrinking city discourse also 
does not assume that shrinkage-oriented 
approaches are automatically sustainable 
for a city, because the aim should be sus-
tainability or other concepts representing 
genuine progress (Sousa & Pinho 2015). 
Therefore, the following comparison is not 
a ‘symmetric’ comparison such as between 
planning aimed for shrinkage and planning 
aimed for growth, but serves more to 
illustrate the thinking behind sustainable 
shrinkage strategies.

The temporal frame

In the temporal dimension, strategy-mak-
ing is about arranging thoughts and actions 
of  various time frames into a desirable 
path. The temporal logic of  path-steering 
can be viewed in terms of  time frames 
and cross-frame principles: objectives are 
structural transformations in the medium 
term, pulled by long-term vision and 
goals, and supported by actions creating a 
stable basis in the present while principles 
are directions that transcend time frames 
(Gáspár 2011). Through these temporal 
strategic constructs, causal knowledge 
about internal and external conditions of  
development is channelled into strategies.

Strategic thinking in sustainable shrink-
age recognises the global-level drivers of  
local structural change, including global 
economic processes, demographic tran-
sition and the transition to a low-carbon, 
more equal society (see Section 2.2). It 
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Dimensions Sustainable shrinkage frames Growth-oriented frames

Te
m

po
ra

l

Function Shaping thinking and actions over time into a desirable path

Accentuation Quality under no growth Competitiveness under growth

Landing 
points

•	Demographic transition, global 
processes and regional context;

•	Ordinary city, a smaller population, 
higher quality of  life;

•	Structural transformations;
•	Supporting everyday life; learning; 

making collective strategies;
•	Flexible, learning- and community-

based incremental change

•	Technology and market trends, 
stories of  successful big cities;

•	Competitive city, a larger, wealthier 
population, more economic assets;

•	Asset and capital accumulation;
•	Symbolic projects and marketing; 

learning; making plans;
•	Efficient implementation of  projects 

and targets to match rapid changes

A
ge

nt
ia

l

Function Cultivating and channelling agency

Accentuation Inclusion of  non-economic capital Inclusion of  growth-driving capital

Landing 
points

•	Public funding; 
•	Knowledge of  sustainability, 

shrinkage and local resources; 
concepts framing shrinkage; 
downsizing instruments;

•	Broader agenda; participation beyond 
consensus-building

•	Private capital; 
•	Knowledge of  market trends and 

successful growth models; concepts 
framing growth; planning gain 
instruments;

•	Growth coalition agenda; 
participation to negotiate terms of  
growth

Sp
at

ia
l

Function Shaping accumulated changes on the territory

Accentuation Reducing quantity; qualitative, balanced 
development; local resources

Increasing assets and supply; selective 
development; external resources

Landing 
points

•	Downsizing, stronger regulation;
•	Quality improvement for everyone;
•	Land conversion to lower economic 

but higher social and ecological value;
•	Building inward to make the existing 

city compact; existing stock upgrade; 
•	Balanced, coordinated development;
•	Local resources drive development 

and place-based economies

•	Increasing attractive assets;
•	More supply at minimum quality; 

higher quality for attractive sites;
•	Value-adding land conversion;
•	Developing new sites compactly; 

adding higher quality stock;
•	Focusing on prime sites; triage;
•	External resources drive 

development and economy

Cross-cutting frame: Higher-level interdependencies

Function Addressing relations with other places

Accentuation Collaboration, compromise, local users Collaboration, competition, desirable users

Landing 
points

•	In functional space, socio-technical 
infrastructure re-organisation; intra-
regional agreement;

•	Stemming outmigration to growing 
regions by attending to local users; 
alliance with other shrinking cities

•	In functional space, socio-technical 
infrastructure organisation; intra-
regional competition;

•	Competing for desirable groups with 
other growing regions; shrinking 
cities as sources for growth pressure

Table 2. Comparing strategic frames of sustainable shrinkage and growth orientation
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embraces the vision of  a city with a small-
er, older population, which nevertheless 
has a higher quality of  life and its own 
identity (Popper & Popper 2002). Without 
the pressure to attract growth for devel-
opment and to provide more services, 
shrinking cities can devote resources to 
improving the quality of  public services 
and the built environment and make social 
progress (Hirt & Beauregard 2019; Siebel 
& Häußermann 1987; Sousa & Pinho 
2015). Growth-oriented planning, on the 
other hand, focuses on increasing the 
quantity of  services, infrastructure and 
competitiveness assets, because it expects 
growth and takes it as a necessary condi-
tion for urban development. The linear 
growth model assumes that the population 
will keep growing and that fluctuation is 
correctable with further growth stimula-
tion (Banzhaf et al. 2006), which fits in the 
historical development of  urbanisation 
and de-ruralisation. The urban life-cycle 
model based on the dynamics of  popula-
tion flow between urban areas in a region 
(van den Berg et al. 1982; Wolff  2018) 
views population change as a result of  
consumer choices based on each locale’s 
attractiveness. Following this logic, cities 
should restructure themselves to be eco-
nomically competitive – especially towards 
knowledge-based industries – in order 
to halt or prevent decline (Bontje 2004; 
Wiechmann & Bontje 2015; Zakirova 
2010). However, this model is ineffective 
for many shrinking cities due to global 
economic processes and differences in 
regional conditions (Cunningham-Sabot 
et al. 2013; Kinossian 2018; Wolff  2018). 

In strategy-making processes, the point 
of  the present is where pressure to take 
immediate action often undermines the 
effort to formulate well thought-through 

collective strategies and contributes to 
boom-and-bust cycles (van Assche et al. 
2020). Supporting liveability, social wel-
fare and maintaining the quality of  urban 
environment, can stabilise remaining pop-
ulation (A. Haase et al. 2014; Hartt 2018; 
Pallagst, Fleschurz & Said 2017), which 
creates a stable basis for learning, exper-
imenting and building up governance ca-
pacity; while knee-jerk reactions to reverse 
depopulation before the complex drivers 
are understood as often counter-produc-
tive (Hollander & Popper 2011). 

In the medium term, structural trans-
formation needs to address social, eco-
nomic and urban environment issues to 
achieve sustainable development (Bernt et 
al. 2012). It takes a different course than 
that traditionally applied to urban decline – 
propelling rapid development of  competi-
tive assets with capital injection, attracting 
creative class and external investments 
over slow endogenous socio-economic 
regeneration (e.g. Hartt & Warkentin 2017; 
Stryjakiewicz et al. 2018). For the many 
shrinking cities with limited resources 
and no large sums of  external funding, 
restructuring needs to be a gradual change 
through social and cultural regeneration, 
social innovation and local agency (Kinos-
sian 2018). Reorganising socio-technical 
infrastructures is necessary to regain livea-
bility in cases of  substantial depopulation, 
but right-sizing and redevelopment should 
not become a standard quick cure, because 
they could shift problems onto the vulner-
able population (Audirac 2018; Kirkpatrick 
2015) and undermine the search for more 
proactive strategies.

The approach of  path-steering is insep-
arable from the structural nature of  shrink-
age. Firstly, structural transformation takes 
time, therefore continuous support for 
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everyday liveability and social stability is an 
important basis of  development. Second-
ly, the task of  development is qualitative 
transformation, unlike in growth situations 
where solving quantitative shortages is 
always the challenge. Qualitative transfor-
mations involve more than just changes 
on urban space and require learning and 
reflection on existing approaches and strat-
egies. Finally, given the long-term nature 
of  the shrinkage trajectory, responding to 
short-term fluctuations requires flexible 
and experimental approaches to avoid 
wasteful developments (van Assche et al. 
2020; Wiechmann 2008a).

The agential frame

In the agential dimension, strategy-mak-
ing is about cultivating and channelling 
embedded and distributed agency to drive 
urban development. Such agency critical-
ly depends on means and instruments, 
social capital, and knowledge and tools. 
Shrinkage is often considered ‘intractable’ 
(Wiechmann & Bontje 2015: 2), because 
these variables have dramatically changed 
from those under conditions of  growth.

In a growth environment, planning can 
leverage private capital for public work, 
such as upgrading public facilities and ex-
panding housing. Planning instruments are 
designed to restrict growth activities and 
negotiate planning gains (Crook et al. 2015; 
Logan & Molotch 2007). Although these 
benefits are not always viable in the long 
term or enough to offset negative impacts 
of  growth, the increasing number of  jobs 
and local facilities create a favourable po-
litical environment, justifying growth-ori-
ented strategies (Troutman 2004). 

In contrast, shrinking cities have 

diminished financial means because of  
shrunken revenue basis and rising per capi-
ta expenditure (Hudeček et al. 2019; Mäding 
2004). In addition to lack of  means, polit-
ical pressure to achieve regrowth is high, 
further preventing productively confront-
ing shrinkage (De Groot 2019; Mallach 
2017). Cities resort to ‘classical strategies’ 
of  competing for businesses and middle 
class residents (Martinez-Fernandez et al. 
2016), but these strategies compete for the 
limited resources also needed for support-
ing liveability and social welfare in order 
to stabilise the remaining population (A. 
Haase et al. 2014; Pallagst, Fleschurz & Said 
2017). Therefore, financial support from 
higher-level government is essential for 
stemming a downward spiral and creating 
some room for adaptation. However, this 
does not mean that injecting large amounts 
of  public capital in regeneration is neces-
sarily the best strategy for the increasing 
number of  shrinking cities: on the one 
hand, because public resources are limited 
and on the other hand, because speculative 
developments and economies without an 
endogenous basis could lead to another 
boom-and-bust cycle and future costs for 
adaptation (cf. Siedentop & Fina 2010; 
Kinossian 2018; Rink et al. 2012).

Therefore, financial means alone with-
out strategic re-orientation are not enough. 
Knowledge of  urban shrinkage is needed 
to confront the reality of  shrinkage, create 
mobilising concepts and guide long-term 
development (Hall 2009; Jessen 2012; 
Pallagst, Fleschurz & Said 2017). Knowl-
edge of  sustainable development is key 
to operating urban regeneration projects; 
and learning agencies are often conducive 
to successful long-term development 
(Bernt et al. 2012). Without learning and 
conscious re-orientation, capital injection 
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could undermine the path towards a 
sustainable future and draw growth-de-
pendent interests back into the planning 
process (Berglund 2020; Stryjakiewicz et 
al. 2018). Re-assessing existing planning in-
struments is also a key adaptation process 
and should include the information system 
for managing fixed assets, supply-focused 
land development planning, and instru-
ments for coordinated downsizing and 
land re-purposing (Bernt 2009; Hackworth 
2014; Jonsson & Syssner 2018; Kübler et 
al. 2012).

In times of  growth, involved actors 
possess capital for an agenda already set 
for growth. Everyday services are supplied 
through infrastructure. When growth 
pressure is lacking, the agenda can no 
longer be limited to growth and supply 
increases. Civil society can often play an 
instrumental role, given the difficult deci-
sions in the right-sizing process (Elzerman 
& Bontje 2015; Hollander & Németh 
2011), the need to solve problems with 
small stakeholders (Radzimski 2018), the 
benefits of  social solutions for liveability 
(A. Haase et al. 2012; Murtagh 2016; Ročak 
et al. 2016a), and the challenge of  build-
ing a self-sustainable future through local 
innovations (Grillitsch & Sotarauta 2018; 
Kinossian 2018). Thus, civic engagement 
goes beyond negotiating consensus on 
terms of  growth. It also involves co-pro-
ducing narratives, day-to-day solutions for 
quality of  life, and long-term learning and 
innovation networks. But while the civic 
domain is adversely affected by shrink-
age, there might not be much bottom-up 
power to contribute unless financial and 
organisational support are provided to 
activate social capital (A. Haase et al. 2012; 
Ročak et al. 2016a; Steinführer et al. 2014; 
Strohmeier & Bader 2004).

The spatial frame

In the spatial dimension, strategy-making 
is about negotiating changes between top-
down and bottom-up forces and shaping 
their accumulated effects on the territory. 
In contrast to ‘fetishization’ of  growth and 
expansion in growth-oriented practices 
(Hamilton 2003; Kirkpatrick 2015: 272), 
planning for urban shrinkage requires 
planning for less – fewer people, fewer 
buildings, fewer land uses (Popper & Pop-
per 2002). This includes downsizing of  
over-dimensioned infrastructure, greening 
abandoned urban spaces and proactively 
restricting the amount of  development. But 
in the long term, qualitative development is 
more important than quantitative targets. 
It can point to four things: 

Firstly, it is about improving the ex-
periential quality of  urban living. Under 
population pressure cities have to provide 
more urban services at minimum standard 
but shrinking cities can use the opportu-
nity to catch up in their quality of  public 
services, affordable housing, green spaces, 
and cultural and social environment (Hirt 
& Beauregard 2019; Sousa & Pinho 2015). 
These objectives can also be found on 
a growth-oriented agenda (e.g. in smart 
growth). But in a growth-oriented, com-
petitiveness-building logic, investment fo-
cuses on assets for quality of  life in places 
that can attract more middle and creative 
classes, instead of  on areas that are most 
in need.

Secondly, qualitative development is 
about restructuring the functions of  ur-
ban spaces. While growing cities carry 
out use-intensifying and value-adding 
developments and accumulate attractive 
infrastructural assets, shrinking cities have 
to come to terms with the fact that their 
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main trend is spatial development in just 
the opposite direction – for example, 
downsizing neighbourhoods, decommis-
sioning industrial terrain, reducing resi-
dential and commercial use to green space 
use (Pallagst, Fleschurz & Trapp 2017). But 
the reduction in economic value should be 
considered alongside the increase of  social 
and ecological value. The latter can offer 
a unique opportunity to improve cities in 
ways the growth context lacks (Schilling & 
Logan 2008).

Thirdly, qualitative development is about 
remaking the spatial structure for more 
compact, more liveable cities. De-den-
sification of  settlement and/or sprawl 
development can impair the viability of  
socio-technical infrastructure and liveabil-
ity in the long term (Hudeček et al. 2019; 
Moss 2008; Siedentop & Fina 2010; Slach 
et al. 2019). Therefore, shrinking cities 
should build inward and enhance the spa-
tial efficiency of  existing urban areas and 
building stock, through more regulation, 
in-filling before expansion, and upgrading 
before replacing (Kübler et al. 2012; Müller 
& Siedentop 2004). While compactness is 
also a principle for growth-oriented plan-
ning, it is often not the guiding goal, but is 
used to minimise the impact of  expansions 
positioned based on economic potential.

Finally, qualitative change is about 
re-balancing the territory. This means 
not exacerbating socio-spatial inequality 
with selective (dis)investment and gentri-
fication strategies (Aalbers & Bernt 2019; 
Ehrenfeucht & Nelson 2020; Fol 2012). A 
city-wide framework is crucial to coordi-
nating projects and eventually a balanced 
development (Strauß 2012). Pointing 
out the danger of  centralised, rationally 
planned downsizing and triage measures, 
researchers argue for neighbourhood 

self-determination for a socially sustainable 
downsizing (Hollander & Németh 2011), 
and questions are raised about whether 
aggressive right-sizing as a quick cure, is 
necessarily the best model (Audirac 2018; 
Kirkpatrick 2015).

In neoliberal growth-oriented planning, 
the focus is on attracting external capital, 
and local territory is a receptacle for capital 
and a transplanted knowledge sector. But 
shrinking cities need to re-focus on local 
resources because they are disconnected 
from capital flows in the global economy 
(Martinez-Fernandez et al. 2012; Pallagst, 
Fleschurz & Said 2017). The local terri-
tory should be seen as active socio-spatial 
networks that host natural, social and cul-
tural resources, and as a basis for quality 
of  life, local innovations, and place-based 
economies (Kinossian 2018; Ročak et al. 
2016a; Schilling & Logan 2008). The redis-
covery of  the bottom-up potential of  the 
territory can open up pathways towards a 
more self-sustainable future (Albrechts et 
al. 2020). 

The frame of higher-level  
interdependencies

Even as local planning is administratively 
bound to a specific territory, it must act stra-
tegically, keeping in mind its interdependen-
cies with other cities and regions on higher 
levels. Thus, development strategy-making 
constantly involves the cross-cutting frame 
of  higher-level interdependencies.

Interdependencies based on spatial adja-
cency are often addressed in strategic spatial 
planning. Physical processes that connect 
urban areas are manifestations of  functional 
relatedness; therefore, these areas viewed to-
gether provide a crucial frame for balanced 
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development (Davoudi 2008; Healey 2009). 
Shrinking cities are embedded in functional 
(city) regions through their socio-technical 
infrastructure networks, and the task of  
re-organising these infrastructures can only 
be approached from this level (Müller & 
Siedentop 2004). Centrality-based systems 
and inter-municipal sharing are used to 
plan service distribution so as to keep them 
sustainable and accessible, at least on the 
regional level (Melis 2013; Rutgers-Zoet & 
Hospers 2018). 

Interdependencies of  spatial adjacency 
can also be found in inter-city competition, 
which can pose a threat to sustainable land 
use. Competition under growth pressure 
can be ‘healthy’, but in times of  popula-
tion shrinkage, it can be ‘ruinous’ and a 
‘zero-sum game’ (Kübler et al. 2012; Mäding 
2004; Nuissl & Rink 2005). Realising this, 
cities in shrinkage-expecting regions make 
bottom-up regional agreements to distrib-
ute growth opportunities in order to reduce 
internal competition and development risks 
(e.g. Humer 2018; Provincie Noord-Hol-
land 2017a, 2017b).

Many interdependencies of  shrinking cit-
ies have no spatial adjacency. The relational 
view of  places has made clear that many 
of  the strongest change drivers go beyond 
the physical territory (Amin 2004; Massey 
2005) – for example, the cross-continental 
relation between shrinking Polish cities 
and the growing city of  London (Bernt 
2016). The relation between growing and 
shrinking cities is a crucial one for strategic 
thinking, because growth and shrinkage are 
two faces of  the same ‘global’ coin: most 
contemporary urban shrinkage is a product 
of  global processes (Cunningham-Sabot et 
al. 2013; Martinez-Fernandez et al. 2012). 
But also for the sustainability ‘face’, po-
larisation between shrinking and growing 

places causes concern for regional equality 
(Bock 2019), territorial cohesion (De Groot 
2019; Rodríguez-Pose 2018), and the envi-
ronment carrying capacity and liveability of  
growing regions.

Shrinking cities’ relations with other 
shrinking cities are promising yet under-de-
veloped. Lobbying for top-down policies 
such as the German national programme 
‘Stadtumbau Ost’ owes its effectiveness to 
the revealing of  the scale and prevalence of  
shrinking cities (Bernt et al. 2014). Peripher-
alisation theories distinguish the peripheral 
shrinking cities as a group that need differ-
ent development approaches (Leick & Lang 
2018). However, so far local initiatives to 
make strategic connections have concen-
trated on cultural movements such as the 
slow-food and other slow-world activities 
(Sousa & Pinho 2015), while knowledge 
exchange and strategic alliances in areas of  
adaptive strategies, bio-economy, and local 
innovations have untapped potential.

In short, local strategic framing of  inter-
dependencies can help avoid place-centrism 
(Jessop et al. 2008), foster the development 
of  more effective policy instruments and 
pave the way towards sustainability on 
multiple scales.

Directions towards  
sustainability

The frames presented in the previous 
section summarise the main claims and 
reasoning underlying the proposed ap-
proaches and strategies in the shrinking city 
discourse, but what directions do they offer 
for a local strategic re-orientation? What 
strategy-making approach is necessary to 
bring transformative rationales and frames 
into action?
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Rationales under a critical  
sustainability

This section explicates the multi-faceted-
ness of  sustainability to create a clearer per-
spective on the multitude of  shrinking city 
strategies. Shrinkage is a trajectory for long-
term development strategies and sustaina-
bility can be the guiding principle. However, 
despite being a universally embraced value, 
there is no universal definition of  sustain-
ability (Section 2.2). It works more as a 
framing device for reasoning, channelling 
values and principles into specific contexts 
to generate strategic rationales. Starting 
from different temporal, spatial and social 
parameters, one can arrive at different kinds 
of  sustainability, and consequently, different 
strategic rationales and strategies. 

 The sustainability of  everyday life is 
expressed in concepts such as liveability, 
equal living conditions, quality of  life, 
and well-being (Hall 2009; Hollander 
2011; Pallagst, Fleschurz & Trapp 2017; 
Slupina et al. 2019: 25). However, in what 
ways should they be supported? Should 
policies aim to return to the pre-shrinkage 
model of  living, or models of  other more 
competitive cities? The sole focus on basic 
needs for living is contestable from the 
perspective of  the sustainability of  the city 
as a place, because the latter also considers 
questions like how individuals are bonded 
in a community, how they are bonded to 
their city to form a sense of  attachment 
and stewardship, and how the community 
exists and evolves. From the perspective 
of  planetary sustainability, a critical reflec-
tion is required on the pre-existing model 
of  consumption lifestyles conditioned by 
modern urbanity and capitalist economies 
(Huber 2013; Lehtinen 2018), a forced 
continuation of  uniform living standards 

and ubiquitous infrastructure at the expense 
of  resources and social justice (Graham & 
Marvin 2001; Kirkpatrick 2015), and the 
relations between humanity and nature that 
have been chronically sidelined in modern 
urbanisation history.

The sustainability of  the city as a place 
stresses qualities that will allow the place 
to remain robust, such as place qualities, 
future strength, and self-sustainability 
(Albrechts et al. 2020; Bock 2019; Healey 
2007). This view argues that only everyday 
liveability is not enough, because long-
term issues such as opportunities for the 
younger generations, as well as human and 
social capital are key to the continued exist-
ence of  the city. However, in a neoliberal 
politico-economic environment, to remain 
robust inevitably means to stay competitive 
in the inter-city competition (Kreichauf  
2014). This could collide with the other 
two facets of  sustainability in shrinking 
cities, as difficult choices arise between 
investing in struggling neighbourhoods 
and investing in economic assets, between 
supporting disadvantaged groups and 
attracting creative classes, and between 
experimenting with new forms of  econ-
omy and adopting existing models as fast 
solutions. Transformative positions stress 
the social and cultural qualities of  the 
community, collective self-reliance, local 
innovation, and an alternative policy agen-
da instead of  simply ‘catching up’ (Fried-
mann 1987; Kinossian 2018; Magnaghi 
2005; Moulaert et al. 2005). But what does 
transformation mean for the city? What es-
sence of  urbanity must be preserved – is it 
the lifestyle under a modern infrastructural 
ideal (Graham & Marvin 2001), the places 
for production and distribution (Harvey 
2010), or communities of  socio-cultural 
creativity (Jacobs 2016)?
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The sustainability of  the (planetary) 
socio-ecological system is often discussed 
in terms of  resilience, resource efficiency, 
social justice, and wider welfare which 
depend on fundamental societal changes 
in the models of  economy, urbanisation, 
and consumption lifestyles (on transition-
al discourses, see Escobar 2015). Among 
them, degrowth and postgrowth tend to 
counter local political ambitions of  mak-
ing progress with conventional growth 
levers, such as attracting global industries, 
gentrification, infrastructure expansion, 
and neighbourhood redevelopments 
(Lehtinen 2018; Schulz 2018). For many 
shrinking city policy-makers, these levers 
are, however, the few available options to 
maintain quality of  everyday life as well as 
individuals’ livelihood and future prospects 
(Eisinger 1988; Kreichauf  2014; Rousseau 
2009). Although shrinking cities could 
provide conditions for progressive ideas 
and communities and could become fertile 
ground for innovations towards planetary 
sustainability (Reverda et al. 2018), a drastic 
break away from existing economic and 
institutional models could jeopardise the 
other two types of  sustainability under 
current economic, institutional and cultural 
circumstances, leading to the collapse of  
the community without giving it room to 
evolve. Therefore, the critical question for 
the local level is, where, when and how 
would the visions for the planetary interests 
be aligned with the interests of  local lives 
and communities?

The concept of  sustainability has mul-
tiple facets that can lay conflicting claims 
to strategy-making. However, this inner 
tension mirrors the tensions in the reality 
of  local planning in shrinking cities, which 
makes it potentially an effective concep-
tual device for critical strategic thinking. 

Shrinking cities are found in diverse local 
contexts, with different needs for develop-
ment despite their shared characteristic of  
losing population. A strategic approach to 
sustainability would be to pursue the kinds 
of  sustainability favoured by circumstances, 
on the condition that this does not impair 
the possibilities of  pursuing other kinds of  
sustainability. This paper proposes thinking 
in terms of  a strategic connection between 
sustainability and local conditions: Shrink-
ing cities’ demographic and social profiles 
as well as their collective lifestyles are chang-
ing. Focusing on quality of  life, especially 
for groups that have been overlooked in 
strategic processes, could create a unique 
living environment for the benefit of  the 
people and the place.

Some shrinking cities experience large-
scale spatial transformations of  industrial, 
commercial, and/or residential areas. As a 
whole, the city’s economic infrastructure 
shrinks, but that makes room for the growth 
of  green and social infrastructures – infra-
structure in both hard and soft forms that 
support multi-purpose public use and are 
managed by the public as a whole, including 
green spaces as well as social and cultural or-
ganisations. These can be coupled with the 
development of  low-productivity sectors, 
“as a form of  social organisation embedded 
in the community, working in harmony 
with nature to deliver the capabilities that 
allow us to prosper” (Jackson 2016: 158). 
For example, green infrastructure (Schilling 
& Logan 2008), social economy (Murtagh 
2016) and neighbourhood cultural centres 
(A. Haase et al. 2012). Thus, the transfor-
mations driven by global processes can be 
turned into alternative place developments 
and community resilience-building, but 
this requires recognition and support by 
higher-level policies.
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Finally, shrinking cities can make contri-
butions to sustainability on a larger scale in 
both place-bound and transferrable ways. 
By resisting conventional development 
logics, they can preserve unique natural 
resources, cultural heritage, and environ-
ment-friendly lifestyles (Kinossian 2018). 
They can use their unique socio-spatial 
settings to generate social innovations, from 
new forms of  socio-technical infrastructure 
to new forms of  business adapted to the 
conditions and needs of  a shrinkage trajec-
tory, which would be valuable as alternatives 
to capital-driven urban development (Cou-
tard & Rutherford 2010; Murtagh 2016). 
They can also, as a region, improve the 
local quality of  life and stabilise the local 
population and contribute to supra-regional 
sustainability by reducing pressure on grow-
ing regions’ socio-ecological systems. These 
contributions can be turned into positive 
impulses that compensate the economic 
disadvantages of  shrinking cities – if  high-
er-level policies are made to acknowledge 
and support their value.

Approaches to strategy-making

Shrinking cities face challenges that require 
not only new development rationales and 
strategies, but also new approaches to 
generate rationales and strategies. A strate-
gy-making perspective (Section 3) can en-
rich the discussion on procedural aspects of  
transformative planning already started in 
governance and strategic planning theories.

Firstly, sustainable shrinkage ideology 
faces resistance from the practical side. 
The former stresses the need for ‘accept-
ing shrinkage’, ‘planning for decline’, and 
prioritising liveability (Hollander & Popper 
2011; Hospers 2014; Pallagst, Fleschurz & 

Said 2017). For some post-industrial cities, 
rather than relying on huge investments for 
survival, it may be more realistic to shrink 
to a population sustainable by a deindus-
trialised local economy (Constantinescu 
2012). The competitiveness-building model 
is questioned, especially in the context of  
non-core regions, where it might not work 
at all in attracting growth or benefiting the 
local community in the long run (Kinos-
sian 2018; Leick & Lang 2018). However, 
the growth-oriented vision is aligned with 
residents’ top concern – economic revival, 
rather than liveability-related and environ-
mental policies, especially among young 
people (Panagopoulos et al. 2015). Residents 
and politicians fear losing public services if  
they do not regrow (Schatz 2017). Clearly, 
‘accepting shrinkage’ or ‘degrowth’ would 
be hard to accept for communities longing 
for improvement to their economic welfare. 
Compared to rural settlements, urban settle-
ments have a higher density of  population 
and more conflicting demands on urban 
resources, which can make collective actions 
more difficult (Aalbers & Bernt 2019; Bernt 
2009). Under these conditions, it would 
be challenging to reach full consensus on 
a vision and agenda in the interests of  all 
kinds of  sustainability. 

However, this does not mean strategies 
are not possible. In social strategy-making, 
actors do not always aim for a unified goal, 
but act on concrete issues where they can 
agree (Braybrooke & Lindblom 1963). 
Avoiding contentious goal-setting may pro-
vide a window of  opportunity to preserve 
an alternative agenda for sustainability in 
an overall neoliberal environment. Bernt 
(2009) reported how in cases of  drastic 
shrinkage, when the need for intervention 
is aligned with financial instruments, local 
actors form coalitions for downsizing, but 
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the difficulties in achieving implementable 
plans can eventually lead to the dissolution 
of  such coalitions. In fragmented socio-spa-
tial conditions, the ‘perspective incremental-
ism’ approach used for the post-industrial 
region Emscher provides a reference for 
incrementally generating large-scale trans-
formations. It focuses on creating concrete 
projects, and uses an instrument-oriented 
instead of  a programme-oriented approach, 
guided by an overall vision of  comprehen-
sive plans (Karl et al. 1993; Wiechmann 
2008b: 53–56). 

In regard to further turning good practic-
es into positive momentum for change, van 
Assche et al. (2020) propose institutional 
capacity-building through consciously ex-
perimenting, learning, and re-tooling, while 
maintaining a long-term perspective. The 
‘bricolage’ process behind Danish wind en-
ergy infrastructure development (Garud & 
Karnøe 2003) provides a possible model for 
governing bottom-up innovation: the path 
evolves through integration of  distributed 
innovations and in turn becomes the envi-
ronment of  the actors, further enhancing 
the directions of  development. This (meta) 
strategy critically depends on flexibility, 
communication, collective learning, and 
incorporating what is learned on the insti-
tutional level. In this way, the institutional 
environment can become increasingly 
favourable for more substantial strategies 
for sustainability.

Conclusion and 
further research

Shrinking cities’ strategy-makers could ben-
efit from more clarity on the guiding princi-
ples for development in their situations and 
draw from strategic frames and rationales 

that put empirical ideas into perspective. 
Therefore, alongside the proliferating em-
pirical work supporting the call for a change 
of  orientation and approach, much work 
remains to be done on conceptualisation 
and theorisation.

Firstly, sustainability cannot be taken for 
granted as a set of  self-explanatory, coherent 
principles. The sustainable development 
goal for cities and communities of  the UN 
and EU are explicitly set in the context 
of  urbanisation. Clearly, there is a lack of  
knowledge and reinterpretation of  sustain-
ability in shrinkage trajectories, even though 
shrinking cities have their own significance 
for (un)sustainability. The tensions between 
the three facets of  shrinking cities mirror the 
complexity of  the reality of  local planning in 
shrinking cities. A more nuanced and critical 
interpretation can provide strategy-makers 
with a reasoning device to navigate between 
general theories and local conditions and to 
construct development rationales. 

In terms of  theorisation, more reflection 
with consideration of  other non-shrinking-
city perspectives and contexts is needed 
(Bernt 2016). To make a first step towards 
such reflection, this paper synthesises an 
overview of  empirically grounded frames 
of  urban development in the shrinking city 
discourse. It takes up the action-oriented, 
integrative perspective of  local strate-
gy-making to capture the challenges of  the 
task and the need for more sensitivity to 
complex processes and agency, and their 
interaction in space. 

Furthermore, to operationalise critical 
sustainability thinking for shrinking city 
development, more knowledge is needed 
on how rationales for sustainability differ 
in shrinking cities with different trajectories. 
Meanwhile, research needs to identify po-
tential landing points in existing institutional 
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processes for reinterpreting sustainability 
principles, renewing rationales and frames, 
and creating new strategy-making approach. 
Strategic spatial planning for example, needs 
to be tailored to the situation at hand (Albre-
chts 2015) because it has historically focused 
on growth contexts. With a lack of  growth 
pressure and substantial external investment, 
planners need to reformulate their strategic 
frames, the focuses of  planning (spatial as-
sets, social groups, and ecological services), 
the approaches for more flexible strategies, 
and the instruments for information gath-
ering and implementation.

Finally, development strategy-making 
is ultimately about ‘deliberative paradigm 
change’, that is, ‘shifting and reshaping 
convictions’ (Healey 1997: 244–245). In 
this sense, strategic concepts have major 
roles to play in de-stigmatising shrinkage 
through discourse and action. Therefore, 
research should engage in more active pro-
duction of  strategic concepts that channel 
academic knowledge into practice in order 
to drive a ‘paradigm change’. But instead of  
expert-based conceptualisation, researchers 
need to draw from the social production 
of  strategic concepts (van Duinen 2013) in 
order to accelerate an ‘organic’ social pro-
cess to ‘pack’ sustainability values, strategic 
frames, and locally contextualised strategic 
rationales into concepts.
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