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Abstract. Social studies of suburban villages have important implications for modern human geography. To a large 
extent, they relate to a broader problem, which is a change in the value system of Polish society and the needs met 
in the countryside environment. It is worth considering how a society with specific needs changes the space of the 
contemporary suburban village. The knowledge of those processes is necessary to further develop spatial policies 
and local development of gminas (communes) in Poland, especially in the case of rapidly transforming villages in 
the vicinity of large cities. The primary objective of this paper is to identify differences in the territorial identity and 
social perception of rural space expressed by immigrant and local groups of long-term residents.
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1. Introduction: social rural studies 
in human geography

The socio-economic transformation in Poland 
in the 1990s has resulted in big changes in Polish 
rural areas. Those processes involved not only 
a  transformation of their economic (functional) 
structure, but also a social transformation. Social 
change in rural areas is visible, among others, in 
the diversification of professional and income 
structure of the population, as well as in social 
needs and life styles (cf. Fedyszak-Radziejows-
ka 2012, Wieruszewska 2012). Social and cultur-
al changes have spatial implications. They are 

reflected in the ongoing complication of spatial 
arrangements of settlements, including rural ar-
chitecture (cf. Wójcik 2006, Bański & Wesołowska 
2012). These changes are the most apparent with-
in the areas of influence of big cities. Regardless 
of their scientific description (such as suburban 
areas or urban fringe), they are characterised by 
highly dynamic processes of social and economic 
change.

This article focuses primarily on local phe-
nomena, and the presentation and interpreta-
tion of events is made from the perspective of 
social rural geography research. Social rural 
research in Polish human geography has nev-
er been a particularly popular topic of publica-
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tions. There are many reasons for that. One of 
the most important is the dependence of rural 
studies on the issues tackled by urban studies. 
Rural transformation is often interpreted from 
the point of view of the city, which translates 
into its incogitant adaptation to theories and 
concepts, assuming some universality of urban 
social and economic processes or their system-
ic superiority (e.g. the concepts of urbanisation 
and metropolitanisation). The conceptual de-
pendence of researchers studying rural issues 
on those studying cities mainly means that a ru-
ral geographer or sociologist cannot omit urban 
theories and methodologies, as they determine 
the main trends in science. Hence, modern ru-
ral geography as a complex discipline (Pacione 
1984, Bański 2002, Wójcik 2012) requires not only 
a vast social, economic and cultural knowledge 
(competence), but also a  knowledge of current 
theoretical trends and the methodology of urban 
studies as a force propelling every social science.

The adoption of the ‘rural’ point of view in the 
study of suburban villages changes the research 
perspective, i.e. the observation and interpreta-
tion of social transformations in the countryside 
is made not from the point of view of the city cre-
ating migration traffic, but from that of quickly 
changing villages. This means that concepts of 
urbanisation (suburbanisation) are used less. The 
significance of endogenous structures and re-
sources is much more pronounced (e.g. the con-
cept of the local community).

The problem has been widely discussed in 
publications on the topic. Highly developed 
countries started looking at rural areas differ-
ently when their growing social and functional 
diversity became an interesting topic of scientif-
ic debates. Attempts at describing the changes 
observed in the countryside in the 1970s based 
on measurable features and the construction of 
‘indexes of rurality’ did not answer fundamental 
questions concerning the nature of the processes 
(Cloke 1977). The rural post-productivism started 
showing in its growing significance as a constant 
or temporary place of residence, rest and recre-
ation, as well as non-agricultural employment. 
This diversity started to generate social and spa-
tial conflicts and, above all, raise questions about 
the cultural identity and basis for identification 
of the rural population.

At the beginning of the research, the social ap-
proach to the problem of rural development in 
geography involved the concept of an urbanised 
community. It assumed that local communities 
evolved from closed systems towards open so-
cial systems, and the factor responsible for this 
change was the diffusion of an urban lifestyle 
(urbanisation of rural areas). Its spread was as-
sociated either with the majority of the rural pop-
ulation being migrants from urban areas (espe-
cially in the vicinity of big centres), or with the 
influence of mass cultural models through the 
media and other forms of social communication 
(Pahl 1965, Lewis & Maund 1976). In the face of 
declining birth rates, the migration was credited 
with changing social behaviour. Migrations relat-
ed to the life cycle of the respective groups were 
also indicated as responsible for the erosion of 
traditional culture and the inclusion of rural com-
munities into mass culture. Geographical studies 
of the 1960s and ‘70s sought to confirm the thesis 
that rural urbanisation differed spatially and de-
pended on the distance from the closest city and 
its size (Lewis & Maund 1976). The results sug-
gested that local communities were cells of an ur-
ban-rural continuum, although those studies did 
not adhere to the strict rules of measurement and 
pointed to a variety of social behaviour patterns 
(the development of behavioural approaches in 
human geography).

Urbanised communities were characterised 
by certain universal spatial types of behaviour, 
which mainly included a close relationship with 
the cities around which they formed (daily mi-
grations). Attention was also paid to consider-
able spatial mobility resulting from car owner-
ship, special treatment of the place of residence 
as an important element of territorial identifica-
tion, as well as consideration for environmental 
and functional (accessibility) aspects of one’s en-
vironment (Connell 1974, Pacione 1980).

In the recent years, the research on the trans-
formation in rural suburban areas involved anal-
yses of urbanisation phases as part of the discus-
sion of the life cycle of urban regions (Champion 
2001, Geyer 2002). In the case of post-socialist 
countries, special attention was paid to the spon-
taneous nature of suburbanisation, which result-
ed primarily from the opportunities of free trade 
in land and the need of the more affluent groups 
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of society to live in elite neighbourhoods on the 
outskirts of a city (cf. Leetmaa & Tammaru 2007, 
Borén & Gentile 2007). Studies also stressed the 
complex social nature of the urbanisation process 
resulting from different motivations of migration 
(cf. Tammaru 1999, Ouředníček 2007). Since those 
proposals were primarily formulated by special-
ists in urban processes, little attention was paid 
to changes and reactions of indigenous struc-
tures in suburban villages. This was pointed out 
by such researchers as, e.g., Phillips (2005), who 
highlighted the role of social change in indige-
nous communities subjected to the shock of an 
invasion of new residents and the relationships 
between the new and the long-time residents.

In conclusion, it should be noted that the con-
cept of an urbanised community mainly empha-
sised the degree of similarity between the social 
structure of a given group to the social structure 
of a city and paid special attention to the spatial 
location of a  community. Physical distance was 
considered a fundamental determinant of varia-
bility in a rural social community. The idea of an 
urbanised community also indicates certain so-
cial conditions (social needs) and economic ones 
(changes in the labour market), which determine 
the emergence of a social group on the outskirts 
of cities, quite wealthy and leading a character-
istic life focused on consumption, as well as har-
mony and family values.

New research concepts in rural geography 
appeared with the interest in rural areas emerg-
ing in various social groups, which led in the 
1980s and ‘90s to an increase in the number of 
rural residents. The main problem of geographi-
cal studies became to determine the motives be-
hind this spatial behaviour and study the results 
of the growing diversity of rural areas. At the 
turn of the 1980s and ‘90s, various publications 
focused on the issue of a changing approach to 
rural studies, with emphasis placed on the social 
representation of the living environment. The 
proposed solutions moved away from defining 
rural areas through their functional aspect and 
were replaced by a  normative approach, which 
translated into an appeal to social representa-
tions of rural areas or groups determining their 
change. These studies, particularly in Great Brit-
ain, evoked the stereotype of a rural idyll, i.e. the 
positive valuation of rural areas as a  friendly, 

healthy environment close to humans (Halfacree 
1993, 1995). The vision of a  rural idyll is an ex-
pression of human longing for harmony result-
ing from contact with nature and social proxim-
ity. This type of geographical approach to rural 
problems was inspired by the work of sociolo-
gists and cultural anthropologists, but it did not 
copy the methodological solutions of the related 
sciences and re-interpreted the geographical con-
cept of rural landscape and, above all, of locali-
ty (rurality). The adoption of this point of view 
showed that rural areas could assume many rep-
resentations, depending not only on the type of 
social groups living there, but also on the cultural 
context of a region or state (Cloke et al. 1998). The 
rural idyll was a response to the ethnic, racial and 
class differences in large European cities, which 
were hard to assess. The idealisation of rural ar-
eas and the escape into locality reflects a longing 
for simplicity, clarity of the rural landscape and 
social environment, as opposed to the complex-
ity of urban processes and the homogenisation 
brought about by globalisation.

The expansion of interest of human geogra-
phy and the methodological diversification of the 
discipline, especially its ‘cultural turn’, also influ-
enced the nature of rural studies. It was pointed 
out that the idyllic representation of the country-
side was just one of many possible representa-
tions and perspectives in rural studies (Sibley 
1995, Cloke & Little 1997). In the concept of other 
rural, the interest of rural geography is directed 
at the problem of marginalisation and exclusion. 
These studies are opposed to the generalisation of 
local communities and the one-sided creation of 
a rural environment associated with the middle 
class. This is an approach taken by Philo (1992), 
arguing that rural geography has forgotten about 
other images of the countryside, the excluded 
and the marginalised.

The problem of suburban villages is thus in-
teresting in numerous ways. Both the process of 
colonisation (appropriation) of new terrain by ur-
ban development and the reaction of indigenous 
people to this process are interesting. A scientif-
ic approach to such processes is also interesting 
and can be analysed not only from the point of 
view of certain theoretical and methodological 
approaches (positivist, radical, cultural), but also 
of the specificity of urban and rural geography. 
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In this article, emphasis is placed on the tradition 
of rural studies.

2.	 Concepts of studies of suburban 
areas in polish human geography

For decades the transformation of suburban 
areas of large cities has been very popular with 
social scientists (e.g. those involved in human 
geography, sociology and regional economics). 
In Polish human geography, special attention is 
paid to the development of spatial differences in 
such areas, primarily in terms of functionality. 
It is emphasised that the concept of a suburban 
area has been transferred to geography from ur-
ban planning (cf. e.g. Straszewicz 1985). Those 
studies primarily dealt with changes in land use. 
On this basis, plans for the development of sub-
urban villages were often created in the period 
of intense urbanisation of city fringes. Like socio-
logical studies, geographical research conducted 
in the 1960s and ‘70s focused on the formation 
of labour-force settlement and its role in creating 
functional links between the city and its subur-
ban areas (cf. Dobrowolska 1964, Golachowski & 
Goldzamt 1971).

A detailed theoretical interpretation was pre-
sented in the mid-1980s. Dziewoński (1987: 58) 
believed that suburban villages were a set of sys-
tems of a  certain type. Those villages, together 
with the city itself, formed a larger, overarching 
system (an urban area). Liszewski (1987) point-
ed out that the suburban areas existed as a result 
of the activity of two forces working in opposite 
directions: concentration (agglomeration) and 
deconcentration (diffusion). Therefore, suburban 
areas were considered rather unstable in terms 
of their morphological, functional and social as-
pects. An in-depth theoretical study of suburban 
settlements within the functional mainstream 
was undertaken by Maik (1985). The author at-
tempted to define the concept of suburban are-
as in functional terms on the basis of a systemic 
analysis. Suburban areas perform tasks which 
for some reason cannot be performed in the city. 
Suburban villages change with the structural 
transformations of the city.

Most works in the 1970s and ‘80s tried to 
prove that the study of urbanisation of subur-

ban areas of large cities was allochthonous in 
origin, i.e. modernisation was mostly initiated 
by immigrants from other areas, forced to live 
in suburban zones of large cities, especially near 
railway lines that provided communication with 
urban centres. Geographers noted that areas of 
commuting intensity were not concentric, but 
took the form of belts called settlement belts (cf. 
Rakowski 1975, Jakóbczyk-Gryszkiewicz et al. 
2010, Jędrzejczyk 1992).

The interpretation of urbanisation as a  uni-
versal socio-economic process of transformation 
including rural areas caused protests among 
scholars dealing with rural development prob-
lems from the perspective of this living envi-
ronment. A critical assessment of the concept of 
urbanisation formulated mainly in the frame-
work of urban geography appeared in the works 
by Golachowski (semi-urbanisation, 1966) and 
Rakowski (organic urbanisation, 1975). Geo-
graphical publications included fewer views 
from scholars who approached this issue with 
much more reflection stemming from their re-
search practice based on a different set of meth-
ods (sociological and anthropological). Of par-
ticular importance were the opinions formed by 
the research team of Dobrowolska. An attempt 
at scientific polemics was made by Prochow-
nik (1975), who asked: “Rural urbanisation or 
de-ruralisation?” The essence of this way of 
thinking was dividing the processes and effects 
of changes taking place in the countryside into 
ones related to urbanisation in the strict sense 
and those caused by other circumstances, such as 
the modernisation of agriculture. De-ruralisation 
was thus a  broader concept defining a  number 
of phenomena that are signs of extinction of the 
traditional village. Urbanisation was associated 
with the direct influence of the city, especially in 
the realm of its physical expansion. The concept 
of de-ruralisation includes all transformations 
related to the modernisation of the countryside. 
It may also describe changes that lead to a total 
disappearance of the countryside.

The concept of suburban areas as a  specif-
ic settlement system was formulated almost 30 
years ago. It relied primarily on the concept of 
function, which was interpreted in terms of eco-
nomic activity. In modern theoretical concepts, 
the economic understanding of function has been 
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expanded to include social aspects. Social inter-
pretation is mainly aimed at identifying the goals 
and motives of human actions (a behavioural 
approach). The geographical research on subur-
ban areas (and on settlement systems) conducted 
since the early 1990s emphasises the need to link 
the functional and social interpretation of settle-
ments, i.e.:
–– the material basis: the theoretical base derives 

from the functional concept of the settlement 
network; and

–– the local community: the theoretical base de-
rives from the concept of social bonds (Maik 
1993).
In the case of a suburban village, the concept 

of ecological areas, where the ultimate goal of re-
search is to determine the relationship between 
the society and the territory, assumes a  new 
meaning. The increased interest of geographers in 
social problems stems, on the one hand, from the 
general theoretical and methodological trends in 
social sciences associated with a new generation 
of explanation models, predominantly structur-
alist ones (Maik 1992). On the other hand, this 
evolution is dictated by the nature of the pro-
cesses shaping the space of a village, which rely 
primarily on the transition from productivism to 
post-productivism and the application of (qual-
itative) research methods by which these phe-
nomena can be described (cf. Wójcik 2008, 2012, 
Mantey 2011).

In social geography, the key concept in the 
study of human ecology is the social space. Ac-
cording to Maik and Stachowski (1995: 9), the 
concept of social space becomes real in the form 
of a territory (area) which a given local communi-
ty uses and shapes, with which it integrates and 
identifies. Territorial identity, or a certain territo-
rial affiliation, is an important component of local 
identity. Szczepański (2005: 127–129) identifies 
a set of values defined as “a local symbolic uni-
verse” as crucial for considerations focusing on 
local issues. This set includes social and territorial 
bonds, a sense of separateness in relation to other 
communities, forms of political and economic ac-
tivity, historical consciousness and awareness of 
historical and cultural heritage, as well as a ma-
terial form of places. The symbolic universe de-
fies rigid divisions into specific sciences and their 
research domains. This universe is a framework 

for local studies, whose main objective is to de-
termine the type, level and nature of integration 
into the local environment.

The concept of social ecology has a  long tra-
dition, both in geographical and sociological 
studies (cf. e.g. Węcławowicz 2007, Jałowiecki 
& Szczepański 2009). In geographical research 
on rural settlements, studies of socio-spatial dif-
ferences did not attract much interest. This lack 
of interest in the social ecology of rural areas 
was primarily the result of the homogeneity of 
rural communities (Pióro 1982: 42). From a geo-
graphical point of view, the small spatial extent 
of settlements was an important obstacle which 
made it impossible to present spatial diversity of 
ecological areas by dominant-pattern research. 
Economic geography, focused on the factors 
and effects of rural production, failed to dis-
cuss the issue of socio-spatial differences in any 
broader scope, leaving it to sociological studies 
(cf. e.g. Piotrowski 1982). Pióro (1982: 49) talks 
about ‘ecological nests’, i.e. historically formed 
spatial complexes of diversified spatial material 
(physiognomic, standards of housing) and social 
characteristics. One feature of such a ‘nest’ is the 
homogeneity of physical and spatial features of 
settlements, as well as of the social and economic 
features of their populations.

The meeting between incoming and resident 
social groups is not only a  confrontation in the 
spatial sense (fixed and new living environ-
ments) but, above all, a cultural clash. In small so-
cial and territorial environments such as villages, 
social stratification is particularly readily visible, 
and spatial proximity allows mutual observation 
and social interactions different from those in the 
city. The cultural clash results from a difference 
in value systems and perceptions of countryside 
benefits. The main objective of this paper is to 
identify differences in territorial identity and the 
social perception of suburban village space be-
tween newcomers (immigrants) and long-term 
residents.1

1	 The paper presents selected preliminary results of 
a  social research conducted under the project “The 
socio-spatial transformation of villages of the Łódź 
Metropolitan Area” funded by the Polish National 
Science Centre (implementation period 2011–2013).
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3. Housing policy of rural communes 
in the suburban areas of Łódź

The housing policy of communes located in 
the suburban areas of large cities, including the 
Łódź Urban Agglomeration, is created largely 
under the settlement pressure of people of high 
economic status seeking better living conditions 
(cf. Wójcik 2008, Jakóbczyk-Gryszkiewicz et al. 
2010). Since the mid-1990s, suburban villages 
have seen increased trade in land intended for the 
residential function. The effect has been a rising 
price of land for development, which also boosts 
the interest of the local population in the transfor-
mation of agricultural land into investment sites 
(mainly residential). Housing policy, as one of 
the elements of the spatial policy of a commune, 
has become crucial in determining directions of 
further development of suburban areas.

According to the research on directions in the 
spatial policies of communes of the Łódź Urban 
Agglomeration, an essential element of crystalli-
sation of the settlement network is the residential 
and recreational functions (Milewska-Osiecka 
2010). Attractive natural areas with good access 
to the city centre are of particular importance 
for the delimitation of new residential areas (cf. 
Milewska-Osiecka 2010, Wójcik 2008). The most 
common way to create a  new housing function 
is to complement the existing village sites along 
the main and local roads. On analysis of the plan-
ning documents of the Łódź Urban Agglomer-
ation communes, Milewska-Osiecka (2010) dis-
tinguished several types of policies developed 
to create a housing function. In the case of rural 
areas in the suburban zone, the author identified 
two main types, namely:
–– communes with an expansionary policy, ori-

ented at the development and dominance of 
the residential function; and

–– communes with a  complementary housing 
policy, determined by the development of 
other functions.
Regardless of the level of activity of com-

munes in developing plans of new residential 
areas, a  characteristic feature of the changes is 
the communes relying on an external stimulus 
for their development, in this case residential in-
vestment. Planning documents, however, rarely 
consider social effects of such a  policy. Spatial 

policy leads to growing disparities in the social 
structure, hence the formation of spatial division 
lines in the villages, which were characterised by 
significant homogenisation in terms of the pro-
fessional status and wealth of their populations 
until the beginning of the transition period (cf. 
Wójcik 2008). Social diversification, strongly as-
sociated with the change of the functional, spatial 
and physiognomic structures of rural settlements, 
forces the populations of newcomers and long-
time residents not only to lead different lifestyles, 
but also to experience the village space different-
ly, and thus creates different types of a symbolic 
relationship with the environment they live in.

4. Selection of villages and respondents 
for fieldwork

The social fieldwork was conducted in 17 
villages of rural communes adjacent to the core 
areas of the Łódź Urban Agglomeration (Łódź, 
Zgierz, Pabianice). The selection of the villages 
was guided by their specific spatial structure, i.e. 
the settlements chosen had undergone intensive 
development since the 1990s, and new built-up 
lots made up 25% to 50% of all land intended 
for the housing function. This method of select-
ing villages created an opportunity to interview 
new and long-time rural residents who observed 
and contacted one another for a long time (10–15 
years).2

In the studied villages, 301 questionnaire in-
terviews were conducted, including 114 (38%) 
with new residents and 187 (64%) with long-time 
(’old’) residents. In each village, there were an 
average of 15 to 18 interviews conducted with 
the representatives of both social groups. Men 
slightly dominated (54%) in the structure of the 
respondents. Generally, the biggest age groups 
were those of 41–60 years (42%) and 26–40 years 
(24%). The reason for this overrepresentation was 
the assumption of the survey. Interviews were 
carried out primarily with the creators of the res-
idential function (those most involved in the de-

2	 Questionnaire interviews were conducted in the fol-
lowing communes: Stryków, Nowosolna, Rzgów, Pa-
bianice, Zgierz, Aleksanderów Łódzki, Lutomiersk, 
and Dobroń.
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velopment of new sites) and those long-time res-
idents who took key decisions in the household.

An analysis of the basic social and occupa-
tional characteristics of the respondents, such as 
education and profession, shows big differences 
in this respect. The new residents of the village, 
coming mainly from the urban core (cf. Próba de-
limitacji obszaru … 2008), have mainly higher or 
secondary education, while in the long-time pop-
ulation there were many more respondents with 
primary and vocational education (Fig. 1).

A similar situation was observed in types of 
employment. Over 75% of the newcomers were 
entrepreneurs or employed in the private or the 
public sector (Fig. 2).

In the case of people living in a  village for 
a long time, there were a large or relatively large 
groups of farmers, retired/pensioners and un-
employed people. Education and the type of eco-
nomic activity had an impact on the diversity of 
responses to the questions in the interview.

5. Territorial identity and the social 
perception of a village

The respondents were asked to determine the 
degree to which they identified with specified ar-
eas, such as Poland, the Łódź region, Łódź, the 
commune, and their own village, using a  scale 

from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). The highest 
level of identification was found in the case of 
Poland and the place of residence (Fig. 3), which 
corresponds to two major categories of social 
identity of Poles, i.e. identification with their 
ideological homeland (the state) and ‘the little 
homeland’, i.e. their closest area (familiar space).

In the case of new residents, the level of iden-
tification with all of the above-mentioned areas 
was the most balanced. This was due to their 
higher daily mobility and various territorial 
identities in the various stages of life (living in 

Fig. 1. Respondents by education level.
A. total respondents, B. new inhabitants, C. long-time residents.

Education: 1. higher, 2. secondary, 3. vocational, 4. primary
Source: author’s compilation.

Fig. 2. Respondents by type of economic activity.
A. total respondents, B. new inhabitants, C. long-time residents.

Professional activity: 1. employed in public sector, 2. employed in 
private sector, 3. entrepreneur, 4. farmer, 5. retired, pensioner, 6. 

pupil, student, 7. unemployed, 8. not found
Source: author’s compilation.

Fig. 3. Level of identification of new and long-time residents 
with selected areas.

A. new residents, B. long-time residents
1. Poland, 2. Łódź region, 3. Łódź, 4. commune, 5. village

Source: author’s compilation.
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a metropolitan centre, then on its outskirts). The 
territorial identification of new residents tended 
to be shaped by their present place of residence 
(home) rather than place of work or former res-
idence, even if they lived longer in the previous 
place than in the current suburban village. Both 
groups, however, showed a  low level of identi-
fication with the region. In the case of the Łódź 
region (Central Poland), regionalism is still in 
the process of formation. The history of the de-
velopment of Łódź and its administrative iden-
tity, which was assigned to it as late as 1918, as 
well as the evolution of administrative divisions 
of the country, including the one in the years 
1975–1998, destructive to regional identity, have 
not been conducive to building connections with 
the region. In contrast to the new residents, peo-
ple living in villages for a long time and in most 
cases representing a rural continuity of agrarian 
tradition, showed higher levels of identification 
not only with their place of residence, but also 
with the commune area. They operated in local 
systems more often, satisfying their social needs 
in the centres of social and economic life (e.g. in 
small towns) on the outskirts of the urban ag-
glomeration.

The differences in the level of territorial 
identification between the two groups were 
confirmed by the distribution of responses con-

cerning their place of residence (rural areas). 
Over 90% of long-time residents answered that 
they felt a  bond with the village and the local 
community (Fig. 4). The newcomers, howev-
er, more often reported a  commitment to the 
village (place of residence) and indifference 
towards the local community. This shows that 
immigrants are largely responsible for changing 
local communities into territorial communities 
by using the same space, but without any forms 
of local social integration.

In both groups the respondents were also 
asked to express an opinion on maintaining re-
lations between new and long-time residents. 
Opinions varied within the groups. Approxi-
mately 50% of the respondents in each group 
believed that maintaining mutual contacts was 
important or very important. More enthusiasm 
(although the advantage is not big) towards the 
other group was shown by new residents, but the 
responses indicating little interest in maintaining 
contacts with the long-time residents were also 
quite numerous. A  positive attitude towards 
social integration of all inhabitants is a person-
al matter and is mainly due to experiences with 
neighbours.

The final elements subjected to evaluation by 
the respondents were positive and negative con-
sequences of the influx of new residents into the 

Fig. 4. Relation of respondents to their place of residence.
A. new residents, B. long-time residents.

1. I feel connected with the place and with the local community; 
2. I feel connected with the place, but people who live here are 

indifferent to me; 3. both the place and the people living here are 
indifferent to me.

Source: author’s compilation.

Fig. 5. Positive consequences of the influx of new residents
A. new residents, B. long-time residents

1. population growth, 2. spatial development, 3. aesthetic value, 4. 
no positive effects, 5. other, 6. no response

Source: author’s compilation
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village. In this case, the responses of both groups 
did not differ much (Fig. 5). Among the positive 
aspects of this process, those mentioned most of-
ten were population growth and the growth of the 
village. In the face of depopulation of a substan-
tial part of rural areas of the country and regions, 
population growth and infrastructural growth of 
villages in suburban areas is a factor stimulating 
local entrepreneurship and social initiatives. Res-
idents emphasised the aesthetic improvement of 
their villages, which was mainly due to the in-
troduction of new architectural forms, together 
with accompanying gardens. The respondents 
assessed favourably the increased diversity of 
development, rarely noting the growing chaos in 
management.

Among negative consequences, the respond-
ents most frequently cited the expansion of con-
struction and management of open spaces. Many 
residents rated low the traffic congestion which 
is a  derivative of population growth caused by 
those having a  different lifestyle and mainly 
working in the city. They also noted that new 
forms of housing entailed spatial separation as 
expressed by more numerous fences. Fencing 
out, like the cause of this phenomenon, i.e. an in-
creasing socio-professional diversity, was equal-
ly poorly judged by both groups of respondents. 
The long-time residents mentioned many neg-
ative consequences that were difficult to classi-
fy. They included border disputes, animosities 
connected with obtaining profits from the sale 
of land, or inappropriate behaviour of new res-
idents towards the local community (such as 
boasting and demonstrating their wealth and 
higher social status).

6. Discussion

The study illustrates selected social conse-
quences of spatial policy regarding housing in 
rural communes in the suburban area of a  big 
city. The results show that this process gener-
ally leads to social and spatial diversification. 
Unlike macro-scale studies, both Polish (cf. 
Jakóbczyk-Gryszkiewicz et al. 2010) and foreign 
(such as Leetmaa & Tammaru 2007), micro-scale 
studies have shown that differences are even 
greater and concern neighbouring areas. Model 

approaches generalise this process and do not 
reflect the real transformations stemming from 
cultural differences (contrasts). The results con-
firm the findings of other works, especially in 
sociology and anthropology (cf. Kajdanek 2012, 
Mantey 2011) concerning growing social disin-
tegration, mutual distrust of human groups, and 
a clash between expectations (search for ideal liv-
ing conditions) and the reality of the urbanised 
countryside, especially lack of satisfaction with 
one’s neighbourhood. As a  result of the influx 
of new residents to suburban villages, long-time 
communities of agrarian origin evolve towards 
social disintegration. Villagers become users of 
the same area (village) rather than social com-
munities. The gradual marginalisation of groups 
of long-time residents advances not only due to 
changes in the ownership of land (land sale), but 
also as a result of cultural pressure. The different 
ways of life are manifested in different behaviour 
patterns and levels of territorial identity. New 
residents of a village perceive space primarily in 
terms of functional utility (convenience of res-
idence), while long-time residents attach senti-
mental value to it, due to historical continuity.

The problem of the formation of the specificity 
of social environment in the suburban country-
side should also be looked at more broadly, from 
a more abstract and relative point of view. This is 
due to the contemporary nature of the settlement 
network, interpreted in terms of a continuum. In 
the case of rural settlements or rural settlement 
systems, discussing them in terms of their daily 
activities requires considering their socio-cultur-
al characteristics. In such a case, special attention 
is paid to social and spatial behaviour patterns 
stemming from the historical continuity of cer-
tain individual characteristics of functioning 
within a local structure. The functional concepts 
describing the diversity of settlements within the 
social and professional structures evolve towards 
the perception of social needs and the resulting 
spatial behaviour. From a geographical point of 
view, the integration of functional concepts (a 
settlement network) with social concepts (social 
space) relies heavily on the concept of ‘nodality’ 
of activities, which was called the time-space re-
gionalisation of human behaviour by sociologist 
A. Giddens, fascinated with Hägerstrand’s ‘time 
geography’. Nodal regions are therefore under-
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stood not only in terms of the existence of sites 
(nodes) of concentration of flows (’streams’) of 
goods and people, but also as certain territories 
where the ‘paths of life’ (routes of daily activi-
ties, biographies) meet social structures (cf. Thrift 
1983, Kaczmarek 2005). Like cities, villages are 
‘arenas’ of social processes (cf. Lisowski 1998) 
where individuals (people) meet not only social, 
but also natural structures. This is the fundamen-
tal difference in the development and interpreta-
tion of the specificity of the features of rural life in 
the circumstances of diminishing significance of 
economic (mainly agricultural) functions and the 
development of residential and other non-eco-
nomic functions (the rise of the post-productivist 
countryside).
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