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Abstract. The debate about exurbanites and exurbs has ever been an Anglo-American phenome-
non. Due to the limitless space for growth and the individual preferences of living in single-family 
homes, the exurban census tracts were the fastest growing urban type in the USA for several dec-
ades. The increase in highway infrastructure lead to an auto-centric development of land and an 
ongoing urban sprawl in search for natural amenities and affordable housing. This was not the case 
in Europe for a long time as Europeans preferred to live closer to the place of work and the histori-
cally grown structures of the urban development. However, after the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
restructuring of a new office culture with remote work as the new condition and growing preferences 
for more living space and green amenities, exurbs could also evolve in the European context. In 
this investigation, the authors try to identify exurbs in the German context based on a multi-criteria 
analysis. We find that they are mostly located in the east and north of Germany around Hamburg and 
Berlin, and to a minor extent to the west and south of Germany. While there has not been a signifi-
cant increase of exurbs in the past years, the question remains whether the COVID-19 pandemic has 
influenced the exurbanisation and the related issues to a sustainable urban development according 
to SDG 11. Further research on the characteristics of exurbs is needed to provide additional policy 
recommendations and monitor the development of potential exurbs in the future.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the current discussion on re- and suburbanisation (Schmitz-Veltin, 2015), as well 
as within recent urban development models for European cities (van den Berg et al., 
1982; Kabisch and Haase, 2011), one type of city outside the Anglo-American region 
rarely if ever appears: exurbs. The term ‘exurbanities’ was coined in the 1950s by 
A. C. Spectorsky (1958). It initially referred to metropolitan or suburban residents 
with a certain voluntarily chosen way of life in the countryside, but with an eco-
nomic basis of work in the metropolis. Exurbs are essentially rural in character and 
are located outside the comfortable commuting distances to core cities and the area 
characterised by continuous suburbanisation . They are nevertheless a functional part 
of a region related to the core (Lamb, 1983). Due to the current development caused 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and the emergence of the so-called “zoom towns” in the 
USA, which are now used by formerly urban population strata for living and working 
and are characterised by high natural attractiveness and lower rents in the surrounding 
areas of the metropolises (Florida and Ozimek,  2021), the question arises whether 
this type of settlement could also have a certain significance in Germany in the future. 

Initial results from an empirical approach based on a multi-criteria analysis sug-
gest that the exurb urban type is not yet widespread, depending on the indicators 
and the choice of thresholds. However, it is not foreseeable how the mix of increas-
ingly widespread remote work, still rising real estate and rental prices in and in the 
immediate vicinity of metropolitan areas, and the associated increase in commut-
ing times will affect the development of exurbs in Germany. Initial surveys suggest 
a shift in residential preferences toward small and medium-sized towns (SMST) 
(Neumann et al., 2022). The first theses are raised in this article in the discussion 
of results, and further recommendations for policymakers in dealing with the un-
known city type of the exurb are formulated. First, however, a definition of the term 
and a discussion of the literature on the exurb debate will be presented.

2. STATE OF RESEARCH

2.1. About the term ‘exurb’

The exurb debate is about both exurbs as places and exurbanites as residents with 
specific lifestyle preferences (Nelson, 1992). Even though they are outside of 
comfortable commuting distances, a significant proportion of their residents still 
commute to the core cities for work. These residents accept the long commuting 
distances because it allows them to combine high-quality jobs and urban infra-
structure opportunities with a lifestyle fundamentally shaped by rural qualities. 
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The exurban space is, therefore, changing from a space of agriculture to a projec-
tion space of certain lifestyles (Goddard, 2009). The exurban lifestyle is anti-ur-
ban, but it is also anti-suburban (Taylor, 2011).

The outer boundaries of exurbia are determined by commuting distances, while 
the inner boundaries are determined by the rural character and natural area qualities 
that the space still retains despite its settlement growth. The typical settlement pattern 
of U.S. exurbs is isolated single-family development or strip development oriented 
along major roads, which is contrary to the goal of SDG 11 to promote resource-ef-
ficient transport systems (UN, 2023). In the U.S., the phenomenon of exurbs had rel-
evance in that, according to official calculations and definitions of exurbs in official 
statistics, 59 million residents, or about 25% of the total population, lived in exurbs in 
1985 (Nelson, 1992, p. 362). However, different definitions of the exurb phenomena 
lead to rather smaller population numbers in this city type starting at around 10 mil-
lion people living in exurbs in the USA (Golding and Winkler, 2020). Between the 
1980s and the early 2000s, the U.S. was diagnosed with largely continuous increases 
in migration rates to exurban areas: core cities and suburban areas lost a net 0.5% of 
their residents annually to exurban areas, which is consistently a remarkable figure 
when accumulated over long periods (Osgood, 2011). Against this backdrop, exurbs 
were even discussed at times as the most important form of living in the U.S. in the 
future. At the very least, the developmental dynamics of this space justified distin-
guishing it as a separate category even from suburbia (Nelson, 1992). 

Although the debate about exurbs shares some similarities with the debate 
about multi-local living arrangements, there are also some key differences be-
tween the two concepts. While multi-locality highlights the importance of balanc-
ing different locations and embracing diverse commuting patterns and multiple 
places of residence (as discussed in Danielzyk et al., 2020), the exurb debate fo-
cuses on the appeal of rural living and assumes traditional urban-rural commuting 
patterns between home and work.

2.2. Exurbs in the debates and models of urban-regional development in the U.S. 
and in Europe

The term exurb refers in its origin to the situation in the U.S. In parts of the da-
ta-based city-region research in the U.S., the term has become a fixed category of 
ring-zonal models. Exurbs can also be seen as an umbrella term for all develop-
ments outside the cores of cities, i.e., both core-based suburbanisation and develop-
ments in rural places far from cities (Larsen et al., 2017). Closer to the basic idea of 
the term, however, is its use for the type of place further from the centres and also 
beyond the sub-urban zone, which still has significant linkages to metropolitan areas 
but is still predominantly rural (Crump, 2003). Carrutthers  and Vias (2005) conse-
quently define four spatial types: Urban, Suburban, Exurban, and Rural. Exurbs are 
thus classified here in terms of their location to the core and their density between 
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suburbs and rural communities (Robinson et al., 2005). In the official statistics of 
the U.S., the counties were assigned to one of these types according to the area, 
which made it possible to roughly determine the quantities of exurbs: this results in 
the above-mentioned, longstanding and relatively high figure of one quarter of the 
population in the U.S. living in exurbs. Despite this zonal classification, however, 
researchers have repeatedly raised the question of whether suburbia and exurbia 
can be analysed separately at all (Nelson, 1992). In some cases, no distinction has 
been made between suburban and exurban sprawl (Audirac et al., 1990, p. 475), 
partly because the transition from suburban to exurban space has been regarded as 
fluid (Lucy and Phillips, 1997, p. 267). It should be mentioned in addition that even 
in the U.S. by far not all zonal models explicitly adhere to the concept of exurbs. 
Antrop (2000), for example, distinguishes in his model: urban core, inner fringe, 
outer fringe, rural commuting zone, and deep countryside.

For the European debate, the concept of exurbs played, if at all, a much smaller 
role than for the U.S. This is partly because, compared to the U.S., European urban 
regions are more concentrated in the cores. Their outer boundaries expand less rap-
idly and, therefore, the phenomenon of exurbia is probably less pronounced, which 
could also be due to higher transportation costs (Hesse and Siedentop, 2018). De-
spite that, this circumstance could also be explained by the fact that in European ur-
ban region research, the term ‘periurban’ is often used instead of ‘suburban,’ and no 
distinction is made between more central suburban and more decentralised spaces. 
Much of what is referred to as periurban communities in France, for example, is 
located on the outer fringes of densely populated areas and would be classified as 
exurb in the United States (Charmes, 2009). Anyway: exurbs stand in contrast to 
the European concepts of polycentric urban regions (Growe et al., 2012) and plan-
ning goals like decentralised concentration. Their low density and large distances 
to city centres hinder efficient public transport systems.

Compared to the 1980s and 90s, the term exurb also seems to have lost some 
meaning in the U.S. in recent years. It does not play a role in current urban-regional 
research, much of which is centred around the term “postsuburbia” and shaped by 
the intercontinental convergence of views (Phelps, 2015, 2017a; Wu and Keil, 2020; 
Wu and Phelps, 2011). On the one hand, this may be due to the fact that the trends of 
suburbanisation or even counterurbanisation in many European countries, but also in 
the U.S., have been eclipsed, if not replaced, by the unmistakable trend of metropol-
itan reurbanisation in recent years (Dembski et al., 2017; Brombach et al., 2017). In 
particular, qualitatively oriented post-suburbanisation research is levelling the contrast 
between urban cores and suburban space (Keil and Addie, 2016) and is overall more 
focused on the areas of urban regions closer to the metropolis (Keil and Shields, 2016) 
rather than their periphery. Furthermore, it does not distinguish – at least not consist-
ently systematically – more central and wider surrounding areas (Keil, 2018). In some 
ways, exurb research thus even stands in contrast to the now highly differentiated re-
search on new urban nodes in peri-urban spaces. After all, the exurbs are characterised 
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by the fact that they are more strongly connected to the metropolises through their 
commuting relationships than their distances would suggest, while the new nodes are 
characterised by their relative independence from the metropolises and are sometimes 
even seen as anchored in the global economy independently of them (Phelps, 2017a).

2.3. Delimitation criteria of exurbs

Exurbs, as shown above, are partly equated with the zone of the same name in U.S. 
studies based on official data, i.e., all municipalities located in this zone are referred 
to as exurbs. This also explains the high number of inhabitants of the exurbs deter-
mined by the means of this classification: already in the 1980s, a quarter of the U.S. 
population lived in exurbs (Nelson, 1992; Davis et al., 1994; Nelson and Dueker, 
1990). A central weakness of the general assignment of all places located in the 
exurban zone to the category of exurbs is, however, that not only the small places 
but also the relatively autonomous centres in this spatial category are designated as 
exurbs, even if they are not oriented toward the metropolises at all. Also, centres in 
rural areas are called exurbs, even though they no longer have a rural character in 
their settlement structure. Conversely, it is also debatable whether exurbs are real-
ly a place type in their own right or whether exurbanites are not seeking exurban 
niches in suburban municipalities that are relatively central in the ring-zonal model 
but still retain their rural character (Crump, 2016). What becomes clear is this: as-
signment to a zone alone is not sufficient to classify a municipality as exurb. First, 
the location in space, second, the intensity of interdependence with the nearest 
metropolis, and third, the density of the place are decisive. 

Thresholds for exurbs used in empirical studies are based on the U.S. situation 
and vary considerably between studies (for a detailed overview, see Berube et al., 
2006, p. 4): on the question of the spatial delineation of metropolitan regions in 
which exurbs are to be located, U.S. studies vary between 50 and 70 miles (e.g., 
Shrestha et al., 2012; Lamb, 1983). In terms of metropolitan linkages, for Nelson 
(1992), exurbs are characterised by more than 10% of employees commuting to 
the nearest metropolitan area. However, other authors set the threshold value much 
higher (up to 30%) which shows the inconsistency of the exurb definition (Wolman 
et al., 2005). As far as the building densities to be applied are concerned, the studies 
for the U .S . vary considerably . Clark et al. (2009) define low-density development 
of exurbs as a density of 40–400 residents per square mile. Nelson and Sanchez 
(1999) even set the upper limit at 999 residents per square mile. Again, Theobald 
(2005) suggested other thresholds: exurban areas have densities of 0.69-16.18 ha 
per dwelling unit, thus lying between urban and rural densities, while Robinson 
et al. (2005)  assumed a plot size of 0.2-20 ha for exurban communes.

The most well-founded study of exurbs in the U.S. to date, insofar as it con-
tains the most convincing operationalisation of exurbs, was presented by Berube 
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et al. (2006). They schematically illustrate the situation in the space of exurbs. 
According to this, exurbs are characterised by the following features:

 – The focus is on exurbs in metropolitan areas that have a total population of 
at least 500,000 . They are located outside of core cities and their directly adjacent 
suburban areas. Exurbs outside these metropolitan areas are different type of ex-
urbs and are therefore not analysed here .

 – At least 20% of employees have their jobs in the nearest urbanised zone 
to the metropolitan area. The urbanised zone is defined as the areas around core 
cities with a total population of at least 50,000 people.

 – The community has population growth above the metropolitan average.
 – The average density of house units of 2.6 acres (= 10500 sq. m) per lot is not 

exceeded. This is in the lower third of the U.S. average.
According to this definition, 10.8 million residents, or 4 % of the total popula-

tion and 6% of the residents of metropolitan areas in the U.S., lived in exurbs in 
2000. They accounted for about 3% of U.S. census tracts and were less present than 
studies from the 1990s indicated. However, their growth was very strong: the pop-
ulation of exurbs increased by 30% between 1990 and 2000, twice that of the met-
ropolitan areas as a whole. Also interesting are the findings on regional differences, 
some of which are contrary to studies of development in the 1970s (Lamb, 1983). 
The South and Midwest are thus more exurbanised overall than the Northeast and 
West, where the regions from which early exurbanisation research often drew its 
examples are located (such as New York / Niagara County or the Rocky Moun-
tains; see Spectorsky, 1958; Goddard, 2009; Carruthers and Vias, 2005). 

Typologies of exurbs have been only tentatively developed, nor have they been 
pursued: Hayden (2003) distinguished three types of exurbs: ‘reluctant suburbs’ 
that resist growth, ‘hot towns’ that are attractive for telecommuting, and ‘residen-
tial wallhallas’ in particularly high-value landscapes. Berube et al. (2006) differ-
entiated low cost exurbs from those with particularly high quality housing and 
those with particular recreational value. 

Finally, however, it must be indicated that the threshold values for the determina-
tion of exurbs are arbitrary in some respects and, apart from the wide range of val-
ues, refer almost exclusively to the situation in the U.S. Similarly, data availability 
plays a major role in the selection of indicators in the U.S. (Ottensman, 2017). Here, 
this study attempts to establish an adaptable, exploratory approach for the case study 
of Germany, which is equally transferable to other countries in Europe.

2.4. Social aspects and ecological aspects of land-use change by exurbs

From the beginning, the debate about exurbs has been explosive because the term 
exurbanite was used to refer to a certain group of inhabitants that, due to its in-
creasing importance, could also have a decisive influence on elections (Berube 
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et al., 2006). Originally, the exurban lifestyle was considered a privilege of popu-
lation groups with the highest social status; however, in the course of mass motor-
isation, it became possible for upper-middle-class groups as well.

U.S. statistics provide more precise information on the socio-structural char-
acteristics of exurban communities. However, it is important to note, on the one 
hand, the broad definition of exurbs in the statistics, which refer to entire zones, 
and, on the other, the fact that exurban communities have disproportionately high 
shares of commuters. However, exurbanities are also a minority in these commu-
nities. An analysis of socioeconomic data from the 1990s U.S. Census showed that 
compared to the U.S. average, exurb residents tended to be white, middle-class, 
they lived in childless households, and commuted more. While in the U.S. the 
percentage of whites in core cities was less than 50%, in the exurbs it was 95%. In 
the 2000 and 2004 presidential elections, 58% and 62% of exurb residents voted 
for the Republican candidate Bush, respectively, which was clearly the highest 
proportion in any spatial category (Lang and Sanchez, 2006). However, it also 
became clear in the studies based on U.S. statistics that the similarities between 
exurban and suburban households were greater overall than the differences (Nel-
son and Sanchez, 1999). Regional primary surveys, however, certainly uncovered 
greater differences between suburbanites and exurbanites: a study of the commut-
ing behaviour of exurbanites in the Portland region (Davis, 1993; Davis et al., 
1994) showed that compared to the residents of sub-urban communities, exurban-
ites accepted longer commute times in exchange for more space with lower hous-
ing costs, a rural setting, and also better schools. In addition, significant differenc-
es were found between exurbanites in small towns and those in villages, but these 
were likely explained by region-specific factors. Again, the results of the study 
by Berube et al. (2006, p. 1) are particularly illustrative, as the type of exurbs is 
clearly specified here; it clarifies some preconceptions about exurbs:

“Residents of the ‘average’ exurb are disproportionately white, middle-income, homeowners, 
and commuters. Yet exurbanites do not conform to all popular stereotypes. For instance, they 
do not appear to telecommute, work in the real estate industry, or inhabit super-sized homes at 
higher rates than residents of other metropolitan county types. Middle-income families’ ‘drive 
to qualify’ for more affordable new homes that are in limited supply elsewhere fuels growth in 
many metropolitan exurbs.”

In much of the earlier exurb research, their spatial consequences were viewed 
as problematic. In some assessments, a certain scepticism towards the self-inter-
ested exurbanites is not infrequently evident, at least subliminally: exurbanites 
maintain a primarily rural lifestyle, but also take advantage of the benefits of 
the big city (Nelson, 1992). They enliven the economic life of metropolises, 
but claim a large share of the resources in rural areas. For Lamb (1983), the 
exurbs are more expensive and energy consuming than more compact forms; 
they cost agricultural land and are fiscally problematic (Berube et al., 2006). 
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It causes transportation problems and does not create stable neighbourhoods; 
in some cases, it even leads to conflicts between old and new residents. These 
conflicts are mainly related to land-use, the change of which is associated with 
the loss of importance of agriculture (Smith and Sharp, 2005) and forestry (Egan 
and Luloff, 2000). Environmental impacts associated with exurbanisation have 
also been viewed sceptically (Larsen et al., 2017). Studies showed that land-
use change associated with the increase in exurban residential forms (Theobald, 
2004) was accompanied by a reduction in the biodiversity of regions (Hansen 
et al., 2005). There is criticism of new, larger settlement units that have been 
built in a nevertheless rural environment at great speed without integration into 
existing structures.

However, in contrast to the sceptical assessment of changes in rural social 
structures, especially in exurbanisation research in the 1980s, views have in-
creasingly emerged in recent years that accepted this phenomenon rather as part 
of the transformation of cultural landscapes, viewed it in a more differentiated 
way, and tried to deal with it constructively. Larsen et al. (2017) analysed for 
a former agricultural valley in Colorado how new networks between old and new 
inhabitants emerged in these spaces, in which common perceptions of the space 
played an important role, especially with regard to natural disasters and aspects 
of environmental protection. With growing numbers of people working remotely, 
time spent in the exurbs could increase and lead to improved integration of new 
inhabitants in the formally rural villages and towns. For the structural conflicts 
between newcomers and existing residents (Crump, 2003, p. 190), methodolog-
ical tools for conflicts of use were developed (Caruso et al., 2007). Negative 
assessments of expansive exurban settlement forms are based on GIS analyses 
(Clark et al., 2009) and analyses of exurban settlement types and building forms, 
for example, in relation to their carbon footprints (Visscher et al., 2014; Nassau-
er et al., 2014). Increasing costs for building and maintaining infrastructure are 
still the biggest problem with the ongoing expansion of exurbs and should be 
observed closely in the future . 

3. EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATION WITH REGARD TO THE RELEVANCE 
AND STRUCTURAL CHARACTERISTICS OF EXURBS IN GERMANY

3.1. Delimitation and typification approach 

It has been shown that the U.S. reference values cannot be considered for the 
identification of exurbs. These values vary, on the one hand, due to the avail-
able land mass and settlement density, and, on the other, due to different plan-
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ning systems used. Thus, new thresholds based on the American values must be 
used to identify potential exurbs. 

The first reference here are the metropolitan and urban regions, to which a large 
part of the commuting movements must lead. To ensure comparability of urban 
regions at the European level, the Functional Urban Areas (FUA) from Eurostat 
(2018), which are delineated at the municipal level (Link, 2021), are suitable. 
These are characterised by the following features (Eurostat, 2018):

 – They have a core city with at least 50,000 inhabitants.
 – They additionally consist of a commuter zone with at least 15% of commut-

ers commuting to the core city to work.
 – The core city and commuter zone together form the FUA.

The FUAs serve to delineate the exurbs from the suburban catchment areas of 
the core city and also to identify the exurbs’ own commute to the nearby FUA. 

In addition to the FUAs, the census-adjusted population of the associa-
tion municipality in the current 2019 data year is used to delineate the ex-
urbs (Laufende Raumbeobachtung des BBSR, 2022). We use the association 
municipality level to have a uniform municipality definition in the study and 
to be able to verify comparative analyses. These association municipalities 
must be between 2,500 and 50,000 inhabitants in order to calculate commuting 
movements from community associations not located in the FUAs to the FUAs. 
Here, not only movements to the core city of the FUA count as relevant commut-
ing movements, but to the entire FUA, since previous studies on the commuting 
behaviour of exurbanites considered both urban and suburban areas as desti-
nations (Davis et al., 1994). Three reference values are used to incrementally 
approximate an exurb delineation for Germany: >10% and <15% (low restric-
tion), ≥15% and < 20% (medium restriction), and ≥20 % (high restriction) of 
commutes into the FUA. In addition, highway accessibility plays a critical role 
in delineating exurbs in the United States. In the context of identifying the 
exurbs in Germany, the component of local and long-distance public transport 
is added, which in this case is accounted for by long-distance transport and 
the large distances it can bridge in a short period . Depending on the degree 
of restriction, the proximity is set at <30 and ≥20 (low restriction), <20  and 
≥10 (medium restriction), and <10 (high restriction) minutes of driving time. 
Important indicators continue to provide the endowment of community asso-
ciations with single-family homes, which makes the communities interesting 
for potential exurbanites. For this purpose, we calculate the share of residential 
buildings with one dwelling in all residential and non-residential buildings, the 
share of residential buildings with one dwelling in all residential buildings, and 
also the living space per residential building. In this way, we can ensure that 
the dominant building type is the single-family house, and conversely, we can 
ensure via floor space that there is little multi-storey construction in the munic-
ipal associations. For this purpose, deciles rather than percentages were used, 
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following the classification of Berube et al. (2006). Here, for the percentage 
of residential buildings with one dwelling in all residential and non-residential 
buildings and the percentage of residential buildings with one dwelling in all 
residential buildings, all values ≥ the 5th decile represent low restriction, val-
ues ≥ the 7th decile represent medium restriction, and values ≥ the 9th decile 
represent high restriction. The living space per residential building would have 
to be low analogous to the high proportion of single-family houses, thus the 
low restrictions there are ≤ the 5th decile, medium restrictions ≤ the 3rd decile, 
and high restrictions ≤ the 1st decile. In addition, there is the settlement and 
transport area per inhabitant, which must be high due to the low population 
density and the good accessibility of the potential exurbs. Thus, for this indi-
cator, values ≥ the 5th decile represent the low restriction, values ≥ the 7th de-
cile represent the medium restriction, and values ≥ the 9th decile represent the 
strong restriction. Table 1 provides an overview of the indicators and sources.

Table 1 . Indicators, target values and sources

Indicator
Target value  

 (low/ medium/ 
strong)

Sources

Location of place of residence 
outside FUAs, location of place 
of work in FUAs

Generally valid Eurostat (2018); Laufende 
Raumbeobachtung des BBSR 
(2022)

Percentage of commuters in 
FUAs

10%/ 15%/ 20% Eurostat (2018); Laufende 
Raumbeobachtung des BBSR 
(2022)

Population of place of residence 2,500–50,000 
inhabitants

Laufende Raumbeobachtung des 
BBSR (2022)

Accessibility of highways or IC/
EC/ICE stations

30 minutes/ 20 
minutes/ 10 minutes

Laufende Raumbeobachtung des 
BBSR (2022)

Proportion of residential 
buildings with one dwelling unit 
out of all residential and non-
residential buildings

≥5th decile/ ≥ 7th 
decile/ ≥ 9th decile

Laufende Raumbeobachtung des 
BBSR (2022); 

Share of residential buildings 
with one dwelling in all 
residential buildings

≥5th decile/ ≥ 7th 
decile/ ≥ 9th decile

Laufende Raumbeobachtung des 
BBSR (2022); 

Proportion of settlement and 
traffic area per inhabitant

≥5th decile/ ≥ 7th 
decile/ ≥ 9th decile

Laufende Raumbeobachtung des 
BBSR (2022); 

Living space per residential 
building

≤5th decile/ ≤ 3rd 
decile/ ≤ 1st decile

Laufende Raumbeobachtung des 
BBSR (2022)

Source: own work.
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3.2. Results

The set of indicators used makes it possible to identify potential exurbs in Germa-
ny and to determine initial characteristics. First of all, the localisation of exurbs 
is the first step towards understanding which municipalities in Germany exhibit 
exurban characteristics at all. Here, the map in Fig. 1 shows the municipalities 
with strong restrictions in red, medium restrictions in blue, and low restrictions 
in green. FUAs are highlighted in translucent pink, with highways as solid lines 
and rail lines as dashed lines. In addition, to monitor the development of potential 
exurbs, the exurbs from 2008 and to the most current period of 2019 are shown in 
comparison. It should be noted that all housing-related data for 2008 is from the 
2011 Census and, therefore, only partially reflects 2008 conditions.

Fig. 1. Exurbs in Germany
Source: Laufende Raumbeobachtung des BBSR (2022).
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The map shows that exurbs with strong restrictions are only located in the 
Berlin area, south of Greifswald, Schwerin and in 2019 also Kiel, as well as near 
Bautzen and Leipzig. This strong concentration in eastern Germany testifies to 
a settlement structure that is less polycentric, resulting in a more concentrated 
commuting pattern. In addition, the population density in rural eastern German 
areas are often lower than in western German municipalities, and thus the settle-
ment and transport area per inhabitant is much more pronounced. Despite all this, 
it must be noted that the strict restrictions result in only eight (2008) or ten (2019) 
municipalities that meet the criteria of an exurb. If the restrictions were relaxed 
to a medium level, significantly more municipalities would have already shown 
the potential to be an exurb. 126 (2008) and 119 (2019) exurbs were identified 
using these criteria. In this case exurbs are strongly concentrated in the Berlin 
and Leipzig hinterland, as well as the areas between Hamburg and Schwerin, and 
Kiel. In addition, there are some clusters in the Eifel region, as well as between 
Hanover and Magdeburg, and near Erfurt . Generally, there is a clear concentration 
in the north and east of the country. At the lowest level of restriction, southern 
German municipalities are increasingly being considered as exurbs. Likewise, the 
gaps to the FUAs are filled with potential exurbs on a larger scale, so that many 
municipalities no longer have a direct border to the FUAs and are sometimes very 
solitary, such as in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, Lower Saxony, and Rhine-
land-Palatinate. In total, 474 (2008) and 461 (2019) potential exurbs could be 
found there. It is noticeable that exurbs are strongly represented in the Polish and 
Luxembourgian border regions, but less so in other border regions of Germany. 

3.3. Discussion

The localisation of exurbs provides a first overview of a community type that has 
been affected by severe shrinkage in the past two decades, but which may be a po-
tential winner after the pandemic and the accompanying changes in residential 
preferences and new work realities. Population trends, compared to all small and 
medium-sized towns (SMST) in the 2,500−50,000 population range, were signifi-
cantly more negative as shown in Fig. 2. While the comparison cities tended to grow 
over the period from 1994 (index value = 100) even through 2019 and survived the 
wave of urbanisation since 2000 relatively unscathed, by comparison the exurbs 
with strong criteria lost over 10% of their populations. The exurbs identified with 
medium restrictions in 2019 had a population loss of just under 5%, whereas the 
exurbs with medium restrictions only lost just over 2% in 2008. The exurbs with low 
criteria are in between in their population development. What is striking, however, 
is the strong plateauing since 2016, which represents a weakening of the previous 
urbanisation wave. The remaining question is whether this development will evolve 
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into population growth from 2019 onwards or whether the plateau or previous down-
ward trend will be maintained. In favour of growth is the fact that remote work will 
remain even after the pandemic and this can already be demonstrated in European 
office real estate markets (Bergeaud, 2023). This will not only lead to a change in 
the cities themselves, since purchasing power will flow out of the cities (Court and 
Borak, 2023) and public transport will be utilised less (Olayode et al., 2022), but will 
probably also result in a change in the demand for housing.

Fig. 2. Population development in Exurbs 1994–2019
Source: Eurostat (2018); Laufende Raumbeobachtung des BBSR (2022).

For example, it has been proven for many years that for families with chil-
dren, who are the driving factor behind the growth of exurbs in the U.S., the sin-
gle-family house is still strongly preferred as a form of home ownership, despite 
all the sustainability efforts. For families with three children, the acquisition 
rate of single-family homes compared to all other housing types in Germany is 
99%, and for four-person households it is still 93% (Amman and Müther, 2022). 
In addition, real estate prices have risen sharply, coupled with an enormously 
tight interest rate situation. This combination, which in particular makes home-
ownership in the city and its suburban communities almost unaffordable, can 
be another driver for a residential location decision far outside the core cities . 
Here, it is already evident that the demand for existing properties is gaining in 
importance compared to new construction (Amman and Müther, 2022), which 
may lead to increased demand, particularly in well-connected exurbs. Especial-
ly single-family homes from the 1970s and 80s might become very popular 
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in the near future when no sufficient construction of homes will be authorised 
or affordable. Privacy and affordability have always been the main reasons for 
moving to exurbs (Johnson, 2013). The trend towards exurbs, driven by the 
aftermath of the pandemic and changing work and commuting patterns, may 
become more prevalent in Europe in the future.

4. CONCLUSION, PERSPECTIVES AND FURTHER RESEARCH NEED

A debate on the existence of exurbs in Europe has not been opened yet in Eu-
ropean research for many reasons. The distances of commuting, the relatively 
rigid planning laws due to the lack of land and the historically developed cit-
ies, and settlement structures differ significantly from the situation in the U.S. 
Despite all this, there are initial tendencies that the so-called exurbs could also 
be found in Europe . Although the spatial scales in the U .S . are larger than in 
Europe, the term ‘exurbs’ so far seems to be appropriate for an international 
discussion, instead of searching for another term for the European or German 
context. 

The classification approach presented in this paper shows for the first time for 
Germany where exurban communities could be localised considering three differ-
ent criterion strengths and two different time points. The increased occurrence in 
eastern and northern Germany indicates a relatively high potential in these areas 
to be considered as residential locations for people with exurban residential lo-
cation preferences. Especially the concentration of exurbs with very restrictive 
thresholds for the indicators around the monocentric region of Berlin is striking. 
Furthermore, the lack of exurban communities in the polycentric metropolitan 
regions of Rhine-Ruhr, Rhine-Main, and Rhine-Neckar shows that they might be 
too densely populated to attract exurbanites. 

When discussing sustainable development, it is crucial to emphasize that ex-
urbs are not aligned with the principles of sustainable spatial development, as 
defined by the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (2023). The ex-
tensive surface sealing caused by single-family homes and the accompanying 
road infrastructure, which characterizes exurbanisation, directly contradicts the 
objectives of SDG 11: sustainable transport and sustainable cities and human 
settlements. In contrast, polycentric structures with decentralised concentrations 
(Growe et al., 2012), located closer to city centres, appear to be a more favoura-
ble settlement forms for sustainable development. Exurbs, with their significant 
distances from core cities and limited population size, hinder the establishment 
of efficient public transport infrastructure necessary for sustainable urban living. 
Thus the question of the role of spatial planning emerges.
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The extent and form of exurbanisation in the future will also be influenced by 
how restrictive regional and local urban containment policies are (Osgood, 2011). 
Exurbs can be a result of regional planning that limits residential development in 
suburban areas, which encourages leap frogging, and the spillover of residential 
development into adjacent more peripheral areas. In addition, community associ-
ations identified as exurban have experienced significant population declines over 
the past two decades and in many cases are likely to have relatively high vacancy 
rates. Since existing properties in the form of single-family homes are being ac-
quired in particular, due to the current situation on the real estate market, precisely 
the community associations identified here could experience population growth 
again in the near future (Amman and Müther, 2022). 

The phenomenon of exurbs is likely to continue to change significantly with 
the digitalisation of work. Exurbanites have so far accepted longer commut-
ing times and are often employed in traditional office jobs, which have a high 
potential for remote work. Therefore, the thesis that the option of remote work 
opens up the possibility moving outside comfortable commuting distances than 
ever before might become reality in the near future. Even if the place of work may 
still be formally located in the FUA in the statistics, this could lead to a stronger 
counter-urbanisation from exurbs, which would be accompanied by the creation 
of new infrastructure and all of its problematic consequences for the society.

Exurbs are still strongly defined by commuting behaviour. Trips between work 
and home, however, are losing importance in the travel budget compared to lei-
sure-oriented trips. Exurbs are often located outside of regionally planned areas. 
Long commutes are made not only to work but also for leisure (Taylor, 2011). It 
would be worth discussing whether, for example, exurbs in the future will also 
combine living and (digital) working in a rural location that is associated with 
intensive use of leisure facilities in metropolitan areas or if the connection to the 
metropolises will loosen due to less frequent travels to work. 

Another aspect is how social life in the community associations identified as 
exurbs will develop in the future. Related to the debates on multi-local lifestyles, 
since even infrequent commutes involve traveling long distances and thus taking 
up time that might be lacking for important local volunteer work, exurbanities 
could change the cohabitation of the identified municipalities. This effect, already 
identified by Scaff (1952), has also been confirmed in recent studies and requires 
further investigation in the identified exurbs (Rüger et al., 2022), especially after 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the increasing facilities for remote work.

Lastly, it is essential to emphasize the importance of future data collection to mon-
itor potential exurban developments. Firstly, comprehensive data should be gathered 
regarding the construction and age of single-family homes within potential exurban 
communities. Additionally, conducting interviews with individuals who choose to 
move to exurbs is crucial in order to gain deeper insights into their motivations. By 
understanding why people opt for exurban living and exploring the role of spatial 
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planning, we can develop more sustainable options for where and how individuals can 
lead fulfilling lives. This data collection and analysis will aid in informing future strat-
egies and decision-making processes aimed at promoting sustainable living choices.
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