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Abstract: Over the past three decades, significant socio-economic transforma-
tions have reshaped the post-socialist states of Central and Eastern Europe.
This study examines the geography of firms with over 10 employees across 15
countries: Albania, Austria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czechia,
Hungary, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slova-
kia, and Slovenia. Using data from over 300,000 firms, the analysis focused on firm
size categories, turnover, and activity distribution. The research highlighted dis-
parities between post-socialist and other countries, and it employed descriptive
statistics and the framework of agglomeration economies to uncover nuanced
spatial patterns. The findings revealed significant differences in business concen-
tration and the functions of small and medium-sized cities, particularly in the
regions without a European-scale metropolis, emphasising their role in regional
economic and demographic sustainability.

Keywords: post-socialist companies; turnover dynamics; Orbis Europe; Central
and Eastern Europe; Western Balkans

Introduction
The evolution of firm geography research has been significant over the years, encom-
passing various dimensions and perspectives. Early research focused on the spatial
dimension of multinational firms, examining the impact of economies of agglomera-
tion and production (Braunerhjelm and Ekholm 1998). Subsequent studies expanded
this focus to explore industrial clustering, regional specialisation, and the dynamics
of economic networks (Boschma and Frenken 2011, Beugelsdijk and Mudambi 2014).
Building on these foundations, this study integrates the concept of agglomeration
economies within the post-socialist and non-socialist contexts of Central and Eastern
Europe (CEE) to uncover region-specific dynamics in firm geography.

Key studies have emphasised the critical role of firm clustering in enhancing
productivity, innovation, and economic growth (Audretsch and Feldman 1996, Geldés
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et al. 2017). However, limited attention has been given to the unique characteristics of
post-socialist regions, where historical transitions, political structures, and economic
reforms have reshaped firm geography. This study addresses this gap by analysing the
spatial concentration of firms across 15 countries in CEE and the Western Balkans,
incorporating insights from the recent regional development literature (Lang 2015,
Rácz 2022).

The research is guided by three primary questions:

• RQ1: Is there a typical pattern in the geographic distribution of large corporations
by size categories?

• RQ2: Is it possible to divide the territory (urban agglomeration, rural area, urban
area) based on the activities of the companies?

• RQ3: Is there a characteristic concentration of technology and knowledge-inten-
sive sectors in larger geographic areas?

These questions can be better addressed by linking the spatial patterns to theories of
regional economic resilience and agglomeration elasticities, providing a more robust
framework for interpreting the sectoral dynamics. In this context, the study employs
descriptive statistical methods and spatial analysis techniques, utilising the Orbis
Europe database as the primary data source. This database provides comprehensive
firm-level information, enabling a detailed examination of the distribution of firms by
size, activity, and turnover (Bajgar et al. 2020, Egyed and Zsibók 2022). Additionally,
spatial measures, such as location quotients and Moran’s I index, are applied to identify
clustering patterns and regional disparities.

The study contributes to the literature on regional development and economic
geography by providing an in-depth analysis of firm geography in a post-socialist
context. By focusing on the NUTS3 level, it highlights the economic disparities and
structural transformations that characterise the region. The findings aim to inform
policymakers about the factors influencing regional economic sustainability and
competitiveness, particularly in transitioning economies (Bosker 2009, Cuaresma et
al. 2014).

The subject matter of this study is approached differently in this region compared
to Western Europe due to distinct operational practices. The border area between Asia
and Europe exhibits notable variations. This analysis is not designed to investigate the
efficacy of the transition, but rather to emphasise the unique features of this particular
area. It is worth noting that comprehensive data is available for the entire Balkan
region, which is a departure from previous research. 

In the following sections, the paper reviews the theoretical foundations of firm
geography. The methodological approach focuses on the NUTS3 level as the primary
unit of analysis. However, the literature review delves into the economic characteris-
tics and structure of countries, as well as the factors that contribute to their economic
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strength. Particular attention is given to the urban network, which plays a crucial role
in shaping the economic landscape of regions. Consequently, further consideration is
devoted to the characteristics of the urban network. The study’s findings are primarily
presented at the NUTS3 territorial level, but the distinctions between urban, agglom-
eration, and rural areas (based on activity structure) are also emphasised. The study
concludes by outlining policy implications and potential avenues for future research.

Literature review

The spatial differentiation of the macro-region

Regional inequalities in CEE have been extensively researched, with a focus on under-
standing the factors contributing to these disparities (Lang 2015). Localised regional
conditions have been identified as key determinants of income differences, with
country-specific factors playing a larger role in Eastern Europe (Bosker 2009). Recent
empirical research highlights the significant increase in income and wealth inequal-
ities since the fall of socialism, exacerbated by poorly managed transitions to market
economies, rising unemployment rates, and declining social capital (Sethi et al. 2017,
Brzezinski and Salach 2022).

The economic transition in CEE brought substantial structural changes, yet it also
led to uneven regional development. Some regions experienced rapid urbanisation and
industrial growth, while others lagged due to insufficient infrastructure and institu-
tional rigidity (Marmot and Bobak 2005, Grillitsch and Asheim 2018).

These disparities are particularly evident when examining the regional distribution
of gross domestic product (GDP) across CEE at the NUTS 3 level. The GDP per capita at
current market prices in 2020 highlighted significant economic variations both within
and between countries in the macro-region (Figure 1), with urbanised and industrial
hubs generally exhibiting higher GDP per capita compared to rural and peripheral
areas. Regions such as Silesia in Poland and the western parts of Hungary showcased
a strong economic performance, driven by industrial and foreign direct investment
activities. Conversely, less-developed areas, particularly in Bulgaria and Romania,
struggled with lower economic outputs, reflecting the challenges in infrastructure
development and their integration into the global markets.

For instance, Poland leveraged the foreign direct investment (FDI) to establish itself
as a key player in the automotive and electronics sectors, particularly in regions like
Silesia, which became industrial hubs of innovation (Dziemianowicz et al. 2019). Simi-
larly, Czechia benefitted from its strategic location and trade integration within the EU,
which fostered advanced manufacturing industries (Arias-Gomez and Antošová 2023).
In contrast, Bulgaria and Romania faced slower integration into global value chains
due to weaker institutional frameworks and infrastructure limitations (Carstensen and



8 – Berkes et al. Journal of Urban and Regional Analysis

Toubal 2004). In Hungary, the western regions saw higher economic performance due
to their proximity to Austria and Germany, while the eastern regions lagged behind
(Lux 2008). This disparity underscores the varying ability of regions to adapt to global
economic changes.

Figure 1. Gross domestic product (GDP) at current market prices by NUTS 3 regions (PPS 2020 per inhabitant)

The historical development of CEE has also profoundly influenced urban and regional
growth patterns. Cities such as Prague, Budapest, and Krakow transitioned from their
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socialist-era roles as industrial centres to become key nodes in global networks,
leveraging their geographic and cultural significance (Lang 2015, Feruni et al. 2020).
However, smaller cities and rural areas often lagged behind, leading to pronounced
regional disparities (Bajgar et al. 2020). For example, the industrial decline in Northern
Hungary left a legacy of economic stagnation, while the revitalisation of Warsaw’s
financial sector positioned it as a regional hub. Such differences highlight the
critical role of localised policy interventions and global market dynamics in shaping
development trajectories (Adamowicz 2021). Understanding these urban and regional
dynamics is essential for NUTS 3-level analyses, as disparities within broader regions
often mask more localised trends that are crucial for effective policymaking.

In addition to economic factors, demographic shifts have played a critical role in
shaping regional development. Population decline, aging demographics, and migration
patterns have exacerbated uneven development (Marmot and Bobak 2005). Urban
areas with diversified economies, such as Warsaw and Budapest, have generally fared
better, whereas mono-industrial towns in regions like Eastern Hungary and Southern
Romania face significant challenges in attracting investment and sustaining growth
(Győri and Egri 2020).

Social capital and community networks often play a critical role in maintaining
economic stability in rural areas, albeit on a smaller scale compared to urban centres.
Moreover, the increasing focus on sustainability and green infrastructure in urban
areas has widened the gap between rural and urban regions, where the latter often lack
the resources to compete. For instance, Slovenia has successfully leveraged targeted
investments in education and innovation to stabilise its workforce, while Serbia and
Bosnia have faced significant challenges in retaining skilled labour due to limited local
opportunities and the ongoing phenomenon of brain drain (Matkovski et al. 2022).

The integration of CEE into the European Union brought opportunities for eco-
nomic convergence but it also highlighted persistent inequalities. EU cohesion policies,
aimed at reducing regional disparities, have facilitated improvements in infrastruc-
ture and cross-border collaboration. However, these initiatives have often prioritised
economic growth over social equity, reinforcing urban-centric development patterns
(Avdikos and Chardas 2016). Peripheral regions, particularly rural areas, have struggled
to benefit from these policies due to limited institutional capacity and lower levels
of investment. At the same time, cross-border projects have opened pathways for
knowledge sharing and increased economic interdependence between the neighbour-
ing countries, helping certain regions to overcome isolation. For example, Slovakia
demonstrated success in effectively using cohesion funds to enhance infrastructure,
while Croatia faced inefficiencies in project implementation. Meanwhile, Romania’s
southern and eastern regions lagged behind economically despite the national GDP
growth. Slovenia, on the other hand, showed balanced development due to targeted
policies in education and innovation.
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Challenges and opportunities in regional and firm-level dynamics

Firm geography in CEE is shaped by a combination of historical legacies, market
conditions, and policy frameworks. Urban regions tend to attract large and knowledge-
intensive firms due to better infrastructure, access to skilled labour, and integration
into global value chains (Bajgar et al.  2020, Egyed and Zsibók 2022). In contrast,
rural and peripheral areas are dominated by micro and small enterprises, which
often struggle with limited financial and market access (Avdikos and Chardas 2016).
Bridging this gap requires targeted policies to support entrepreneurship, to improve
digital infrastructure, and to integrate rural enterprises into broader economic net-
works. For example, agricultural cooperatives in Poland have successfully connected
producers directly with consumers, while digital platforms in Czechia have enhanced
rural market access (Kittova and Steinhauser 2018, Matkovski et al. 2022). Enhanced
government-backed funding mechanisms have also empowered rural enterprises to
enter global markets (Adamowicz 2021).

Agglomeration economies play a pivotal role in shaping firm distribution. Clusters
of technology and high-tech industries are predominantly located in regions with
strong industrial traditions and strategic geographic positions (Estrin and Uvalic 2014).
Hungary, for instance, has attracted significant FDI in automotive manufacturing
through targeted incentives and its strategic location, while Romania continues to face
challenges in attracting similar investments due to regulatory hurdles (Oates 2011).

Localised innovation spillovers are more pronounced in urban centres, exacerbat-
ing the rural-urban divide in economic opportunities. Additionally, multinational
corporations often concentrate in regions offering favourable tax incentives, skilled
labour pools, and connectivity to global markets, further entrenching geographic
inequalities. For example, Bratislava in Slovakia has emerged as a regional innovation
hub due to its proximity to Vienna and access to EU research funds (Paunović and
Kosanović 2019). Similarly, the city of Cluj-Napoca in Romania has become a technol-
ogy hub, fostering a vibrant start-up ecosystem despite broader regional disparities
(Kashnitsky and Gunko 2016).

CEE and the Western Balkans also showed varying degrees of integration into
global value chains. Countries such as Poland, Slovakia, and Czechia have become
pivotal players in automotive and electronics manufacturing (Rácz 2019). Simultane-
ously, the Western Balkans exhibited potential for integration into specialised niches
like agribusiness and renewable energy (Matkovski et al. 2022). For example, Serbia’s
agribusiness sector showed promise, but non-tariff barriers remained a significant ob-
stacle to regional trade (Brankov and Matkovski 2022). Investments in infrastructure,
particularly transportation networks such as the Pan-European Transport Corridors,
aimed to enhance connectivity and to facilitate trade across the region. However,
achieving full integration requires addressing bottlenecks in customs processes, regu-
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latory harmonisation, and trade policy alignment with EU standards (Hajdú et al. 2018).
Cross-border e-commerce is emerging as a promising avenue, allowing SMEs in periph-
eral areas to reach new markets while overcoming logistical constraints. Recent policy
frameworks, including the EU’s Digital Single Market strategy, have sought to address
these issues by fostering a harmonised digital environment (Živanović et al. 2024).

Enterprise activity and sectoral diversification

The diversification of firms’ main activities varies significantly across the regions of
CEE and the Western Balkans, reflecting historical legacies, economic structures, and
policy environments. Some regions, such as Silesia in Poland and Northern Hungary,
remain concentrated in manufacturing industries, including automotive and heavy
industry, leveraging established supply chains and skilled labour pools (Domański and
Gwosdz 2018). However, this focus on a narrow range of sectors can make these regions
vulnerable to global market fluctuations, which can enhance regional economic
resilience and growth potential.

In contrast, urban centres like Prague and Bratislava demonstrated successful di-
versification into high-value sectors such as IT, finance, and research and development.
These cities benefited from their strategic geographic locations, strong infrastructure,
and targeted policy interventions (Kashnitsky and Gunko 2016). Meanwhile, rural
and peripheral areas, particularly in the Western Balkans, continued to rely heavily
on agriculture and low-tech manufacturing. For example, agribusiness dominates in
Serbia and North Macedonia, providing stability but limiting technological innovation
and integration into global value chains (Jusufi and Bellaqa 2019).

Sectoral diversification played a crucial role in shaping economic resilience.
Regions with diverse economic activities, such as Czechia, tended to recover more
quickly from economic downturns, thanks to their balanced mix of industries (Zamfir
(Avram) et al. 2022). Conversely, mono-industrial regions, including parts of Bulgaria
and Romania, often faced economic instability and limited growth opportunities (Dima
(Girneata) and Nedelcu 2017).

Labour market dynamics were also significantly influenced by the degree of diver-
sification. Regions offering a variety of employment opportunities are more likely to
attract and retain skilled workers, as evidenced in cities like Budapest and Warsaw.
On the one hand, these cities not only sustained robust labour markets but they also
fostered innovation ecosystems. On the other hand, regions dominated by a single
sector frequently experienced higher unemployment rates, exacerbating issues such
as outmigration and demographic imbalances (Pastore 2012).

Policies and funding mechanisms played a pivotal role in fostering diversification.
EU cohesion policies have been instrumental in supporting small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) and infrastructure development. However, the effectiveness of
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these policies varies widely. For instance, Slovakia has successfully leveraged EU funds
to promote industrial diversification (Šipikal et al. 2017), while less-developed areas in
the Western Balkans faced challenges due to limited institutional capacity and admin-
istrative inefficiencies (Karini 2017).

The analysis of regional and sectoral dynamics discussed in the literature high-
lighted the importance of firm-level data in understanding economic disparities and
diversification. To further explore these patterns and to provide empirical evidence,
this study utilised the Orbis Europe database, which offers a robust foundation for firm-
level analysis across the macro-region.

Methodology
The Orbis Europe database is a comprehensive source of financial and ownership
information for European firms, both publicly traded and privately held. This database
provides high-quality accounting data and it has been widely used in various studies
(Bajgar et al. 2020, Cerpentier et al. 2022). The database covers a vast number of compa-
nies worldwide, with data on over 130 million firms. Various researchers have utilised
Orbis to extract information on productivity, profitability, and firm performance,
and it has also been employed to analyse the impact of product market regulations
on allocative efficiency and business dynamics (Tenucci and Supino 2020, Egyed and
Zsibók 2022).

The coverage of European firms in Orbis is considered unrivalled by other data-
bases. In some respects, the data provided by Orbis Europe should be treated with
caution, as there are country-specific regulatory instruments relating to the provision
of corporate data that may cause distortions. However, most of these apply to a range
of enterprises that are not part of the present analysis (micro-enterprises, non-profit
enterprises). Given these concerns, Orbis Europe is a valuable and reliable resource for
conducting our analysis.

In this research, data from the Orbis Europe database were used. As criteria for
choosing the examined enterprises, we used the legal form, the operating revenue, and
the country, based on the conditions shown in Table 1. As we mainly wanted to give
an overall picture of territorial structures, we have used the basic data on companies –
activity, number of employees, turnover – from the Orbis database. The data referred
to the latest available year.

In addition to the Orbis Europe database, data from external data sources and
expert classifications (GDP per capita, type of region) were used in the analysis. Indi-
vidual enterprise data were aggregated at NUTS 3 level. When selecting the territorial
level of analysis, our main concern was to ensure that the number of elements per
region of the enterprises included in the study was sufficient for the analysis, both for
sectoral and typological breakdowns.
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Table 1. Orbis Europe search steps and conditions

Search steps Conditions

1 . Status Active

2 . Standardised legal form Public limited company; Private limited company; Partnership; Branch;
Foreign company; Public authority

3 . Operating revenue (Turnover),
using estimates (thousand USD)¹

Last available year; exclusion of companies with no recent financial data;
and Public authorities/States/Governments

4 . Number of employees,
using estimates

min=10; last available year; exclusion of companies with no recent
financial data; and Public authorities/States/Governments

5 . World region /Country/
Region in the country

Albania, Austria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czechia,
Hungary, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Poland, Romania,
Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia

In addition to a descriptive analysis of the spatial distribution of firms, the analysis fo-
cused on efficiency, the differences between different types of regions, the relationship
between sectoral structure and economic development, and the spatial concentration
of certain sectors. Regarding the distribution of firms by size category, in addition
to descriptive statistics, we used the one-way analysis of variance to examine the
differences between types of regions. For the spatial distribution of technology- and
knowledge-intensive sectors, in addition to the determination of locational quotients,
a spatial autocorrelation analysis based on the local Moran indices was carried out.

Territorial concentration, the location quotient, corporate activities, and spatial
autocorrelation are important concepts and methods that play a crucial role in the
analysis of economic and social processes. The location quotient is a commonly used
method for mapping spatial concentration and identifying the role of a particular
economic activity in a given region’s economy (Vas 2009, Vas et al. 2015, Győri 2021).
The analysis of the spatial structure, including the application of the Location Quotient
(LQ) and the spatial autocorrelation, is particularly well-suited for examining regions
(Győri and Egri 2020). The LQ analysis helps identify the concentration of economic
sectors within a region and it provides insights for policymakers to plan and to eval-
uate regional economic growth based on the regional multiplier effects (Pujiyanto et
al. 2022). The study of spatial autocorrelation is also crucial in uncovering spatial dis-
parities and concentrations. Spatial autocorrelation analyses, such as the LISA cluster
analysis, help reveal polarised spatial structures and their changes within a country
(Pénzes et al. 2018). The application of these methods allows for a better understanding
of spatially-based economic and social processes, and the changes that occur within
them (Legendre 1993).

¹Although the inclusion of active enterprises was a primary screening criterion, it was observed
that the turnover data for some enterprises was incomplete for the final year within the 2016-2021
timeframe. To address this issue, an imputation method was implemented, whereby the missing data
for the final year was supplemented with the closest available data from the preceding years.
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The debate between localisation and urbanisation can be examined through the
entry of new firms into a region, which serves as a substitute for regional economic
growth and it displays the positive effects of both Jacobs- and Marshall-type economies
(Beaudry and Schiffauerova 2009). The analysis of the spatial distribution of certain
economic activities is of crucial importance from both the perspective of territorial de-
velopment and economic growth. Through the examination of the spatial distribution
of economic activities, clusters, agglomeration benefits, and the economic potential of
a specific area can be identified (Szakálné Kanó 2012).

In connection with the subregional economic analysis, location quotas play a vital
role in providing a detailed breakdown of economic accounts. As discussed by Sánchez-
Chóez et al. (2022), the use of location quotas is essential for a thorough understanding
of the economic landscape. Furthermore, the application of the Location Quotient and
the Shift-Share Analysis aids in the identification of leading industries within regional
economies, which is particularly valuable for the local governments during strategic
planning (Maspaitella et al. 2021). Through these methods and investigations, a com-
prehensive understanding of regional concentration, locational quotients, corporate
activity density, and spatial autocorrelation can be obtained, which is crucial for
comprehending economic and social processes and for designing effective territorial
development plans.

Results
The study area was defined using a broader definition of the CEE region, including the
Balkan countries, and Austria, as a reference. First, it is necessary to review the main
information of the 15 countries included in the study. Table 2 provides a comprehensive
overview of various European countries, encompassing their establishment, interna-
tional affiliations, territory, population, urbanisation, GDP, and HDI. This information
is crucial for understanding the geopolitical landscape and the socioeconomic charac-
teristics of these nations. For example, the data reveals that Poland, with its substantial
territory and population, holds a prominent position in the region, as reflected in its
high GDP and HDI rankings. But, Kosovo, a relatively new entity, exhibits lower figures
across these parameters, indicating its current developing status.

Furthermore, the urbanisation levels of these countries is evidenced and some
of them, such as Croatia and Hungary, have relatively high urban population percent-
ages, and significant urban development and associated socio-economic dynamics.
Additionally, the affiliations of these countries with the EU and NATO shed light on
their geopolitical orientations and alliances, which play a crucial role in shaping inter-
national relations and policies. This comprehensive dataset provides valuable insights
into the diverse characteristics and positions of these European countries and it serves
as a foundational resource for various comparative analyses and research endeavours.
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Table 3 presents the distribution of size, employment and revenue of firms in the
15 surveyed countries. The turnover categories were based on the classical division,
which includes the following categories: micro (0-2000 euro); small (2000-10,000 euro);
medium (10,000-50,000 euro); and large (over 50,000 euro).

Table 3. Distribution of firms, employment and revenue by country and size category

Size (%)Country code Number
of firms

Number of firms per
1000 inhabitantsmicro small medium large

BG – Bulgaria number
employment
revenue

71.3
24.7
6.6

19.9
23.8
13.4

6.8
25.0
21.9

1.9
26.5
58.1

42041 6.1

HU – Hungary number
employment
revenue

61.8
18.5
4.6

27.8
19.7
11.0

7.8
22.2
15.0

2.5
39.6
69.4

40115 4.1

SI – Slovenia number
employment
revenue

39.8
11.1
3.1

41.5
22.7
13.2

14.6
24.6
21.6

4.0
41.5
62.2

7746 3.7

HR – Croatia number
employment
revenue

60.3
18.2
6.3

28.4
21.2
15.7

8.9
23.6
23.5

2.3
37.0
54.6

13444 3.4

RO – Romania number
employment
revenue

67.3
24.0
7.0

23.9
22.2
14.3

7.0
21.7
20.2

1.8
32.1
58.5

56933 2.9

CZ – Czechia number
employment
revenue

58.2
27.7
6.0

29.9
25.0
16.7

10.0
20.9
21.3

1.9
26.4
56.0

30538 2.9

ME – Montenegro number
employment
revenue

65.3
25.9
9.9

26.2
29.1
23.6

6.7
23.8
27.8

1.8
21.2
38.7

1581 2.6

MK – North Macedonia number
employment
revenue

73.6
34.9
11.4

20.3
24.5
20.3

4.7
19.6
22.8

1.3
21.0
45.4

5443 2.6

AT – Austria number
employment
revenue

22.0
2.7
.4

49.3
10.4
3.4

15.5
10.5
5.2

13.1
76.4
91.0

21116 2.4

RS – Serbia number
employment
revenue

61.2
19.8
6.5

27.8
23.7
17.0

8.7
24.0
25.2

2.3
32.6
51.4

15996 2.3

SK – Slovakia number
employment
revenue

47.8
13.3
2.9

36.0
21.2
10.6

12.3
24.1
17.3

4.0
41.4
69.2

12431 2.3

BA – Bosnia and Herzegovina number
employment
revenue

61.0
22.1
8.9

29.3
28.3
22.8

7.9
27.2
27.9

1.7
22.4
40.4

6606 2.0

PL – Poland number
employment
revenue

34.9
6.5
1.6

39.9
16.9
8.6

19.1
24.7
18.3

6.1
51.9
71.5

53869 1.4
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Size (%)Country code Number
of firms

Number of firms per
1000 inhabitantsmicro small medium large

AL – Albania number
employment
revenue

65.7
32.6
4.7

17.2
15.2
6.9

12.4
31.9
30.8

4.8
20.2
57.6

459 0.2

KV – Kosovo number
employment
revenue

7.4
7.4
.4

53.1
23.1
13.9

33.2
29.8
37.7

6.3
39.7
47.9

252 0.1

Total number
employment
revenue

55.3
15.7
3.0

30.4
19.7
9.3

10.7
21.9
15.1

3.6
42.8
72.6

308570

Source: Own editing based on Orbis Europe

Among the Balkan countries, the situation of Kosovo is specific. Small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) are significantly more dominant in Kosovo compared to large
and micro companies. While the share of large companies is not negligible, typically
concentrated in the Pristina area, the dominance of SMEs is undeniable. Kosovo has
grappled with economic challenges due to the Yugoslav wars and subsequent struggles
for independence, during which it was challenging for new businesses, particularly
SMEs, to establish and to operate. Even today, SMEs often face limited financial
resources and restricted access to bank loans or other financial resources, which can
impede business growth and development. The size of businesses can be influenced by
various factors, including the entrepreneur’s professional background and knowledge.
If entrepreneurs tend to focus on smaller businesses, this may contribute to the preva-
lence of SMEs. Additionally, factors such as the economic environment, market needs,
and consumer preferences can also impact the size of businesses. It is possible that in
Kosovo, smaller enterprises are better suited to the local market conditions and thus
they dominate the entrepreneurial sector.

If we look at the size distribution by type of area, there are clear signs of spatial
concentration, with the representation of both large and medium-sized firms signifi-
cantly higher than the average in the metropolitan regions and agglomerations. The
same can be said of their share in employment and turnover. It is commonly observed
that the largest firms tend to achieve the highest levels of turnover (see Figure A1),
although their share of the total is typically the smallest. This phenomenon is partic-
ularly pronounced in the case of companies situated on the outskirts of large urban
areas. For instance, in Poland, the regions surrounding Warsaw, Katowice, Krakow,
and Poznan are particularly noteworthy, while the Plock area also merits mention. In
Slovakia and Czechia, the capital city predominates, with the exception of Košice in
Slovakia, where the productivity of large companies is particularly notable.

The predominance of economic power among large companies in Austria, as
compared to smaller ones, is widely recognised (see Figure A2). This trend is also
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evident in Hungary, where the economic disadvantage of large enterprises is particu-
larly pronounced in regions that are already marginalised, fragmented, or lacking in
transport infrastructure, such as Nógrád, Zala, and Békés. In contrast, Slovenia and
Croatia exhibit a more diverse landscape, with large firms holding a share of economic
productivity roughly equal to that of all other categories combined. However, there
are exceptions where the cumulative ratio may be significantly higher.

The Balkan countries generally display a lack of distinction between turnover
and size (see Figure A3), with the overall turnover of micro, small and medium-sized
enterprises being comparable to or even exceeding that of large firms. This can be
attributed to both the size class ratios and the tendency of large firms to operate near
major cities in order to capitalise on numerous advantages. The situation in Kosovo
can be visualised through its ‘colourful’ diagram, as there is a negligible share of large
companies, which in turn contributes to a minimal share of turnover.

Among the CEEan countries, medium and large enterprises exhibit a notably high
turnover in Poland and Czechia, with Slovakia also falling within this category (Figure
2). These regions typically boast a strong sector of medium and large enterprises. In
the Balkan countries, Bosnia and Herzegovina has caught up with this field. Hungary
and Austria present a more diversified landscape. In the capital cities, high turnover
is observed in the medium and large enterprise sector, as well as in regions that play a
role in transport, such as those along the road network to Germany and those situated
close to the capital (Budapest). In Romania and Bulgaria, productivity in the medium
and large enterprise sector displays a similar pattern, with a high concentration of
these companies in the capital cities and stronger regions. Albania and Kosovo exhibit
a greater share of these companies compared to other countries, but their economic
strength is not particularly noteworthy.

In addition to the size categories of companies, it is also worth glancing on sectoral
specificities and efficiency issues. There are also significant differences in the distrib-
ution of enterprises by sector² across countries, but when different types of regions are
compared, disparities are also apparent (Figure 3)³. The capital regions are strikingly
differentiated, with industry playing a much smaller role than in the other regions.
Also specific are the metropolitan agglomerations, where the share of other private
services is prominent, while financial and business services are less present. Overall,

²Service activities are divided as follows: service 1 – other private services; service 2 – financial and
business services; service 3 – public services.
³The types of regions were defined as follows: metropolitan – standalone NUTS 3 regions of capitals
with more than one million inhabitants (Belgrade, Bucharest, Budapest, Prague, Sofia, Vienna,
Warszawa), plus Bratislava and Zagreb; urban – NUTS 3 regions of cities with more than 250,000
inhabitants (city regions in Poland and Austria; ‘standard’ NUTS 3 regions in other countries, plus
smaller capitals – Ljubljana, Pristina, Skopje, Tirana); agglomeration – NUTS 3 regions containing FUAs
of capitals, the surrounding NUTS 3 regions of Polish city-regions, agglomerations of Linz and Graz,
NUTS 3 regions of Upper Silesia conurbation, except Katowice; other – all other regions.
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the sectoral distribution of the revenue suggests that metropolitan areas and their
agglomerations form a well complementary system in terms of their activity structure.

Figure 2. Geographical distribution of turnover produced by medium and large companies (thousand USD, 2021)⁴

Looking at the different indicators of productivity, there is a clear west-east slope. In
terms of the simplest productivity indicator (turnover per employee), the last third
of the ranking is dominated by the counties of the South-Eastern European region.
Among these, it is mainly the peripheral, rural areas that show poor indicators, with
only two urban areas (Iasi, Pristina) in the bottom quintile. The majority of the best

⁴See the first footnote.
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performing counties are in Austria, while in other countries the capital cities and their
agglomerations have favourable indicators (Figure 4).

Figure 3. Distribution of enterprises’ turnover, by sector in different types of regions

Figure 4. Total productivity (revenue per employee, thousand USD), by types of regions

The top outliers in terms of efficiency from each region category are mainly found
among the Austrian counties, with the exception of Bratislava among the capitals.
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Other regions (mainly rural) from Poland—Plocki and Ciechanowski—along with one
from Slovenia, Spodnjeposavska, also demonstrate high performance. The high per-
forming Austrian counties are characterised by a balanced regional efficiency based
on companies (mainly with a commercial, financial services and industrial profile).
The aforementioned Slovenian and Polish counties are characterised by the presence
of energy suppliers of national importance (Plocki – Orlen; Spodnjeposavska – Krsko
Nuclear Plant) or the presence of a large company in a region with a predominantly
micro and small business structure (Ciechanowski – LG Electronics Mlawa).

Examining sector-specific productivity indicators reveals a more nuanced picture.
Many Polish and Slovak regions record favourable industrial productivity, with a
higher proportion of urban and non-metropolitan areas among the top performers.
For financial and business services, the advantage of Austrian counties is more pro-
nounced, while for other private services, counties in metropolitan agglomerations
perform well above average almost without exception.

The weight of each sector in the regional economy shows significant correlations
with the region’s level of development. To examine this, the regional GDP indicator was
compared with the employment and revenue shares for the second tier of sectors. This
allows us to identify those activities whose presence is significantly correlated with
regional development. Table 4 shows the sub-sectors with the strongest positive and
negative correlations with regional GDP. It can be seen that a significant proportion
of the sectors with positive correlations are in financial and business services, and
that the main activities in info-communication are included. On the opposite side, the
activities with a negative correlation are mainly industrial in nature, and the majority
of them are manufacturing activities.

Table 4. Correlation between revenue share of certain sectors⁵ and regional GDP (PPS per capita)

Positive sector Coeff. Negative sector Coeff.

Advertising and market research 0.517 Manufacture of food products −0.309

Management consultancy and head office 0.464 Crop and animal production, farming −0.289

Financial service 0.451 Water collection, treatment and supply −0.262

Legal and accounting activities 0.405 Civil engineering −0.255

Air transport 0.312 Manufacture of wearing apparel −0.250

Telecommunication 0.291 Manufacture of furniture −0.196

Publishing 0.278 Manufacture of leather −0.172

Computer programming and consultation 0.274 Land transport −0.168

Programming and broadcasting 0.270 Wholesale trade −0.146

Information service activities 0.262 Manufacture of non-metallic products −0.144

⁵Sectors with the strongest positive and negative correlation coefficients from all sectors (NACE 2,
second level).
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The sectors that have a significant impact on territorial development can also be
considered as specific in terms of spatial location. If we compare their presence with
the type of area, we can see that a significant proportion of the sectors that have a
positive impact on development are concentrated in metropolitan areas, while the
sectors that have a negative impact are over-represented in rural areas. As an example,
Figure 5 shows the relationship between the revenue shares of the strongest positive
and negative sectors (Advertising and market research; Manufacture of food products)
and regional GDP, with an indication of the types of regions.

Figure 5. Relationship between revenue shares of selected sectors and regional GDP per capita

The spatial concentration of technology- and knowledge-intensive sectors was exam-
ined in two dimensions, looking separately at industrial and service activities, based on
the turnover of firms in both categories. In the case of industrial activities, the analysis
drew on high- and medium-high technology activities (Eurostat 2024a); while for the
services, the analysis drew on the knowledge-intensive services (Eurostat 2024b). The
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territorial concentration and agglomeration of the sectors were examined through the
location quotient and the local Moran index based on the rook contiguity matrix.

Regarding the high-tech and medium high-tech industrial sectors (Figure 6), it
can be established that, on the one hand, the areas with a high location quotient are
concentrated in the central part of the region, primarily in Western Hungary and
Western Slovakia, and, on the other hand, in the border region of Czechia and Poland,
and in Transylvania. Looking at the region as a whole, the picture can be considered
polarised, as the concentration of the examined sectors in the periphery (a significant
part of the Balkans, areas of Romania outside Transylvania, and Northern Poland) is
low. The clusters formed on the basis of territorial autocorrelation outline two larger
contiguous hot spots in Hungary and on the border area of Czechia and Poland.

Figure 6. Location quotients and LISA clusters of high- and medium high-tech industries,
based on the operating revenue

In the case of knowledge-intensive services (Figure 7), two dimensions of spatial
concentration could be identified based on the values of the location quotient. In
the case of Austria, there is an almost uniformly high concentration, and only a few
regions can be found, mainly in the south-eastern part of the country, where the LQ
value remains below 1. The concentration of these sectors in the capital is also clear,
as, in addition to Vienna, Prague, Bratislava, Warsaw and Budapest, Pristina and Sofia
also have values above 1. The concentration of knowledge-intensive sectors in Poland’s
big cities (Kraków, Lodz, Poznan, Szczecin, Wroclaw) is also evident. In terms of the
agglomeration, a larger contiguous hot spot emerges, which includes not only a large
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part of Austria, but also the central areas of Czechia. North-eastern Poland and south-
eastern Romania can be identified as more extensive cold spots.

Figure 7. Location quotients and LISA clusters of knowledge-intensive services, based on the operating revenue

Discussion
The evolution of firm geography research has been significant, with various dimen-
sions and perspectives being explored. Previous research (Gal 2013, Egyed and Zsibók
2023, Oberfield et al.  2024) has examined the spatial dimension of multinational
firms, the effects of diversification and location strategy on competitiveness, and the
relationship between academic institutions and firm geography. Other topics include
the determinants of business cooperation (Geldes et al. 2017), agglomeration elastic-
ities, and the economic benefits of business behaviour. The research agenda has
shifted towards a firm-centric economic geography approach, and the importance of
partnerships in innovation has been emphasised (Andrews et al. 2014, Xu et al. 2024).
The economic history of CEE has also undergone noteworthy transformations, with
extensive research on the successes and disappointments of the economic transition
in the region (Lux 2008, Lang 2015).

This study discusses the characteristics of 15 European countries and it presents
data on their socio-economic dynamics and geopolitical landscape. It also provides
insights into the distribution of firms by size category in various regions. The research
questions may not always receive a definitive answer. Studies have sometimes yielded
results that are subject to debate, as typical processes, patterns have been accompanied
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by atypical ones. For RQ1, there are two clearly identifiable factors behind the territo-
rial specificities of the location of large companies. The first is the level of development
of the different regions within the macro-region, which shows a positive correlation
with both the presence and the efficiency of large firms. The other factor is the urban-
rural gradient, as the concentration of large firms is more pronounced in urban areas.

Regarding RQ2, it was observed that, for areas with different settlement networks,
specific characteristics can be identified in several respects. These include the con-
centration of large and medium-sized enterprises in the capital cities and their
agglomerations. The degree of concentration varies across countries, but it can be seen
as a general trend. The sectoral structure also shows differences between the types of
regions. For certain services with high added value (e.g. financial services or scientific
and professional activities), capital cities are prominent, while agglomerations mainly
include supporting service activities (logistics, transport). Rural areas are character-
ized by a concentrated presence of low-tech, low-intensity, and low-efficiency industry.

Answering RQ3, the spatial concentration and agglomeration of technology- and
knowledge-intensive sectors can be clearly perceived, but it shows a slightly different
picture in terms of industrial and service activities. In the case of the high-tech
industry, centrality does not play a decisive role. It is not primarily the capital and
metropolitan regions that are decisive, but rather those areas in which the industrial
restructuring processes of the past two decades were more successful and had ade-
quate resources, primarily for the establishment of the vehicle industry and related
activities. In the case of knowledge-intensive services, the concentration in the capital
and large cities can be clearly observed.

In this more macro-level corporate geography, the corporate organisation, which
serves as the most effective management and decision-making centre, is treated as
a point. A more detailed exploration of firm interconnections, such as regional clus-
tering and cross-border networks, would enrich the understanding of economic space
dynamics. The study faces challenges in revealing certain spatial characteristics, such
as ownership characteristics (hierarchies, parent and subsidiary companies, interre-
lationships, networks), spatiality of production (global value chains, suppliers, added
value, site structures), and headquarters characteristics (revenue, profit accounting)
within a specific country. Additionally, micro-level studies are necessary to validate
the findings of the research. 

The Orbis Europe database has also certain limitations. The inclusion of firms in
the screening process depends on the regulatory environment of the country and if
it had some issues, but mainly in the regard of micro-enterprises not included in this
analysis. Moreover, the database is complicated by the issues of “headquarters” and
“establishment”. In this study, the head office has been taken into account. However,
from a methodological standpoint, this approach may differ within countries, but not
among them.
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Future planned research will concentrate on temporality; how the actual turnover
of a company has changed since 2016 and on these modifications by activity. In
addition, the exploration of general spatial characteristics provides a starting point
for the exploration and analysis of the finer, deeper connections between the sectoral
structure and the spatial structure.

Conclusions
Achieving sustainable regional economic growth is an arduous and time-consuming
endeavour that necessitates a long-term strategy which is consciously based on local
resources. Often, chance plays a significant role, and the competitiveness of numerous
regions is attributable to the state’s past activities during the periods of decentralisa-
tion. State-owned or state-influenced industries often hold a pivotal position.

In most countries, a multi-tiered regional structure has emerged following the
political regime changes, with the capital city pursuing a distinct path (metropolitan
development model), and regions attracting foreign direct industrial investment (FDI)
following diverse development trajectories. However, a substantial portion of CEE
comprises peripheral, rural, or so-called transitional regions have shown numerous
disadvantages. These disadvantages were present during the market economy tran-
sition, and while the presence of foreign capital brought about notable changes,
it further exacerbated the disparities. Foreign-owned, incoming companies (sectors)
exhibit substantial differences in productivity and knowledge utilisation across various
regions (Rácz 2021).

A significant characteristic of regional proximity is that peripheral regions are
prevalent along most state borders, and addressing the situation from a bilateral
perspective rarely arises as a demand. For instance, the timing and integration of
infrastructure connections, such as highway connections in these regions, illustrate
the European (industrial relocation) and national (foreign economic, or cohesion)
interests.

The need exists for the development of a unique, non-metropolitan and non-FDI-
driven sustainable model for the identified regions, which presents a distinct approach
to economic and competitive growth, rather than pursuing unattainable objectives.
This new economic model can inform the process of regional reindustrialisation and
structural transformation, but it cannot provide a general or exclusive development
path which generates sufficient growth potential. The limited availability of key
resources, such as intellectual capital and new knowledge, spatially and quantitatively
concentrated, restricts the potential for exclusive growth. In this context, the settle-
ment structure of a given region or country is critical. The urban network, which serves
as the starting point for future initiatives, is a stable system that only evolves gradually
over time (Rácz and Egyed 2022).
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In regions without a European-scale developed major city, the function of small
and medium-sized towns differs significantly. The change in political regime has
significantly reduced the economic and employment functions of these towns, which
are situated outside the core regions, major European cities, and capitals. As economic
and employment functions, especially those related to the new economy, concentrate
in these urban centres, they have become increasingly reliant on state or European
Union funding, especially for their higher education institutions and research centres.
This brain drain phenomenon disproportionately affects the cities located in sparser
territorial structures on the periphery. This sustainability challenge is common in
the examined region, as the second-tier function and size of the post-socialist urban
network are relatively small compared to the capitals, except for Poland and Romania.
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Appendix

Figure A1. Size of enterprises and distribution of turnover in Poland, Czechia and Slovakia
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Figure A2. Size of enterprises and distribution of turnover in Austria, Hungary, Slovenia and Croatia



Figure A3. Size of enterprises and distribution of turnover in the Balkans¹

¹As a result of the limited number of firms in Albania, it has been deemed appropriate to utilise
NUTS2 (3 divisions) instead of the NUTS3 (12 divisions) levels.





35 – Üstündağ & Velibeyoğlu Journal of Urban and Regional Analysis

and technological advancements (Clayton et al. 2017, Schweitzer et al. 2018). Therefore,
the decline in the individuals' exposure to natural environments prevents the potential
benefits derived from such experiences. Moreover, the decrease in contact with nature
gradually weakens individuals' emotional connection to nature (Soga and Gaston
2016). This disconnection complicates understanding the interdependence between
humans and non$human beings.

Urban green spaces (UGS) serve as the primary areas that enable nature experi$
ences in cities (Razak et al. 2016, Song et al. 2020). However, the lack of a comprehensive
understanding of UGS characteristics restricts effective planning and their capacity
to fulfil vital environmental roles (Wang 2009). Previous studies have investigated the
impacts of UGS characteristics on various aspects, including well$being (Maurer et
al.  2021), physical activity (Rivera et al.  2021), social interaction (Rasidi et al.  2012),
aesthetic preference, and perceived restorativeness (Wang et al.  2019). Despite the
growing interest in understanding these effects, there has been comparatively less
attention directed towards investigating the relationship between UGS characteristics
and the experience of nature. Additionally, there is a lack of interest in studies that
examine UGS from the perspective of a design approach promoting the experience of
nature.

This study delves into the influence of the characteristics of UGS on the user's ex$
perience of nature. This investigation is conducted within the framework of a biophilic
design approach that focuses on increasing human interaction with nature in the built
environment. The main purpose of biophilic design is to encourage human interaction
with nature by integrating natural elements into the built environment (Kellert 2008).
In this regard, Kellert’s (2018) experience$based framework of biophilic design, which
consists of three experiences and 25 attributes, provides designers with a wide range
of options to integrate suitable natural elements for different built environments. The
widespread use of the biophilic design approach in urban spaces, especially in UGS,
provides an opportunity to increase people's interaction with nature in the built envi$
ronment (Kellert and Calabrese 2015, Richardson and Butler 2022). However, despite
this importance, a specific biophilic approach to UGS is rarely encountered in scientific
studies (Tokhmehchian and Gharehbaglou 2019). Furthermore, the association of bio$
philic design practices primarily with upscale decisions results in the underutilisation
of the existing potential in areas that could undergo more rapid transformation in the
built environment. Addressing this gap in knowledge, we used biophilic design as a
theoretical framework to investigate the nature experience potential of UGS and its
impact on the user's interaction with nature.

In this investigation, we focused on three neighbourhood parks located in the
Bostanlı neighbourhood of Karşıyaka district in Izmir (Türkiye). Our examination of
the nature experience encompassed two distinct levels: the environmental level, on
the experienced nature, and the individual level, comprising the subjective experience
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of nature by individuals. For both levels, Kellert's (2018) experience$based framework
of biophilic design was used as a theoretical framework. We analysed the nature
experience potential of the selected parks from an environmental level perspective.
Additionally, we conducted a nature experience workshop at the individual level to
gain insights into the participants' nature experiences. Based on the results, this study
aims to enhance our comprehension of how the characteristics of UGS influence the
user’s nature experience. It also seeks to shed light on how users interact with nature in
UGS, particularly highlighting the challenges and potentials in the UGS design related
to this interaction within the context of biophilic design.

Experience of nature

The opportunity to experience nature can be found in many different places, including
pristine or wild natural areas, UGS, and even more examples like street trees. In
this experience, interaction with nature is a prerequisite (Gaston and Soga 2020).
Different types of interactions, including direct, indirect, incidental, and intentional
interactions, are influential in shaping the nature experience (Kellert 2002, Keniger
et al. 2013). These different types of interactions with the natural environment have
several important benefits: life satisfaction (Biedenweg et al. 2017, Chang et al. 2020),
social interaction (Hartig et al. 2014, Goldy and Piff 2020), well$being (Fuller et al. 2007,
Whitburn et al.  2018, Shimamoto 2019), a decrease in mental fatigue (Berto 2005,
Berman et al. 2008), and stress reduction (Chang and Chen 2005, Hunter et al. 2019).
Furthermore, the nature experience brings benefits to the natural world. For example,
as the nature experience promotes pro$environmental behaviours (Soga and Gaston
2016), it also supports the development of conservation approaches towards nature,
such as the protection of natural habitats and biodiversity (Rosa and Collado 2019).

As the experience of nature occurs through the interaction between the individual
experiencing nature and the experienced nature, it is influenced by factors that affect
both aspects. These factors can basically be explained as individual and environmental
factors. Individual factors such as gender, age, socio$economic status, family values,
and nature orientation influence the nature experience (Soga et al. 2018, Oh et al. 2021).
Furthermore, additional determinants, such as the amount of time spent in natural
environments, the level of exposure to nature, the specific environment type, sensory
interactions (e.g. visual and auditory stimuli), and the frequency of visits, all contribute
to the nature interaction and overall nature experience (Bratman et al. 2012). Environ$
mental factors are equally important; attributes such as vegetation, accessibility, and
overall characteristics of UGS can influence the individuals' nature experiences. In
essence, how people interact with nature is affected by several individual and environ$
mental factors in the UGS. Therefore, it is important to investigate such differences
and to develop local practices that encourage the users’ nature experiences in these
spaces (Oh et al. 2021).
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Biophilic design

Biophilic design is based on the biophilia hypothesis, defined as “the innate tendency
to focus on life and lifelike processes” (Wilson 1984: 1). According to Kellert (2008),
biophilia indicates a ‘weak’ biological tendency and it requires external stimuli to
become stronger. However, the lack of adequate natural stimuli in the built environ$
ment does not encourage the improvement of humans' innate biophilic tendencies
(Barbiero 2011, Kellert 2018). The main purpose of the biophilic design approach is to
address this deficiency and to encourage human interaction with nature by integrating
natural elements into the built environment (Kellert 2008). Kellert (2018) defined the
experience$based framework that provides a broad variety of options for designers for
the implementation of biophilic design. This framework encompasses three distinct
experiences — (1) the direct experience of nature, (2) the indirect experience of nature,
and (3) the experience of space and place — and 25 attributes (Table 1).

Table 1. Experience-based framework of biophilic design

Direct Experience of nature Indirect Experience of nature Experience of Space and Place

Light Images Prospect and refuge

Air Materials Organised complexity

Water Texture Mobility

Plants Colour Transitional spaces

Animals Shapes and forms Place

Landscapes Information richness Integrating parts to wholes

Weather Change, age and the patina of time –

Views Natural geometries –

Fire Simulated natural light and air –

– Biomimicry –

Source: Kellert, 2018

In this framework, the direct experience of nature involves direct interactions with
the natural elements, including light, air, water, plants, and animals. Conversely, the
indirect experience of nature encourages individuals to engage indirectly with natural
attributes like colours, patterns, and textures. Furthermore, the experience of space
and place focuses on how site$specific attributes affect the people's interaction with
the place. Through these different interactions with nature, biophilic design allows
people to derive positive benefits from their interactions, especially in terms of mental
health (Gillis and Gatersleben 2015, Zhong et al. 2022). Additionally, biophilic design
promotes ecological and social harmony by facilitating the mutual interaction between
humans and non$human beings (Kellert 2018).
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Methodology

Study area

The empirical focus of our study is the Bostanlı neighbourhood within the Karşıyaka
district. The Karşıyaka district has undergone notable physical and social transforma$
tions in recent years due to urbanisation pressure. The district has different UGS that
provide ecological services at various scales. In 2023, the Biophilic Cities Network
selected the district as a partner city, and within the district's biophilic city indicators,
green spaces are prominently featured.

Figure 1. The location of the Bostanlı neighbourhood and the selected parks

Data collection for this study was centred on three neighbourhood parks (Figure 1)
within the Bostanlı neighbourhood, located in the southern part of the Karşıyaka
district. The parks were selected based on a comprehensive assessment that involved
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evaluating both quantitative and qualitative aspects of the parks. In selecting the
parks, we considered their changing characteristics, surroundings, and distances from
each other. This evaluation utilised information from the Karşıyaka municipality park
database, including parameters like park size, amenities, and facilities. Accordingly,
three neighbourhood parks in the Bostanlı neighbourhood were ultimately selected:
Adnan Saygun Park (referred to as Park 1), Hıfzı Veldet Velidedeoğlu Park (referred to
as Park 2), and M. Senai Ertekin Park (referred to as Park 3). In this context, Park 1 was
chosen for its accessibility via public transportation, its distinguishing amenities from
other selected parks, such as a water pool and a dog park, as well as its proximity to the
construction site in its surroundings. In the selection of Park 2, the park's size, plant
diversity, and proximity to the main road and the coast were instrumental factors.
Lastly, for Park 3, the decision was influenced by the park's size, the diversity of plant
species, and its location surrounded by residential areas. Furthermore, the selection
criteria for the parks included their distances from each other, considering the walking
distances between the parks for the workshop participants. The overall aim of this
park selection process was to explore how these differences between the selected parks
impact the user's experience of nature.

Methods

The examination of the nature experience in the selected parks was conducted
from two perspectives: the environmental level, which encompasses the experienced
nature, and the individual level, which comprises the individual's experience of nature.
At the environmental level, we employed the Kellert's (2018) experience$based frame$
work to assess the nature experience potential of the parks. This framework provided
for evaluating the current conditions within the parks, with a focus on the character$
istics that contribute to the users' experiences of nature. Using this framework, we
analysed the design elements corresponding to the attributes of the framework in the
parks through a combination of site analysis and field observation. This study was
developed during the research undertaken to prepare the master’s thesis of the main
author (Üstündağ 2023).

At the individual level, we conducted a nature experience workshop involving
seven participants, comprising four women and three men. The participants were
selected based on residency in the neighbourhood and on being over 18 years old. The
workshop adopted the framework proposed by Kellert (2018) and it consisted of three
thematic parts: the direct experience of nature; the indirect experience of nature; and
experience of space and place. For the direct experience of nature, sensory$focused
activity cards were used to engage the participants' senses of sight, hearing, smell, and
touch. User observation reports were also employed to assist the participants in note$
taking. In the second part, the participants utilised user observation reports to identify
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patterns, colours, and textures in the parks, facilitating their indirect interaction with
nature. The last part involved a user observation report focussing on aspects like
risk, open views, safe spaces, and exploration within the parks. The participants were
then assigned the task of completing user empathy maps, which were adapted from
the User Experience (UX) method. The user empathy map was organised into four
sections, reflecting the structure of an empathy map: it says; it thinks; it does; and it
feels. The participants were asked questions under each of these subsections. The aim
was to capture the participants' reflections on their nature experiences after engaging
in park activities, and also their thoughts and feelings related to nature. Additionally,
the participants were asked about the frequency and the purpose of their visits to the
selected parks in their daily lives.

The workshop activities were conducted in the selected parks – Park 1, Park 2,
and Park 3, respectively. Before the workshop activities started, the participants were
informed about their anonymity protection, the purpose of the study, the workshop
program, and the workshop materials. Subsequently, the participants completed user
observation reports in the order of 'Direct Experience of Nature,' 'Indirect Experience
of Nature,' and 'Experience of Space and Place', based on the instructions provided on
the activity cards. As the content of these activities required on$site observation in the
parks, the participants walked around in the parks while filling out their user obser$
vation reports. Following the completion of activities in each park, the participants
also filled out user empathy maps. The duration allocated for each park ranged from
30 to 45 minutes, resulting in a total event duration of two and a half hours.

The data analysis in the study consisted of two main levels: environmental and
individual. At the environmental level, a qualitative analysis was conducted to assess
the nature experience potential of the selected parks. This involved identifying and
documenting notable design elements within the parks to understand their environ$
mental attributes. At the individual level, data from the nature experience workshop
was analysed through a multi$step process. First, user observation reports filled out
during the nature experience activities were analysed to assess the participants' ability
to follow instructions and to engage with the design elements in the parks. Although
specific instructions (e.g. find at least three colours) were provided on activity cards,
the participants tended to identify numerous design elements beyond the specified
limits, indicating their engagement with the parks. Second, the thematic analysis was
implemented using the MAXQDA software, following the six steps suggested by Braun
and Clarke (2006): familiarisation with the data; generation of initial codes; searching
for themes; reviewing themes; defining and naming themes; and producing the report.
After the careful examination of workshop materials and participant transcripts, three
themes emerged: “The Changing Meaning of Nature”, “The Sensory Experience of Na$
ture”, and “The Role of Neighbourhood Park Characteristics”. These themes provided
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insights into the participants' perceptions and experiences related to nature within
the selected neighbourhood parks.

Results

Nature experience potentials of the parks

After we completed the analyses at environmental level, it became apparent that
the design elements of the parks which encourage nature experiences for users are
similar to each other in terms of diversity and quantity. These design elements include
those that correspond to the attributes associated with the three categories in the
Kellert's (2018) experience$based framework in the parks. In this context, the common
elements included: vegetation, for the direct experience of nature; vegetation and
ground pavement materials, for the indirect experience of nature; and pathways, for
the experience of space and place. Although the parks have relatively different char$
acteristics and surroundings, this similarity demonstrates that there is a standardised
design approach for them.

Participants’ frequency and purpose of the park visits

Upon analysing the participants' responses regarding their frequency and purpose
for visiting the selected parks in their daily lives, most of the participants stated that
they use Park 1 and Park 2 relatively more frequently compared to Park 3, due to
their walking distance, public transportation connections, and proximity to the coast.
Furthermore, most participants stated that they visit Park 1 and Park 2 2$3 times a
month, while the majority stated that they do not use Park 3. Examining the purpose
for which the participants visit these three selected parks in their daily lives, most
participants indicated it for resting and socialising. In addition, one participant stated
that she uses Park 2 for a nature experience, and another participant stated that she
uses Park 1 for relaxation.

The nature experience activities in the workshop

Examining the outcomes of the participants' nature activities in the parks allowed
us to understand the design elements that encourage the user's experience of nature
in the parks from the participant's perspective. The quantitative values in Figure 2
indicate the total number of common and different design elements observed by seven
participants in three parks. There is a slight variation among the parks in the number
of design elements across all three experience categories. Similarly, the diversity of
design elements also showed minor differences.
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In the direct experience of nature, vegetation is the dominant design element in
all three parks for the senses of sight, smell, and touch. For the sense of hearing, the
participants primarily reported the animal sounds, such as those of birds and dogs.
Similar to the findings in this section, there is no significant difference among the
three parks in the indirect experience of nature category. In this category, the common
and prominent design elements are the natural elements (e.g. cones, tree trunks etc.),
and the ground pavement materials across all the three parks.

Figure 2. Comparative analysis of nature activities results across the parks

Lastly, in the experience of space and place, the titles “open view” and “safe space”
stand out in the parks. However, these two titles do not show a prominent difference
in quantitative terms between the parks. For all three parks, most of the participants
specified the benches under the trees as safe areas, and they specified the park's lawns
and seating areas for open views. Regarding the perceived risk factors or areas in
the parks, most participants expressed concerns about the surrounding environment.
For the exploration title, the spaces that the participants want to explore or they are
curious about in the parks are quite few compared to other titles. Although most of
the participants did not write any design elements for this title, plant species and their
characteristics and animal houses (e.g. cat houses and bird houses) stand out among
the participants' statements. Comparing the participants’ observation outcomes of
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the three parts of the workshop, the parks generally offer a similar variety of design
elements that allow the users to experience nature. In this context, the participant
statements support the findings on the nature experience potential of parks at envi$
ronmental level.

The investigation of the user’s experience of nature

After conducting a coding process in the thematic analysis of the user empathy maps,
three themes emerged at both individual and environmental levels (Table 2). These
themes primarily explain the diversity of the participants' individual feelings and
thoughts towards nature, their interactions with the nature in the parks, and the park
characteristics influencing their nature experiences.

Table 2. Examples of extracting codes and themes from raw data

Theme Codes Example

The Changing Meaning of
Nature

Unique entity “I feel that I have a high sense of admiration for nature because
every living being in nature is unique.” (Male, 32 years old)

Independent entity “I think there should be no human intervention for the protection
of nature.” (Male, 56 years old)

Vital source “Nature is more of a necessity for humans than a source of plea-
sure.” (Male, 18 years old)

Longed entity “I feel like I miss nature. Because I do not have a life in touch with
nature in the city.” (Female, 26 years old)

The Sensory Experience of
Nature

Sight “When I go to the park, I like sitting in the park and spending time
watching the plants around me.” (Female, 18 years old)

Hearing “During my visits to the park, I enjoy listening to the wind as it
rustles through the trees.” (Female, 50 years old)

Smell “Whenever I visit a park, I try to perceive the scents of flowers
around me.” (Female, 27 years old)

Touch “When I go to the park, I sit on the grass and touch it because
touching the grass makes me feel better.” (Female, 26 years old)

The Role of Neighbourhood
Park Characteristics

Quietness “Parks away from the city’s noise appear more attractive to me.
Hearing car sounds while sitting in the park distracts people from
the nature experience in the park.” (Male, 32 years old)

Vegetation “The plant diversity of this park is beautiful. I think this has a posi-
tive effect on my experience of nature.” (Male, 56 years old)

Size “This park is small, and its vegetation is insufficient for the nature
experience.” (Male, 56 years old)

Accessibility “The park’s accessible location allows me to easily access the park
and enjoy nature, which is an important advantage for the nature
experience.” (Female, 27 years old)

A sense of place “The fact that the park does not have a unique feature and is al-
most the same as other parks did not evoke a special feeling for
me.” (Female, 50 years old)
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The changing meaning of nature

This theme indicates that the participants' feelings and thoughts about nature vary
among individuals. Since there is no common definition for the concept of nature,
the definition of nature varies according to individual definitions. Accordingly, some
participants emphasised their admiration for the uniqueness of nature by stating that
every living being in nature is unique. Some participants also emphasised that nature
is an entity that needs to be protected and it should be independent from human
intervention. One of the prominent issues in the participant views is that nature is
a source of life for humans. Regarding this, some participants expressed that nature
holds vital importance for humans beyond serving as a source of pleasure. Additionally,
some participants considered nature to be separate from urban life. Therefore, they
expressed a longing for nature.

The sensory experience of nature

The direct interactions with nature significantly shape the users’ nature experiences
in the parks. Many participants frequently highlighted direct interactions with nature
and the role of their senses while describing nature experiences, both during the
workshop and in their daily lives. Evaluating the participants' statements on all four
senses reveals that the design elements for direct interaction with nature in the parks
lack diversity. Regarding this, most participants share similar views regarding these
elements in all three parks. Additionally, in the nature experience workshop, the par$
ticipants emphasised the direct experience of nature more often in their statements
compared to the other two experience categories.

The role of neighbourhood park characteristics

Exploring the park characteristics influencing the participants' nature experiences in
the parks, it became evident that many participants consistently stressed the quiet$
ness, vegetation, size, accessibility, and sense of place. Most participants emphasised
the importance of locating parks away from typical urban noises, such as traffic and
construction noise, in order to feel in a natural environment. Regarding Park 2, which
is close to the main road, most participants expressed that traffic noise negatively
affects their nature experiences. Additionally, some participants stated that they were
disturbed by the construction noise coming from the construction site near Park 1. In
contrast, for Park 3, which is surrounded by residential areas, most participants stated
that the park is far from the urban sounds and that the quietness in the park positively
affects their nature experiences.

Natural elements play an important role in the nature experience. For the vegeta$
tion, the participants evaluated the parks in terms of the diversity of plant species
and the number of plants and they stated the effect of park vegetation on their nature
experiences. Regarding this, most participants preferred the vegetation of Park 2 to the
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other two parks due to its diversity in terms of the number and variety of plants. The
park size significantly influences various aspects of the park, including its vegetation,
and many participants noted that this park characteristic plays an important role in
shaping their nature experiences. Some participants evaluated the size of the parks in
terms of their vegetation. In this context, most participants preferred the vegetation
of Park 2, which is larger than the other two selected parks and it has various numbers
and types of plants compared to the other two parks. On the other hand, for Park 3,
which is smaller than the other two parks, most of the participants stated that the
number and diversity of plants in the park were insufficient compared to the other
two parks.

The accessibility of the park is an important characteristic, as it also affects the
frequency of visits and the use of the park. Some participants evaluated the accessi$
bility of the parks based on the walking distance, the public transport connections,
and their proximity to the coast. Regarding this, most participants stated that they use
Park 1 and Park 2 more frequently in their daily lives compared to Park 3, as they meet
these criteria. Lastly, regarding the sense of place, most participants stated that the
parks did not create a different feeling for them and that the parks were similar to each
other in many respects, including both spatial characteristics and their services. They
also stated this situation prevented the parks from fulfilling the uniqueness criterion.

Discussion
The main purpose of this study is to investigate the extent to which UGS characteristics
affect the user’s experience of nature and the role of the experience$based framework
of biophilic design in understanding this experience. In this section, we discuss the
user’s nature experience, considering both individual and environmental levels within
the neighbourhood parks.

Limitations in the nature experience potential of the parks

The analysis of selected neighbourhood parks within the experience$based framework
of biophilic design has revealed that the elements intended to promote nature experi$
ences lack variation both within and between the parks. This finding is supported by
the participants' statements. The interpretation of these limitations manifests in two
distinct ways. First, the parks' restricted potential to enrich the users' nature experi$
ences limits their opportunities for meaningful interaction with nature. Second, the
minimal variation in the nature experience potential among parks indicates a lack of
diverse approaches in their planning and design processes. This suggests that parks
are being designed with a uniform approach rather than one that considers specific
site characteristics. Given that each park should fulfil various functions with distinct
features, it is essential to emphasise the importance of context$specific design that
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addresses the users' needs and preferences (Kou et al. 2021). Therefore, planners and
designers must carefully consider how diverse design elements can impact and engage
the users' nature experiences throughout the design process.

Changing interactions with nature in the parks

Understanding how users interact with nature in parks is crucial for the development
of parks that encourage and enhance this interaction. Kellert’s (2018) experience$
based framework allowed us to gain insights into how participants engage with nature
in parks. The majority of participants emphasised their direct interaction with nature,
particularly through sensory experiences. This direct engagement is a critical compo$
nent of nature experiences and it significantly amplifies the biophilic effects (Beatley
2016). The participants' feedback underscored the importance of vegetation in facili$
tating these direct nature experiences. Therefore, both the quantity and quality of park
vegetation should be carefully considered in the planning and design processes. How$
ever, it is crucial to move beyond standard approaches to vegetation, considering site$
specific characteristics, local conditions, and user preferences. Furthermore, although
the experience$based framework includes categories such as the indirect experience
of nature and the experience of space and place, the participant feedback did not
provide sufficient data on these aspects. This gap restricts the ways in which the users
can interact with nature and it may hinder the parks' ability to meet the diverse and
evolving needs of the users. Overall, park design processes should prioritise features
and design elements that facilitate a range of interactions with nature from the users'
perspective. Focusing solely on environmental factors without considering individual
preferences could limit both the potential for nature experiences and the users' ability
to benefit from these experiences.

Individual differences in nature experiences

In this study, individual factors in the users' experiences of nature were examined,
focussing on the personal thoughts and feelings which the participants expressed about
nature. The richness and diversity of these reflections were evident in their statements,
highlighting the complexity of the human$nature relationship. These differences were
primarily related to how the participants perceived the connection between nature and
human life. According to the biophilia hypothesis, Kellert (1993) identified nine bio$
philia values, emphasising that humans do not have a singular predisposition towards
nature. The diversity of participants' feelings and thoughts further supports this idea.

Given this diversity in the user experiences of nature within UGS, it becomes
difficult to define a single nature experience for all users. Nature experiences vary
significantly among individuals, as each person is influenced by unique and evolving
personal factors. Therefore, it is crucial to adopt a diverse approach rather than a
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uniform perspective in the design of UGS. In this context, embracing citizen partici$
pation methods that engage various user groups in the planning and design stages is
essential for developing UGS that support a broader range of nature experiences and
foster inclusivity (Toutakhane 2018, Egerer et al. 2019).

The impact of neighbourhood park characteristics on nature experiences

The findings of our study reveal that the participants significantly emphasised key
park characteristics such as quietness, vegetation, size, accessibility, and sense of place
in relation to their nature experiences. While previous studies have often addressed
UGS characteristics in terms of user preferences (Madureira et al.  2018, Wang et
al. 2019) and well$being (Adinolfi et al. 2014, Beute et al. 2023), our study specifically
highlights the impact of the characteristics on the user's nature experience.

Most participants indicated that the level of quietness in the park significantly
influenced their nature experience. This finding contributes to the growing body of
research literature emphasising the importance of quietness in UGS. While other stud$
ies reveal the strong correlation of quietness with the user well$being and the overall
quality of such spaces (Stessens et al. 2020, Olszewska$Guizzo et al. 2022), our study
showed that it is also related to the user's experience of nature in UGS. For instance, in
parks located far from heavy traffic, the pronounced quietness had a positive effect on
the users' nature experiences. Therefore, it is essential for planners and designers to
carefully consider park location criteria and to develop design strategies that minimise
the negative impact of environmental factors, such as noise pollution, which could
hinder the user's nature experience. Incorporating natural elements (e.g. vegetation
and water features) that provide sound insulation can be an effective strategy for
mitigating noise in park designs.

The participants also highlighted the crucial role of vegetation in shaping nature
experiences within UGS, often evaluating it based on plant diversity and abundance.
Previous studies have emphasised the role of trees in fostering a connection with
nature (Maurer et al. 2021) and their positive impact on park visits (Rivera et al. 2021).
Supporting these findings, our research indicates that vegetation is a key character$
istic influencing the users' nature experiences in UGS. Therefore, the increase of
plant diversity and abundance in park design while considering the local climate con$
ditions can facilitate diverse interactions between users and nature. Additionally, this
approach can support biodiversity within parks, leading to more interactions between
humans and non$human species, thereby fostering biophilia.

Many participants also assessed park size in relation to vegetation. Park size is
an important factor influencing park visitation (Tu et al. 2020). Larger parks often
offer more diverse and extensive vegetation, which can positively impact the users'
experiences and the time they spend in the park (Sarı and Bayraktar 2023). In this
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context, most participants expressed a preference for larger parks, citing the greater
variety of vegetation compared to smaller parks. Thus, these findings suggest that
the relationship between the park size and vegetation is a key factor in shaping the
user's nature experience. While the participants emphasised the positive aspects of
large parks in terms of plant diversity and abundance, effective planting strategies
can also be implemented in smaller parks through appropriate design decisions and
practices. In small$scale parks (e.g. pocket parks), effective vegetation strategies within
limited space can be implemented to enable users to establish a connection with
nature. Therefore, it is essential to emphasise that both large and small parks should
be effectively planned and designed in terms of vegetation.

Accessibility is another park characteristic highlighted by the participants. This
characteristic plays a crucial role in various aspects of park use that influence the park
quality and visitation frequency (Neuvonen et al. 2007). Most participants emphasised
the importance of walkability and access to public transport, noting that these factors
directly impact how often they visit the park. Therefore, accessibility should be a key
consideration in park location criteria, ensuring that the needs of different user groups
are addressed. Providing diverse transportation options, especially pedestrian$friendly
routes and various public transport choices, is essential for facilitating park visits and
for enhancing opportunities for the users to engage with nature.

Lastly, many participants emphasised the sense of place as an important park
characteristic related to their nature experiences. They noted that the lack of
distinctiveness in the services and the characteristics of selected parks limited the
development of a sense of place. This underscores the necessity of incorporating both
physical and functional diversity into UGS. Additionally, integrating local and cultural
elements into park design processes can enhance the sense of place, making the users'
experiences more meaningful and enriching.

Along with the findings, the study has some limitations. First, in this study,
individual factors such as the feelings and thoughts towards nature were considered
when examining the user's experience of UGS. However, due to the relatively small
sample size of only seven participants, the study was unable to evaluate the impact
of other individual factors, such as demographic and socio$economic factors, on the
user's experience of nature in UGS. Second, the use of UGS is only considered within
the scope of neighbourhood parks. Therefore, future studies with larger sample sizes
can investigate the influence of different individual factors and they can focus on the
relationship between various types of UGS and the user's experience of nature.

Conclusions
This study aimed to explore the role of UGS and their characteristics in facilitating
user$nature interactions within the experience$based framework of biophilic design
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at both individual and environmental levels. The findings reveal that the quantitative
and qualitative similarities among the analysed neighbourhood parks stem from a
standardised design approach. This uniformity not only limits the potential for diverse
nature experiences but it also constraints users' opportunities to engage with nature
in varied ways. Additionally, it results in the overlooking of the diverse needs and
preferences of different user groups. However, the study highlights that individual
factors play a critical role in shaping users' nature experiences, making it challenging
to define a single, uniform nature experience.

Therefore, it is essential to incorporate diverse forms of nature interaction in park
design processes and to consider the varying individual factors of users. Understand$
ing how users interact with nature in UGS is crucial for enhancing these experiences.
The study demonstrates that Kellert's (2018) experience$based framework of biophilic
design provides an important opportunity to develop innovative, user$centred meth$
ods for understanding and improving user$nature interactions. Furthermore, our
research provided context$specific insights into how specific characteristics of UGS,
such as quietness, vegetation, size, accessibility, and sense of place, influence the users'
nature experiences. Although these characteristics are context$specific, assessing the
impact of UGS characteristics on user experiences from the user's perspective during
the design and planning stages is crucial for increasing their potential to enhance
nature experiences. Consequently, this study underscores the significant potential of
UGS and of their characteristics in revitalising the diminishing nature experiences in
cities. This potential is vital for enhancing biophilia and for fostering a common future
based on social and ecological harmony between human and non$human life.
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Abstract: The peri-urban landscape has undergone significant transformations
attributed to the emergence and expansion of higher education institutions,
commonly referred to as studentification. This phenomenon, characterised by a
substantial influx of students, has notably reshaped the urban fabric. This study
aims to determine the chronology of the studentification and to identify the
primary variables influencing this transformative phenomenon, focusing specif-
ically on the northern region of Yogyakarta, Indonesia. Employing a descriptive
qualitative approach, inclusive of spatio-temporal analysis, in-depth interviews,
and field observations, this research scrutinises the physical, socio-economic,
and sociocultural variables of the region. The findings reveal that studentifica-
tion has redefined the regional development orientation of Yogyakarta, with
emerging cultural influences and increased investment playing pivotal roles. The
implications of these findings extend to educational planning policies, under-
scoring the necessity of integrating both cultural and economic considerations
into urban planning endeavours, particularly concerning the impact of studen-
tification on peri-urban areas and the preservation of urban heritage.

Keywords: studentification; urban transformation; cultural resilience; peri-
urban development; Yogyakarta

Introduction
Initially conceived as a facet of gentrification, studentification gained formal recogni-
tion in the urban academic discourse only in the early 2000s (Gregory 2020, Zasina and
Jakubiak 2024). It represents a unique form of gentrification primarily propelled by
the influx of students. This phenomenon, which is closely associated with elements of
revitalisation and rehabilitation, unfolds as a concentrated migration of students into
residential environments spurred by the development of educational zones (Reving-
ton et al.  2021). These developments have triggered multifaceted advancements in
spatial and non-spatial dimensions, encompassing environmental, health, social, and
economic qualities (Brooks et al. 2005, Kinton et al. 2016). In contrast, gentrification
is defined as the inflow of capital leading to subsequent social, economic, cultural,
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and physical transformations, often resulting in displacement (Atkinson 2003). Both
studentification and gentrification involve the arrival of new residents and the transi-
tion of the social fabric from long-term to incoming residents.

Despite these similarities, the causes and impacts on neighbourhoods differ
significantly. For instance, a case study of campus-led gentrification illustrated how
studentification could intensify eviction pressure and displacement among long-term
residents (Moos et al.  2019). Unlike other forms of gentrification, studentification
introduces distinctive cultural contrasts in neighbourhoods (Gregory and Rogerson
2019). Varying lifestyles, schedules, and interests between students and long-term res-
idents can lead to tension, manifesting in issues such as noise complaints, vandalism,
and social segregation (Woldoff and Weiss 2018). Gentrification represents a broader
process of neighbourhood change, involving the influx of wealthier residents and
the displacement of lower-income residents (Nakazawa 2017). While both phenomena
contribute to displacement pressure, gentrification, driven by a wider range of factors,
exerts a more significant impact on the social geography of cities (Foote 2017).

The studentification process exhibits diverse patterns across different locations,
influenced by varying causes, processes, and impacts (Sullivan 2007). Globally, this
phenomenon has been observed in both developed and developing countries such as
the United Kingdom, the United States, South Africa, China, and Iran. Each region
experiences transformations driven by student influx, affecting socio-economic and
cultural dynamics (He et al. 2011, Gregory and Rogerson 2019, Sanmugarajah et al. 2020,
Hoseini and Nematimehr 2023).

In Indonesia, research on studentification remains limited. Several studies have
documented its effects in urban areas such as Medan and Semarang, where studentifi-
cation has led to land use changes, rising property prices, and community job shifting
(Dewi and Ristianti 2019, Wirapaksi et al. 2021). The presence of students not only alters
the economic and social landscapes of cities but it also has significant implications
for the housing markets, local cultures, and social cohesion (Hoseini and Nematimehr
2023). The rapid influx of students can lead to increased property prices, displacement
of long-term residents, and changes in the character of neighbourhoods, highlighting
the need to address these challenges to foster sustainable urban development.

Studentification is not limited to urban centres in developed nations. It extends
beyond these areas and it manifests itself in suburban, border, and rural areas (Smith
2002). This phenomenon is not confined to specific regions and it has been documented
in developing contexts, exemplified by the case of Babolsar in Iran, where agricultural
fields have been transformed into a residential neighbourhood, forming a distinct
“dormitory neighbourhood” (Mohammed and Ukai 2022). In the Washington metro-
politan area, housing location pe students’ desires for suburban living have led to
significant changes in land use and social structures (Mirzahossein et al. 2023). Simi-
larly, research in the East-Central European borderlands has highlighted the role of
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physical and cultural proximity in facilitating or hindering interactions among ethnic
minorities, offering insights into how student arrival affects the cultural dynamics
(Berceanu et al. 2023).

The studentification process is intricately influenced by many factors, including
the development of higher education, budgetary constraints, students’ lifestyle
choices and consumption patterns, and rental gaps in certain areas of larger cities
(Anderson 2013). Although existing studies have predominantly focused on the effects
of studentification, there remains a crucial need for further research and discourse
to understand its primary causes. Nardone et al.  (2023) emphasise that the socio-
economic background of students can lead to friction in urban areas, as students from
diverse economic backgrounds converge.

While previous studies have extensively explored the socio-economic and physical
changes brought by studentification, there is a noticeable gap in understanding how
these changes interact with the local cultural values. This study seeks to fill this gap by
examining the cultural dimensions of studentification, particularly in the context of
peri-urban regions in Indonesia. This focus on cultural impacts offers a new perspec-
tive, contrasting with the predominantly economic and social analyses found in the
existing literature.

While the global discourse on studentification offers a broad understanding of
the phenomenon, applying these insights to specific contexts, such as Indonesia, is
essential for a nuanced analysis. This study investigates the three-decade evolution
of studentification and it highlights the key factors driving this transformation. By
focusing on cultural impacts — a relatively underexplored area — this research con-
tributes to the existing literature by shifting the attention from the often-emphasised
economic and social aspects to the cultural implications. Specifically, it examines
the relationship between studentification and cultural preservation in the peri-urban
settings of Indonesia, while providing new insights into the cultural dynamics that
accompany urban transformation.

This study addresses a significant gap in the literature, which often overlooks the
cultural dimensions of studentification. It explores how this process affects the cultural
fabric of communities, including local identities, traditions, and heritage. This study
seeks to answer the following questions: 1) how does studentification influence the
cultural identity and heritage of peri-urban communities in Yogyakarta?, and 2) what
are the primary drivers of studentification in the peripheral regions of Yogyakarta? By
exploring these aspects, this study aims to inform policymakers and urban planners
of the need to consider cultural factors in the urban development strategies. This is
crucial for preserving cultural heritage alongside economic growth. Understanding
the cultural landscape and community identity changes due to studentification can
lead to a deeper appreciation of cultural diversity in urban areas. Ultimately, this study
aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of studentification, emphasising the
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importance of integrating cultural considerations into sustainable development. The
findings enrich empirical evidence on the studentification’s complexities in peri-urban
settings and they guide future urban and environmental research efforts.

This study focuses on a particular geographical location in the peri-urban region
of Yogyakarta. It then highlights the methodologies employed for the data collection
and analysis. The results are organised as follows: first, it delves into the historical
background and physical development of the study area; second, it investigates social,
economic, and spatial-physical transformations, and it explores the influence of cul-
tural values on studentification. Lastly, we present the discussion and conclusions.

Methodology

Study area

This study used Yogyakarta as a case study because of its distinctive characteristics as
a city that harmoniously blends education, culture, and tourism. Known as the city of
students, Yogyakarta hosts numerous universities and higher education institutions,
making it a focal point for educational activity. In addition, as an international desti-
nation for both tourism and education, it attracts students and visitors from across
Indonesia and the world. The combination of educational prominence and cultural
richness creates a unique environment for studying studentification.

The rapidly increasing population of Yogyakarta has heightened the demand for
housing, accommodation, and facilities to support educational activities. One area
where universities serve as the primary development generator is Sleman Regency. Its
strategic location, with good connectivity to Yogyakarta’s downtown area (14 km) and
the tourist destination Kaliurang (10 km), makes it an attractive site for gentrifiers to
reside and to invest. Sleman Regency, a peri-urban area in Yogyakarta, is traversed by
Kaliurang Street, one of the main thoroughfares in the region, which holds significant
historical and cultural value, symbolising the philosophical and cosmological axis of
Yogyakarta’s culture (Figure 1).

Administratively, the selected study areas were the hamlets (known in Indonesian
as “dusun”) which directly border the Integrated Campus of Indonesian Islamic
University: Kimpulan, Lodadi, and Tegalsari Hamlets, which are part of Umbulmartani
Village in Ngemplak Sub-district, Sleman Regency (Figure 2). Covering 86 hectares
and consisting of 14 neighbourhood borders (rukun tetangga), this district has been
prioritised by the government as an educational area, according to the Regulation of
Sleman Regency Number 3 of 2021 regarding the spatial plan for 2021-2040.

The choice of Yogyakarta, particularly Sleman Regency, is driven by visible signs
of studentification, such as the displacement of local communities by the students
from various regions, including Kalimantan, Madura, and Sumatra, as well as improve-
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ments in neighbourhood infrastructure. By selecting Yogyakarta, this study aims to
provide valuable insights into the interplay between studentification and local cultural
dynamics in a city renowned for its educational and cultural heritage, allowing for
a comprehensive understanding of the broader implications of studentification in
similar urban settings.

Figure 1. The Cosmological axis of Yogyakarta City
Source: Cultural Heritage Preservation Center of Yogyakarta Special Region, 2019

Figure 2. The location of studentification area. Source: Landsat 7 USGS, 2023
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Data collection methods

In case study research, it is necessary to obtain in-depth information from various
sources to explain the studentification and its transformation. Accordingly, we con-
ducted in-depth interviews, direct observations, and document/report reviews.

Several interviewees, such as the head of the district, local communities, students,
and private developers (Table 1), were interviewed to investigate various types of
spatial transformation, the regulation development that affect the study area, the
social relationships among communities, the local cultural values conducted in the
area, and the perspectives of students and investors to live and invest in the region.
Nineteen participants were interviewed through open-ended questions. In-depth
interviews were conducted with: the former chairman of Kapanewon Ngaglik, Desa
Umbulmartani; the chairman of rukun tetangga; the education institution; the local
people; and gentrifiers (students and investors). The informants were selected using
purposive sampling. Interviews were conducted in the study area from May to June
2023, by using the Javanese and Indonesian languages.

Table 1. Participant Characteristics

Age (years) & Gender Total Education Living Time In The Same Locality
(years)

20-30 31-65 >65
Occupation

M F M F < 1 1-5 5-15 >15

M F M F M F

Local Governance and
Educational Institution

- - 3 - 1 - 4 0 2H, 2U - - - 3 1

Private Developers - - 1 1   - 1 1 1P 1U - 1 1  

Local Community 1 1 2 2 1 - 4 3 3H, 1U 2H, 1U -   5 2

Middle Income Gentrifier 1 2 - 2 1 - 2 4 2U 4U 2 4 - -

Total 2 3 6 5 3 0 11 8 5H, 5U, 1P 2H, 6U 2 5 9 3

Notes: M- Male, F- Female, H- Highschool, U- University, and P- Post-University

Field observations were used to verify infrastructure and facility improvements,
improvements in housing and student accommodations, environmental quality, and
community activities. Field observations focused on physical and social appearances,
being conducted twice: once in April and once in June 2023 to obtain the required data.

Furthermore, a review of documents was conducted to fulfil secondary data such as
demographic data, institutions, and government regulations, and to address issues and
facts about the study area in the Sleman Regency from various studies. Demographic
data, such as population number, density, and distribution, were analysed in the form
of tables and diagrams. Physical data were identified using a map overlay to determine
changes such as land-use transformation and street patterns. This overlay also uses
data (in the form of a map) from the 1990s and 2023.
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Data analysis

This study employed a qualitative method (Tisdell et al. 2025) to formulate the studen-
tification process using an evidence base from a peri-urban area in Indonesia, namely
the Sleman Regency in Yogyakarta. Creswell and Creswell (2022) defined qualitative
research as a study that explores and understands the meaning of social problems in
individuals or groups and it attempts to interpret the complexity of those problems.
Fraenkel et al. (2023) agreed that qualitative research addresses the processes that occur
as well as the product or result. Therefore, this study aimed to explore and to construct
a process of studentification in the peri-urban area of Yogyakarta. Specifically, we aimed
to: 1) identify the chronology of the studentification process using spatiotemporal
analysis; and 2) examine the dominant variables that influence chronology.

We used descriptive qualitative analysis, particularly comparative analysis, to
provide an in-depth description and interpretation of the studentification process
related to the local culture. This analysis compared neighbourhoods before and after
gentrification. The analysis was enriched with the spatial and temporal aspects, includ-
ing spatiotemporal analysis and image interpretation. These methods allowed for the
comparison of environmental changes resulting from land use transformations, such as
the expansion of built-up areas. Additionally, we included the distribution patterns of
infrastructure that supports educational activities within the study area . Furthermore,
we conducted an investigation into how these changes in land use affected property
prices. This comprehensive approach led to a thorough understanding of the impact of
studentification on both the physical landscapes and economic factors.

Data from the interviews were analysed thematically. Transcriptions were thor-
oughly reviewed to identify key themes, which were then connected to theoretical
frameworks and literature. Triangulation was used to ensure accuracy by cross-refer-
encing the interview findings with direct observations and documentary evidence.
Moreover, this study examined the differences in perception and adaptation to neigh-
bourhood changes between the local community and those involved in gentrification.
However, this study had certain limitations. The interview sample may not fully rep-
resent the broader population, and the subjective nature of the interviews may have
influenced the findings. Additionally, although the thematic analysis is effective, it is
subject to the researcher bias. The results should be interpreted within the specific
context of this study and they are not universally applicable.

Results

The emergence of studentification – transformation of the peri-urban

In 1974, the Indonesian Islamic University had various campuses located in downtown
Yogyakarta, resulting in challenges, such as inadequate supervision and low opera-
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tional efficiency. To resolve this problem, university officials initiated efforts to
procure land to erect an integrated campus that would cater to all the existing facilities
on one roof. By 1987, the construction plans had adhered to the physical development
master plan, whereas the support infrastructure was established in 1990 within the
suburban region of Yogyakarta (Figure 3). The decision to choose an alternative site for
the consolidated campus was made because of the challenge of expanding the physical
infrastructure in the downtown district, owing to a shortage of available land. There-
fore, it has been relocated to an area with potential for development. It is conveniently
situated adjacent to a major thoroughfare renowned as a symbolic representation and
a vital conduit for movement throughout Yogyakarta. The university has a significant
impact on the growth of suburban regions and their communities owing to both
student accommodation requirements and the UII’s expansion strategy involving the
establishment of numerous new facilities. The institution is recognised as a catalyst
for economic progress in its vicinity.

Figure 3. UII’s Development; comparing masterplan between 1987 (top) and 2013 (bottom)
Source: Pre-planned image of UII Integrated Campus, 1987
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The number of active students in the 2022/2023 academic year is 25,729. The students
were from eight faculty members with four diploma programs, 25 bachelor’s programs,
three professional programs, 13 master’s programs, and five doctoral programs. To
support lecture activities and to facilitate approximately 5,000 active students in each
academic year, this integrated campus has been equipped with various facilities, such
as mosques, polyclinics and pharmacies, sports centres, student convention centres,
student dormitories, auditoriums, bookstores (Periplus), laboratory facilities (ISO
17025 certified), e-learning (Moodle and Google Classroom), and libraries that support
the learning process at the university level (Figure 4).

Figure 4. UII Integrated Campus Student Activity Facilities: a – Co-working Space, b – Sports Facilities, c – Transporta-
tion Facilities, d – Worship Facilities (Mosque), e – Auditorium and Meeting Hall, and f – Library

Source: kemahasiswaan.uii.ac.id, 2022

Studentification accross different periods

Social transformation

The development of an area is closely tied to the population and economic factors
of the community in that area, particularly the quantity and quality of community
activities (Smith 2004). According to the head of Kimpulan Hamlet, in an interview,
the population structure in the hamlet predominantly comprised migrants, with the
original elderly residents, approximately 65 years old, still living there (Figure 5). The
population structure during each phase of the studentification process indicated that
elderly individuals dominate property ownership as an investment in old age. At the
same time, students comprised the rest of the population. The increasing number of
students each year suggests a rising trend aligned with the expansion of built-up areas
to meet the student demand.
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Figure 5. Demographic Profile of Umbulmartani Village in 2020:
a – Population Pyramid, b – Population by Level of Education, and c – Population by Occupation

Source: Umbulmartani Village, 2023

The community’s economic conditions improved, which is attributable to the avail-
ability of higher-income job opportunities compared with the earlier stages of the
studentification process, which were primarily reliant on agricultural land. As reported
in an interview with the head of RW 01, the original residents initially worked as farm
labourers, construction workers, and employees. However, many have now become
self-employed by opening up their businesses. With the growth of built-up areas and
the construction of the Integrated Campus of Universitas Islam Indonesia, the commu-
nity began recognising promising economic prospects, shifting from primary sector
occupations to tertiary sectors such as goods and service providers.

The research findings indicate that the increasing influx of student migrants leads
to the original community, with middle to low economic levels, being unable to
compete with other capital owners and choosing to migrate and to sell their properties
to meet the demands of the students. This study also induces a shift in livelihood from
the primary sector (agriculture) to the tertiary sector (goods and service providers).
Additionally, according to an interviewee native to the area, there are negative non-
physical impacts, such as the introduction of diverse student cultures and some
migrants in the neighbourhood, often leading to issues of manners and noise.

Moreover, as explained by the head of Lodadi Hamlet in an interview, the impact of
migrants on the social dynamics tends to be harmful because of differences in decision-
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making approaches for social activities stemming from their higher level of education
and economic capabilities compared to the indigenous people. Consequently, the local
community needs to adapt to this transition, making it difficult for them to compete
with the foreign investors and property owners, who provide modern accommoda-
tions for the students. Consequently, many locals choose to sell their property or to
relocate elsewhere. Additionally, studentification can lead to gentrification, in which
financially capable middle-class individuals replace the disadvantaged members of
native communities, triggering significant socioeconomic transformation within the
area (Dewi and Ristianti 2019).

Economic transformation

Land is an economically powerful resource, and it is therefore valued and priced. Land
parcels in the study area were registered and classified based on the theme of right
type, registration status, and use. The highest land price in early 2012 was only 76.63
USD/m² and the lowest price was 18.25 USD/m². In 2013, the highest price for land was
112.73 USD/m². In 2015, there was also an increase in the highest price to 126.85 USD/
m². Land prices continue to increase until 2022; the highest price was 195.30 USD/m²,
and the lowest price was 39.28 USD/m².

Figure 6. Comparing land value zones: a – 2012 and b – 2022. Source: National Land Agency, 2023

Based on the land price changes, it was found that the location of the highest land
prices remains consistent next to the collector road, namely Jalan Kaliurang, which
connects Kaliurang tourism with the centre of Yogyakarta City (Figure 6). Meanwhile,
land prices tend to be cheaper away from collector roads. Meanwhile, land prices based
on the Land and Building Tax Object Sale Value in the study area in 2022 were divided
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into ten land value zones with different values. The highest price of 49.46 USD/m²
and the lowest price of 5.06 USD/m² were found in the low-density residential areas.
Increased land prices and property taxes put economic pressure on less well-off local
communities (Dewi and Ristianti 2019).

Spatial-physical transformation

The chronology of changes in physical conditions began with the construction of the
first campus building, which was only the Faculty of Civil Engineering, to provide a
boundary for campus land. In the first ten years, the development of facilities support-
ing educational activities was still centred along the Kaliurang Road and Degolan Road.
In the second period of the studentification process, the development of educational
support facilities became significant along with the addition of new faculty buildings.
Development began to be carried out in a widespread manner but it was still easily
accessible, especially to campus buildings. Meanwhile, in the third period of the stu-
dentification process, an increasing number of new majors opened and the Faculty of
Law campus moved from the UII Taman Siswa Campus. This has led to the development
of additional support facilities which have begun to penetrate deeper into hamlets or
away from the roads.

The percentage of built-up land during the first study was only 8.89 ha (10%) of the
total study area. The non-built land amounted to 76.64 ha (90%) of the total study area.
In the second period, the percentage of developed land increased significantly by 3.6
times from the previous period to 40.87 ha (48%) of the total study area. Undeveloped
land decreased to 44.34 ha (52%) of the total study area. Then, in the third period, the
percentage of built-up land increased 0.4 times from the previous period, as up to 55.52
ha (65%) of the total study area. Meanwhile, undeveloped land decreased to 29.68 ha
(35%) of the total study area. An overview of the land cover map of the study area for
2010 is shown in Figure 7.

Figure 7. Spatial transformation; Comparing land covers: a – 1990, b – 2010, and c – 2023. Source: Google Earth, 2024
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The topography of the study area tends to be flat, with a slope of 0-8% and an elevation
of 300-350 meters. Under these conditions, built-up land includes residential, indus-
trial, trade, service, and office uses. Non-built land is classified as urban activity land
use, such as cemeteries or city parks, and non-urban activity land use, such as land
used for agricultural activities and plantations.

The residential areas included single houses with a height of 1-2 floors, residential
housing in residential complexes with a height of 1-2 floors, boarding houses with
a height of 1-3 floors, and mixed-use residential housing and commercial buildings
(mixed-use). Various types of buildings function as trade and services in the study
area, including restaurants, stalls, minimarkets, markets, shops, printing services,
motor vehicle repair shops, petrol stations, and laundry services. Building heights are
between 1-2 floors and they consist of commercial house types and single building
types, specifically for commercial activities.

Studentification-led and influenced cultural value

The local government has undertaken urban planning and physical development ini-
tiatives. These activities focus on community development through socialisation and
promotion to strengthen the understanding of the local culture on the philosophical
value of Yogyakarta City. Other policies on physical development, such as area struc-
turing, rehabilitation, and maintenance of the core zone, have also been implemented.
However, the policy or role of the government in regulating the buffer zone outside
the core zone in peri-urban areas is yet to be pursued. This causes the development
of areas outside the core zone to be less able to support the philosophical values of
Yogyakarta as a World Cultural Heritage Site (UNESCO 2024).

Socioeconomic and physical transformations also shape how the neighbourhood
differentiate; new student-dominated neighbourhoods, shops, office spaces, and
lifestyles emerge due to gentrifiers from diverse cultural backgrounds. The local
community survives the benefits of the quality-of-life enhancement. Peri-urban areas,
previously agricultural land, have become highly contested locations for investors. The
massive development that follows new activity centres puts Yogyakarta’s philosophical
value of its urban layout at risk, making it indistinguishable from other cities. However,
local people who are paid below the minimum wage in informal jobs cannot make ends
meet for themselves or for their families. The high demand for land and the inability
to meet their ends prompted them to sell their property.

Changes in the population composition, characterised by an influx of migrants
rather than local people, significantly influence a community’s decision to stay or to
move. This demographic shift often leads to the weakening of pre-existing cultural
values, which are gradually being replaced by new cultures introduced by the migrants.
Such social impacts create challenges for the local governments in maintaining and
preserving local cultural values, particularly the philosophical values of Yogyakarta.
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This phenomenon has been observed worldwide. For instance, O’Brien et al.  (2023)
discussed how urban universities attract migrants and how the presence of these new-
comers is often met with resistance by the native populations. Similarly, in Yogyakarta,
the arrival of new residents, including students from diverse backgrounds, disrupted
the traditional cultural fabric, making it difficult for the local authorities to uphold the
city’s cultural heritage.

The remaining people were the first generation to be elderly. Initially, the local
community had a good relationship with the community members. Various commu-
nity activities have been conducted to develop the living environment. Likewise,
during the initial development of the educational area, the community worked
together to facilitate their neighbourhood with infrastructure, such as roads, public
facilities, and household waste management. This was done on their initiative until the
second period of development in the educational area. This is because of the increasing
number of students that the institution cannot fully facilitate; therefore, the number
and quality of community facilities provided by the local government have decreased.
The facilities and accommodations provided by the campus cannot accommodate the
needs of the existing students. This encourages the community to take part and to take
advantage of the opportunities to provide accommodation, such as boarding houses.

The influx of external culture and the widespread sale of property by the second
generation of the community have diminished the quality of the relations between
gentrifiers and the local community. This process often results in tension between
long-term residents and students, as students frequently prioritise temporary housing
over community stability (Kim et al. 2024). Differences in decision-making approaches
during the meetings, alongside student behaviours and lifestyles that do not align with
the local community’s moral values, contribute to the displacement of the remaining
local residents. Consequently, the characteristics of the communities in the study area
have become increasingly individualistic.

Discussion
Yogyakarta harbours intangible world cultural heritage (UNESCO 2024). The spatial
arrangement in Yogyakarta City centres around Keraton Yogyakarta, with a cosmolog-
ical axis formed by the main road (Suwito 2016). During the initial stages of student
area development, a linear pattern emerged along the main axis of the Kaliurang Road,
serving as both an evacuation path for volcanic disasters and access to downtown
Yogyakarta. Residents have opted to build settlements on either side of the road owing
to their topographical advantages (Wiwaha et al. 2016). This arrangement encompasses
landmarks (e.g. Mount Merapi, Keraton) and beaches in the South Java region.

Unexplored in previous research in the context of studentification, this unique
feature of Yogyakarta indicates that studentification suppresses the existence of
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marginalised local communities because of cultural, economic, and environmental dis-
parities in places to live and livelihoods. This creates a value-shift impact that extends
beyond the mere establishment of an educational growth centre as the focal point,
introducing potential vulnerabilities in these growth centres due to studentification.

The designation of peri-urban areas as sub-centres for urban services and educa-
tion has attracted numerous students and investors. To meet the student needs, there
has been a surge in accommodations, accompanied by supporting infrastructure devel-
opment. Limited land near primary roads compelled private developers to construct
interior student zones, altering the north-south orientation into radial spread config-
urations from campus centre proximities. This directional change has transformed
green spaces and agricultural lands into commercialised living spaces (Prayoga et
al.  2013). Furthermore, as smart projects are increasingly being implemented at
the interface of urban and peri-urban areas, this transformation contributes to the
peripheralisation of these regions, reshaping their socio-economic landscapes (Dragan
et al. 2024).

In line with Snelder et al. (2023), the land use in the study area is often subjective
and influenced by regional decisions. In the context of studentification, much of the
land is repurposed as commercial areas to cater to the needs of the students. This
pattern indirectly shapes characteristics, provides order, and it optimises development
according to the existing regulations. However, a more in-depth analysis using remote
sensing and spatial analysis is crucial to identify the impact of studentification pres-
sure on morphological structures. In contrast with Pramana (2018), who studied the
development of the same area and found that physical characteristics and accessibility
were the primary drivers of change, particularly in land value transformation, this
study underscores the pivotal role of a new culture.

In this context, Yogyakarta is also called the City of Students; therefore, educational
institutions must participate in preserving the local culture. They should mitigate
the negative impact of studentification on an area’s physical condition and the social
community. Educational institutions do not play a significant role in addressing these
issues. Universities and local governments must be involved in educational district
planning strategies, applying the right regulations to manage studentification and its
impact on urban structure (Donaldson et al. 2014).

Strengthening local values has become a challenge for the government in main-
taining Yogyakarta’s privilege. Government regulations play a role in changing the
spatial orientation of Yogyakarta. However, the unobserved root of the problem lies in
preserving Yogyakarta’s urban design philosophy as a City of Philosophy. To maintain
the privilege of Yogyakarta’s culture, the government needs to evaluate the spatial
planning policies so as not to eliminate the philosophical value of ancient Yogyakarta
spatial culture. Development actors also need to pay attention to the local culture as
an important consideration in regional development.
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Individual investors with middle-to-high incomes play a significant role. They
built and renovated houses, originally characterised by traditional designs, aligning
them with the lifestyles and demands of the students. This transforms the physical
appearance of the neighbourhood (Prayoga et al.  2013). Investors with middle-to-
high incomes can meet high standards to fulfil the student needs. Meanwhile, low-to
middle-income local communities are forced to sell their properties because of compe-
tition, leading to socioeconomic vulnerability and displacement (Davidson and Lees
2010). Studentification not only positively impacts peri-urban development, but it also
stresses the local community systems socially, economically, and environmentally (Cai
et al. 2022, Jolivet et al. 2023). Culture-wise planning is necessary in spatial planning
to manage studentification and to achieve sustainability for each component.

Conclusions
Studentification has initiated substantial transformations in economic factors, land
use, and social culture in Yogyakarta’s peri-urban regions. This study addressed these
research questions by identifying the main drivers of studentification and their impact
on the local communities. Contrary to the initial assumptions that accessibility and
distance were the primary factors, the research revealed that the relocation of aca-
demic activities to suburban areas, combined with significant investments in student
accommodation, were the dominant forces behind these changes. This influx of
investment caused a sharp rise in land prices, disproportionately affecting low-income
communities that were compelled to sell their properties and to relocate, resulting in
the loss of cultural and traditional ties as well as sources of livelihood.

This study contributes new insights into urban studies by highlighting the impor-
tance of external factors, such as new cultural influx and investment, as more
influential in the studentification process than internal factors, such as campus devel-
opment and accessibility. These findings challenge the existing theories that focus
predominantly on internal factors and they provide a nuanced understanding of how
economic and cultural shifts reshape the local communities.

Future research could build on these findings by exploring the long-term socio-eco-
nomic impacts of studentification on the displaced communities. Specifically, studies
should investigate the effectiveness of urban planning policies designed to mitigate the
negative outcomes and to promote sustainable development. Comparative analyses of
similar processes in other peri-urban regions could offer additional insights and they
could help to refine strategies for managing urban growth, while balancing cultural
preservation. This expanded understanding of studentification enriches the academic
discourse and it offers valuable implications for the policymakers. Integrating cultural
considerations into urban development strategies can foster a more inclusive and
culturally sensitive approach for managing urban growth and transformation.
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Abstract: Bukovina's identity is a complex construction that reflects the histor+
ical, cultural and social influences which marked the region over time; and
they are often summarised in its period of flourishing when Bukovina belonged
to the Habsburg and then to the Austro+Hungarian Empire. The present study
used data collected through an online survey and it aims to highlight aspects
of Bukovina's identity based on the perceptions of the population living in the
southern part of the former province of Bukovina, as well as of the inhabitants
outside Bukovina area. The results of the research revealed that the strongest
identity is that of belonging to a clearly defined administrative+territorial unit –
Suceava County (north of Romania). However, the territorial self+identification
as Bukovinian was mentioned by a significant proportion of respondents, as very
little different from those who self+identified themselves as Sucevians. Among
the elements on which the perceived Bukovinian identity is based, we explored:
self+identification; differentiation from the Moldavians; the way of relating to the
authorities and traditions; sharing common values. The territorial component
was less important in shaping a Bukovinian identity, which could be a result of
the transformation of this real identity by the local authorities into a regional
brand for a territory with blurred boundaries.

Keywords: cultural identity; population stereotypes; ethnic cohabitation;
Bukovina

Introduction
Without being able to constitute itself as a real political entity, the province of Bukov+
ina has had a historical evolution that gave it a special place among the Romanian
territories. It was successively part of medieval Moldavia (mid+14th century: 1775),
the Austrian Empire (1775+1867), the Austro+Hungarian Empire (1867+1918), and the
Kingdom of Romania (1918+1940). In 1940, its northern part became a territory of the
Soviet Union, and then, after 1991, of Ukraine (Nistor 1991, Iacobescu 1993).
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Today, the historical province of Bukovina is divided into two parts: 1) its southern
part, which belongs to Suceava County (about two+thirds of the county's surface of
8,555 km²), located in the North+East Region of Romania; and 2) its northern part,
which belongs to the Chernivtsi Region (about half of this region's surface of 8,100
km²), in Ukraine (Figure 1).

Figure 1. The boundaries of the province of Bukovina during the rule of the Habsburg Empire

Being annexed to the Austrian Empire in 1775, the province of Bukovina has undergone
a period of political stability, modernisation and progress in all areas of activity (Purici
2022). During the 143 years of occupation, Bukovina became a “Switzerland” of Eastern
Europe in the public consciousness, and the provincial capital – the city of Chernivtsi –
acquired the particularly flattering title of “little Vienna” (Pintescu 2001). The policy
of religious and ethnic tolerance in Bukovina contributed to the peaceful coexistence
of different communities and to the general prosperity of the region. Despite some
criticism and tensions, brought about by the resistance movements against foreign
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domination, the Austrian and the Austro+Hungarian rule ensured a high degree of
modernity (Pintescu 2000, Diaconu 2018). The appreciation of those historical, socio+
economic and cultural improvements showed that the people of the area still relate
positively to that period of maximum development through a sense of local pride
(Diaconu 2018). Belonging to this area and the identification of the people of Bukovina
with the features of the region has manifested itself in a differentiation from the
Moldavians – the inhabitants of Romania outside the province. Even the expression
“homo bucovinensis” appeared (Olaru and Purici 2002, Mohr 2023), designating “the
prototype of the tolerant individual, who speaks at least two languages and who offers
a model of peaceful inter+ethnic coexistence” (Grigorovici 1996: 458).

The Bukovinian identity can be also analysed from an ethnic perspective, as
a social construct, which includes the culture, language, collective origin and the
common cultural traditions (Rotaru et al. 2023). As a province of the Austrian and later
Austro+Hungarian Empire, Bukovina was considered “an oasis of civilised political life
compared to the surrounding regions” (Pintescu 2000: 13). Its uniqueness was attrib+
uted to the fact that it was the only region in historical Moldavia that belonged to the
Central European cultural area, which oriented its inhabitants towards the values of
this area and to modernity (Pintescu 2000).

The Bukovinian identity is a complex construction that reflects historical, cultural
and social influences (Eckmann 2004, Charaudeau 2005), which are often limited to the
flourishing period when this territory belonged to the Austro+Hungarian Empire. It is
also a product of cohabitation with other ethnic and religious groups and a social and
historical construction based on memory (Olaru and Purici 2002, Purici 2022). The so+
cial relations in the present have roots in the past (real, constructed or imagined), and
they sometimes feed this dichotomy between the "Bukovinians" and the "Moldavians".
Given its different identity acquired during almost 150 years of foreign domination,
Southern Bukovina seems to be different (in terms of its economic, cultural and land+
scape specificities) from the rest of Moldavia, but also from the rest of Suceava County,
where it is almost entirely located today (Chiriță et al. 2015). Țurcănașu (2023) even
spoke of a "centrifugal identity", with reference to the Bukovina+Moldavia relation+
ship. He explained the "territorial dissidence of the Bukovinians" and the emergence
of a Bukovinian identity, both by exogenous (the separation of Northern Moldavia from
historical Moldavia in 1775), and endogenous forces – the decomposition of the terri+
toriality of Moldavia through its ignorance by Bucharest, the new capital of Romania,
after 1859 (Țurcănașu 2023).

Bukovina has not been a separate administrative entity for over 100 years. However,
its individuality seems to have been preserved at least at the level of perception
(both of those who lived there and of those outside the region). Being Bukovinian
began to be a form of self+identification and differentiation increasingly used for its
positive connotation, especially as, at the level of Romania, Moldavia – from which
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Bukovina was detached in the 18th century – was synonymous with poverty, isolation,
and periphery. Bukovina's divergent identity was also explained by Muntele (1998)
through the "feeling of inferiority and belonging to the periphery", which resulted
in the construction of new identities. Nowadays, this identity has been materialised
into a regional brand, currently capitalised in terms of tourism. Large+scale projects,
such as Easter in Bukovina, Christmas in Bukovina, Bukovina Hour, Pilgrimage in Bukovina,
implemented by the county authorities since 2008, have brought to light the desire to
preserve a Bukovina identity.

The current public discourse related to the Bukovinian identity ranges from accep+
tance and satisfaction to the fear that a strong identity could have implications for
a possible restructuring of Romania's territorial administrative organisation (Săgeată
2015, Țurcănașu 2023). However, studies indicated that there is no direct relationship
between the affirmation of regional identity and the desire for decentralisation (Dar+
gent 2001). At the same time, a strong regional identity can support regional planning
policies and it can contribute to economic development (Keating 2000, Banini and
Pollice 2015, Ilovan et al. 2016).

In this context, in the present study, we did not aim to objectively argue the exis+
tence or non+existence of a Bukovinian identity, because such an approach implies an
extremely in+depth approach to numerous dimensions, from various research fields.
Our research aims at verifying the existence of a Bukovinian identity in the perception
of the inhabitants of Suceava County (being or not inhabitants of historical Bukovina).
Another objective of the study is to find out to what extent the inhabitants of
Suceava County are integrated into a mechanism of identity convergence, practically
transforming the whole current administrative+territorial division (Suceava County)
into the region of Bukovina, even if the historical reality was different.

Starting from the idea that regional identity is based on the concepts of similarity
and solidarity (Capello 2019), we tried, through this study, to identify the existence of
these aspects in the perception of the inhabitants of the historical south of Bukovina
and of those who lived in their immediate vicinity. This analysis of the existence and
extension of a Bukovinian sense of identity has also a pragmatic purpose. Territorial
identity can be used as a tool in local and regional development. The existence of this
territorial identity among Bukovina′s inhabitants, even only at the perceptual level,
is an advantage for the region and for its inhabitants. A strong identity is important
for maintaining the cohesion of the region even in more difficult times, for developing
self+esteem and for stimulating the desire for progress of its inhabitants (Raagmaa
2002, Roca and Mourão 2004, Ilovan et al. 2016, Banini 2017).

The hypotheses underlying this study are the following: H1) at perceptual level,
South Bukovina is clearly individualised within Suceava County by the sense of belong+
ing of its inhabitants, and by the differentiation that they feel from the Moldavians,
and by their self+identification as Bukovinians; H2) the perceived identity of Southern
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Bukovina was partially transferred to territories that did not belong to it, but which
have been evolving, for over 50 years, in the same administrative context (of Suceava
County); H3) the respondents' personal characteristics (gender, age, and living expe+
rience) nuance their perception of Bukovina's individuality.

Literature review
Studies that focused exclusively on the topic of Bukovinian identity are few (Ungurean
2015, Diaconu 2018, Luchian and Luchian 2019, Cohal 2022). Instead, there is a rich
literature on Bukovina that tangentially addresses aspects related to the identity of
this territory (Nistor 1991, Iacobescu 1993, Muntele 1998, Pintescu 2000, Purici 2017,
Purici 2022). In most of the studies dealing with Bukovina's identity issues, there are
two diametrically opposed perspectives: either Bukovina's exceptionalism in relation
to Moldavianism, or the non+existence of a real spatial identity, justifiable historically,
socially or from other points of view (Cohal 2022).

Through the case of Bukovina versus Moldavia, Țurcănașu (2023) exemplified the
phenomenon of territoriality divergence, also in terms of identity, and explaining it by
exogenous forces related to their historical evolution under different administrations.
Țurcănașu (2023) mentioned also the role of endogenous factors, so that, after 1918, the
territory of Bukovina became more peripheral to Bucharest, the capital of Romania,
than it was before 1775 to Iași, the capital of Moldavia; and Bukovina lost its autonomy,
while becoming part of the centralised Romanian state.

A complex picture of what Bukovina's identity could mean can be constructed
with arguments drawn from literary texts belonging to Bukovina’s writers or who
have written about Bukovina. Thus, Diaconu (2018:108) considered that, even in the
inter+war period (therefore, as part of Romania), Bukovina had “an image condensing
excellence”. Also, for today’s Bukovina, “a distinctive identity is still functional” (Dia+
conu 2018:108), based on these elements: education and culture; material wealth; the
development of a complex economy; a world of balance; law and order. Colăcel (2015)
analysed how the regional identity of Suceava County is influenced by the historical
legacy of the former Duchy of Bukovina. He noted that regional identification has
undergone significant changes in the post+communist period, and Suceava County
stands out for its association with the former Habsburg Bukovina. This association
provided an opportunity for the inhabitants to construct a spatial identity, while some
of them prefer to identify with Bukovina rather than with Moldavia (Colăcel 2015).

Valuable insights into how the regional identity of Banat evolved and manifested
itself in the context of multiculturalism and contemporary social dynamics were
provided by several studies (Neumann 1997, Crețan 2006, Woudstra 2007, Crețan et
al. 2008). Crețan et al. (2008) emphasised that identity starts from a sense of “social
spatialisation”, with a specific language for each ethnic group and a culture formed
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over time; and these local ethnic identities led to the emergence of a regional
identity. Furthermore, Dragoman et al. (2016) analysed how the cultural factors and
strategies of the local actors influenced the regionalisation process in Romania, and
they emphasised the importance of local identity and cultural dynamics in shaping
regional political strategies.

Recent studies (Dragan et al. 2024) emphasised the importance of spatial analysis
in reinforcing rural identity and regional belonging, while integrating them into the
local decision+making, which is essential for preserving the cultural heritage and for
fostering social cohesion. So, identity can be a valuable tool for promoting social
and economic development, while preserving and enhancing cultural heritage and
regional specificity (Dragan et al. 2024).

Some studies deal with similar issues related to the identity and perception of the
Romanians in Szeklerland, the results of which can be extrapolated to the Bukovinian
area (Biró and Gagyi 1999, Lőrincz 1999). Thus, the Romanians in Szeklerland regarded
Hungarians as orderly, well+organised, socially united and restrained, close to the
Germans in the hierarchy of cleanliness and order (Biró and Gagyi 1999).

Sauer (1969) emphasised that the identity of a territory is shaped by the interaction
between natural factors and human activity, as a result of the physical landscape and
cultural practices. In a more recent context, the approach to territorial identity empha+
sised sustainability, and the importance of cultural landscapes and collective memory
in preserving territorial identity, together with underlining how social perceptions and
community values contribute to defining a region (Van Mansvelt and Pedroli 2003).

Goffman (2022) supported the interactionist conception in identity construction,
as it results from the sense of belonging – from “us” in interaction and in contrast with
others, with “them”. In a similar vein, Horenczyk and Bekerman (2012) expressed a
constructivist conception of identity: a constructed, deconstructed, and reconstruc+
ted, therefore changing identity. This is grasped as an ongoing process and it does not
rest on who we were or could have been, but it refers to who we have become through
our collective history and personal trajectories (Horenczyk and Bekerman 2012).

Social identity has been approached by Tajfel (1982) and Perreault and Bourhis
(1999) as an individual's self+concept that is related to the knowledge of belonging
to particular social groups, and to the emotional and evaluative meaning that results
from this belonging. From this perspective, social identity is constructed through
interaction with other groups that are considered socially comparable, and its meaning
is based on the evaluation provided by these situations (Perreault and Bourhis 1999).

Important for the theoretical framework of our study are the three models of
identity construction mentioned in the literature: the cognitive model, the cultural
model, and the relational model (Capello 2019). Each of these models considers terri+
torial identity to be a result of specific factors, which generate similarity and solidarity
between the inhabitants of a space; subsequently these two pillars of identity create
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the so+called “territorial loyalty”, a concept that can be considered as a precursor for
territorial identity (Capello 2019). The cognitive model is based on the constitution of
an economic vocation of a territory, which can be at the basis of territorial identity
(Capello et al. 2011); the cultural model is based on the solidarity generated by the
sharing of common values (Camagni 2017); and the relational model is centred on the
relational capital of a territory, as a basis for the construction of an identity based on
belonging to this network of relationships (Capello 2019).

One of the fundamental approaches to identity, from a philosophical perspective
(Kauffmann 2008), was to reduce it to an illusion, determined by the passage of time;
so, it lends the impression of permanence in time to any element, identity being rather
fiction in this case. Also, Kauffmann (2004, 2008) mentioned both the role of social
interactions in shaping identity and the reciprocal link between spatial and individual
identity – spatial identity contributes to the construction of individual identity, as well
as individual identity reflects on the identity of a space.

Jakab and Peti (2009) argued that the image of a territory encompasses community
crystallisations, group histories, conflicts, attitudes, realities and assumed transforma+
tions and changes, which allow them to define and to distinguish themselves from the
others. It relates to “a lost golden age” (Jakab and Peti 2009: 9), an idealised past, when
Bukovina was integrated into a supranational space (the Austro+Hungarian Empire),
giving it a supranational identity.

Methodology
According to Banini (2017), territorial identity can be built both from bottom up (by the
inhabitants of an area), and from top down (by the authorities, and the administrative
institutions), while the physical proximity of inhabitation plays an important role in
this process. In this context, we considered Suceava County and Southern Bukovina
as a perfect framework for applying these concepts. Considering “territorial identity
as a process of social construction, open and dynamic, through which collectivities
settled in a given territory choose the distinctive features of the territory they
inhabit or in which they act, modelling common values, solutions, actions and future
trends” (Banini 2017:18), territorial identity is seen as the result of a process in which
the inhabitants are the main actors. In this context, the extension of Bukovina’s iden+
tity to the whole county of Suceava can represent an example of active territoriality.

In order to assess the existence of this territorial identity in the perception of the
inhabitants, we have taken into consideration three dimensions: 1) territorial self+
identification, the existence of a sense of belonging and attachment to the place; 2)
differentiation from the others; 3) sharing common values and attitudes.

The perception of the inhabitants of Suceava County regarding the existence of
a Bukovinian identity was analysed through a questionnaire+based survey, as a data
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collection method. The questionnaire was distributed online, using a survey admin+
istration software (Google Forms), and it was addressed to respondents who inhabit
Suceava County; the distribution of the questionnaire aimed at a balanced represen+
tation among the respondents, including both inhabitants of settlements that were
part of historical Bukovina, and also those of settlements that evolved in the Romanian
context in the period 1775+1918 (being part of Moldavia or of the Kingdom of Romania
after 1859). The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki,
the ethical approval was obtained from Ștefan cel Mare University of Suceava (refer+
ence number 55/2022/03/14), and the participants provided informed consent.

The questionnaire consisted of 36 questions; its first section included six questions
on demographic data, education and labour market status, and then on the name of
the locality in which they lived and the length of time spent in that locality (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics on the general variables

Variable Number Percentage

Gender
  Male
  Female

875
457
418

100
52.23
47.77

Age
  18+28 years
  29+39 years
  40+50 years
  51+61 years
  62+ years

875
196
261
241
106
71

100
22.4

29.83
27.54
12.11
8.11

Education level
  K+12, vocational and apprenticeship schools
  Secondary and post+secondary
  Undergraduate and postgraduate

875
158
424
293

100
18.0
48.5
33.5

Labour market status
  State employee
  Private sector employee
  Liberal professions
  Entrepreneur
  Pupil/Student
  Pensioner
  Unemployed
  Household worker

875
373
84
17
44

181
80
6

94

100
42.3
9.6
1.8
5.0

20.7
9.1
0.7

10.7

Territorial affiliation
  Historical South Bukovina
  The rest of Suceava County

875
515
360

100
58.85
41.15

Time spent in locality
   <5 years
   5+15 years
   >15 years

875
66
92

717

100
7.54

10.51
81.94

The remaining questions covered the following aspects:
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• self+identification in terms of objective territorial belonging; and, subjectively,
how or what they feel as identity;

• the differences between the Moldavians and the Bukovinians;
• the Bukovina tourist brand and its current trends of generalisation for the whole

county of Suceava, not only for historical Bukovina;
• the role of some programs initiated by the authorities, which use the Bukovina

identity as a value for the local development;
• different values of the inhabitants; the role of the state, and the role of the

individual for personal development.

Initially, 1201 subjects fr 122 settlements in Suceava County completed the question+
naire; 515 were frosettlements of historic Bukovina, and 514 respondents were from
other settlements in Suceava County; after the questionnaires were assessed, only 875
were validated and retained (515 respondents from historic Bukovina, and 360 from
the rest of Suceava County). The data thus obtained were processed with SPSS 23.0,
using the quantitative analysis, the correlation, and the comparison. The analysis
consisted of descriptive analysis, which mainly highlights the main characteristics of
individual variables. Tests of analysis and comparison were used through a T+ test, thus
examining the effects of an independent variable on one or more dependent variables,
and its application was reserved for comparing two groups. The results of this test
helped to discover whether the two used methods differed significantly. The additional
chi+square test assessed the association between categorical variables, focusing on the
frequencies of observations in different categories. By comparing the observed and
expected frequencies, the test determined whether the differences were statistically
significant. The chi+square test allowed the discovery of patterns, dependencies or
independences in categorical data sets. The chi+square test was used to determine
whether there is a significant association between the two categorical variables.

Results
The self+identification of the inhabitants with one of the operational categories in this
space – Bukovinian (inhabitant of Bukovina), Moldavian (inhabitant of Moldavia), and/
or Sucevian (inhabitant of Suceava County) – highlights whether Bukovina still exists
at a perceptual level. Another question is whether more than 100 years of integration
into Romania, and more than 50 years of existence within a recognised administrative
territorial unit – Suceava County – have blurred the identity of Bukovina.

Those who have analysed the issue of Bukovina's individuality in relation to
Moldavia agreed that Bukovina's distinct character was not only almost annihilated
(Pintescu 2000), but it even became a "forbidden memory" (Diaconu 2018). This was
after the Second World War until 1990 due to the administrative fracturing, but also
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due to the totalitarian communist regime. Despite that, after 30 years of recovering
history, do the inhabitants of this space perceive any difference between being
Bukovinian, Moldavian or Sucevian? Beyond this self+identification, we also considered
it important to assess the perceptual dimension, given by the feeling of belonging to
one of the mentioned categories. The analysis was conducted for the entire sample,
as well as in a disaggregated manner. Specifically, the examination included a subset
pertaining to the historical region of Bukovina, while another subset comprised local+
ities within Suceava County that lie outside of Bukovina.

The statistical analysis revealed that, for the whole sample, the strongest identity
was the one given by belonging to a clearly defined administrative+territorial unit –
Suceava County (Table 2). However, the territorial self+identification as Bukovinian
was indicated by a significant proportion of the respondents, which is hardly different
from those who self+identified themselves as Sucevians. The results of the t+test and
Mann+Whitney test showed significant differences between the responses of the two
mentioned categories – those living in South Bukovina (group 1), and those in the rest
of Suceava County (group 2). Self+identification as Bukovinian of those in group 1 was
an overwhelming majority (83.3%), while self+identification as Moldavian of those in
group 2 was less significant (63.1%). The identity of belonging to the administrative
territorial unit of Suceava County was significantly more important for those in group
2 (69%) than for those in group 1 (46.6%).

Table 2. Variables related to territorial identity, based on territorial affiliation

Total % South Bukovina % Suceava Department % t+test / p value

Bukovinian All the time
Most of the time
Sometimes
Rarely
Never

34.4
25.9
19.2
8.9

11.5

48.7
34.6
1.5
1.9
4.3

13.8
13.6
31.6
18.8
21.9

< 0.01

Moldavian All the time
Most of the time
Sometimes
Rarely
Never

20.9
16.9
28.4
21.1
12.5

10.7
9.5

31.5
31.1
17.3

50.8
27.5
24.1
6.9
5.8

< 0.03

Sucevian All the time
Most of the time
Sometimes
Rarely
Never

35.3
20.6
26.4
12.1
5.4

28.5
18.1
30.3
16.5
6.6

45.0
24.4
20.8
5.8
3.8

< 0.01

The perceptual situation is similar. For the whole sample, most people feel themselves
to be Bukovinian (56.3%), but there are also a significant percentage of people who feel
themselves to be Moldavian (41%); and the difference between the two categories is
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smaller than in the case of territorial self+identification. The Bukovinian identity seems
to be stronger than the Moldavian one, as 76.7% of the respondents living in historical
Bukovina feel themselves to be Bukovinian, and only 65% of the respondents outside
historical Bukovina (thus in Moldavia) feel themselves to be Moldavian. At the same
time, the share of those living in historical Bukovina, but who do not perceive their
identity as being Bukovinian at all or almost not at all (4%), is significantly lower than
the share of those living in Moldavia who do not perceive themselves as Moldavians
(13.4%). However, the share of Bukovinian residents who do not feel Moldavians (38.2%)
is higher than the share of those who lived in Moldavia and do not feel Bukovinians
(32.5%). These results may represent another argument for the existence of a clearer
perceived identity among the Bukovinians.

There is no perfect overlap between those who territorially self+identified them+
selves as Bukovinians and those who feel themselves to be Bukovinians (Table 3), or
between those who territorially identified themselves as Moldavians and those who
feel themselves to be Moldavians. More people said that they were Bukovinians (by
territorial affiliation) than those who said that they felt themselves to be Bukovinians.
This result can be interpreted as dissolution of identity, as they know that they belong
to the territory of Bukovina, but they do not feel this belonging.

Table 3. Correlation between the self-identification by territorial belonging and the felt identity

How strongly do you feel as a Bukovinian?How do you identify yourself
by territorial affiliation? Value df Asymptotic Significance (2+sided)

Pearson Chi+square 793.042a 20 0.000

Likelihood Ratio 751.747 20 0.000

Bukovinian

Linear+by+linear Association 199.456 1 0.000

Pearson Chi+square 64.250a 20 0.000

Likelihood Ratio 62.711 20 0.000

Sucevian

Linear+by+linear Association 0.172 1 0.678

Pearson Chi+square 115.263b 20 .000

Likelihood Ratio 124.127 20 .000

Moldavian

Linear+by+linear Association 8.197 1 .004

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 6.76.
b. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 8.02

Among the Moldavians, more people said that they felt Moldavian than those who
identified themselves as Moldavians by territorial belonging. This result may be the
consequence of overlapping the Moldavian and the Sucevian identities in the minds
of the Moldavians (they feel Moldavians but they territorially self+identify themselves
as Sucevians because, broadly speaking, in their perception, there is no difference
between being a Sucevian and being a Moldavian). Both results argue for the existence
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of a Sucevian identity as dominant in Suceava County. This can be explained by the
weakening of the sense of identity among the young people of Bukovina and by the
weak Moldavian identity of those who did not live in the Bukovina part of Suceava
County.

The perception of the differences between the two categories – Bukovinian and
Moldavian – can be also a point of support in shaping a perceived Bukovinian
identity. For the whole sample, more than one third of the respondents considered
that there are differences between the Moldavians and the Bukovinians, while other
respondents considered that there are no such differences (12.6%), or they did not
answer (9.6%). The T+tests and the Mann+Whitney tests indicated again significant
statistical differences between the responses of the two categories differentiated by
their territorial affiliation – the Bukovinians and the Moldavians. The respondents of
historical Bukovina considered that there are such differences to a greater extent than
those from Moldavia (45.5% compared to 28.1%). The share of those from Bukovina
who said that there is no difference between the Bukovinians and the Moldavians is of
8.5%; the share of those from Moldavia who said that there is no difference between
the Bukovinians and the Moldavians is of 18.6%. These results clearly indicate a much
stronger perception of a Bukovinian identity than that of a Moldavian one.

The attachment to one’s place of birth can be considered either as a factor
contributing to the shaping of a group’s identity, or as a manifestation of this already
existing identity (Giuliani 2016). From this point of view, there seem to be no significant
differences between the respondents in the two groups, as, in both cases, a little over
40% of the respondents are strongly attached to their place of birth (town, village), and
only a small percentage (9%) want to leave the town/village where they are living now,
under any conditions and as soon as possible. The difference in behaviour between
the two groups appears in terms of attachment to the country of origin, with those
from historical Bukovina proving to be much more attached to Romania than those
from Moldavia – more than half of the Bukovinians did not want to leave Romania; and
only 35% of non+Bukovinian people did not want to leave Romania. Studies have shown
(Tarrius 1992, Waldinger 2013) that the Bukovinians were among the first Romanians
who constituted external migration flows after 1990. Their current relative stability
can be explained through this early migratory experience. On the one hand, external
migration allowed them to accumulate financial capital, and they took advantage of it
after that in the country, and, on the other hand, they have already experienced the
painful effects of external migration, especially at a personal level.

Overall, the statistical analysis aimed at testing the existence of statistically signif+
icant differences regarding the existence of a territorial entity of Bukovina in the
perception of those living in historical Bukovina and of those living in its immediate
vicinity, on the territory of the same administrative+territorial unit – Suceava County.
The results showed that the probability value associated with the Asymptotic Sig. test
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(2+sided test) is 0.00, indicating the presence of statistically significant differences
(Table 4).

Table 4. Independent-Samples and the Mann-Whitney U Test

Self+identification,
attachment, perceived
differentiation

Economically
perceived
characteristics

Characteristics perceived
in terms of reporting to
the authorities

Characteristics per+
ceived in terms of
embedded values

Total N
Mann+Whitney U
Wilcoxon W
Test statistic
Standard Error
Standardised
Test Statistic
Asymptotic Sig
(2 sided test)

875
102268.500
167248.500
102268.500
3664.992
2.611

.009

875
77119.000
142099.000
77119.000
3651.653
+4.267

.000

875
127451.000
192431.000
127451.000
367.463
9.468

.000

875
105489.500
170469.500
105489.500
3666.505
3.488

.000

From an economic point of view, the differences between Bukovina and the territory
outside Bukovina are perceived by the respondents at an individual level. The economy
based on primary sector activities (animal husbandry, wood exploitation, mining) and
tourism, the absence of collectivisation¹ during the communist period and the higher
intensity of external migration have shaped a more prosperous image for Bukovina's
municipalities and towns than that of the Moldavian localities. The assessment of the
level of personal wellbeing showed a lower level of satisfaction for the respondents
of historical Bukovina than for those of Moldavia: 66.6% of the Bukovinians and over
80% of the Moldavians considered their level of wellbeing to be at least "fairly good";
also, the respondents from the localities of historical Bukovina were more moderate
in their assessment of their level of well+being than those of Moldavian localities –
62.2% of which rated their level of well+being as good, and very good (compared to only
37% of the respondents of historical Bukovina). The Pearson correlation coefficient
values indicate the existence of a weak positive correlation between the characteristics
perceived from the economic point of view by the Bukovinians and the perceived
individual characteristics (r = .156, p+value = .000).

Our study results revealed that there are differences between the inhabitants of
historical Bukovina and those outside Bukovina area in the way they relate to the
representatives of the authorities and to the important members of the community.
The statistical analysis showed that these differences are statistically significant (sig <
0.01) in a few cases. Those from Bukovina were less trustful in all state representatives,
be they local authorities, doctors or teachers (less than 30% of the respondents said

¹A process initiated by the Romanian state in 1949, which meant replacing the private ownership of
agricultural land with collective forms of ownership, such as state+run farms; most of the mountainous
area in Romania was not included in this process.
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that they trusted them much or very much, while for those outside Bukovina the
percentage exceeded 40%). The inhabitants outside historical Bukovina showed the
highest trust in the local authorities (more than 45% trusted them much or very much,
compared to only 30% of the Bukovinians), and in the police (39.9% compared to 21%).

Moreover, the way in which the Bukovinians related to the authorities was also
different from that of the Moldavians. Only 8.5% of the respondents from Bukovina
considered the state to be solely responsible for their economic development and
level of education, compared to 13.8% of the Moldavians. At the same time, 59% of
the Bukovinians believed that the responsibility for their individual's economic and
educational level should be shared equally between the authorities and at individual
level; this opinion was shared by only 39% of the respondents from outside Bukovina.
It is also worth noting that the Moldavians expressed less concern about this issue,
as 14.3% of the respondents said that they do not know or they did not answer to
this question, as opposed to only 4% of the Bukovinians. There were also significant
differences in terms of their source of information on community affairs: over 37%
of the outside Bukovinians got their information from the local authority most often,
compared to only 21.7% of the Bukovinians; the latter ones got information from the
mass+media most often (61.6% turn to this source most often, compared to only 52.5%
of the outside Bukovinians). Important differences also appeared in terms of relating to
the church, from where the outside Bukovinians got their information more frequently.

The way in which the inhabitants of historical Bukovina are perceived by those who
lived in the other localities of Suceava County and by themselves outlined a respected
and proud community. The overwhelming majority of non+Bukovinians (91%) had a
good and a very good opinion on the Bukovinians, which coincides with almost the
same proportion of Bukovinians with a good and a very good opinion of themselves
(95%). The situation is similar for the non+Bukovinians: they expressed a positive
opinion of their community in a proportion of over 90%, which may indicate the
maintenance of a still important Moldavian identity.

We believe that this convergence of opinions between the Bukovinians and the Mol+
davians in their immediate vicinity could be explained precisely by the complicated
relations between the two territories. The Bukovinians individualised and defined
themselves from the beginning by differentiating themselves from the others, with
whom they did not want to be confused. In the self+identification of the inhabitants
of this area, the term "Bukovinian" appeared with the incorporation of Bukovina into
Galicia (Purici 2022) – and the Bukovinians did not want to be confused with the
Galicians. Later (in the inter+war period), they wanted to differentiate themselves from
the Romanians of Greater Romania, who seemed to ignore their identity (Purici 2022).

Nowadays, being Bukovinian is once again valued (especially through the efforts
of the local authorities to promote Bukovina). So, the support of the respondents for
promoting the whole county of Suceava under the Bukovina brand was unanimous,
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but it was stronger among women outside Bukovina, and especially for those aged 51
to 61, and for the 29 to 39 years old, and for those people who have been living here
between 5 and 15 years long. All these positions can result in a very good image of one's
own community. And the good opinion that both the Bukovinians and the Moldavians
in Suceava County have of each other may be a sign of the convergence of the spatial
identity towards which the inhabitants of Suceava County are tending.

Also of interest are the statistically significant differences in the responses to the
question aimed at capturing those personal values that are important to the respon+
dents. The most important differences emerged in relation to the importance of the
existence of a legislative framework that genuinely guarantees respect for the citizens'
rights. From this point of view, over 80% of the people from the territory of historical
Bukovina considered this aspect to be of great and of very great importance, while the
Moldavians were less interested in this aspect (69%). Significant but smaller differences
also appeared in the role of financial prosperity and of individual freedom for the
individual well+being – both aspects were more important for the Bukovinians than
for the Moldavians.

As regarding the personal traits of those in their community, as mentioned by the
respondents from the two groups, the differences appear to be related only to the
entrepreneurial spirit mentioned more by the Bukovinians (44.8%) than by the Molda+
vians (37%), and to the hardworking quality, mentioned as a defining trait especially
by the Moldavians.

Aspects related to the preservation of the traditional architecture of houses, the
practice of various crafts in the locality or the existence of local gastronomic customs
were mentioned by the respondents from both territories in relatively equal propor+
tions; the differences were of nuance: local gastronomy with local products, mentioned
by the outside Bukovinians; local gastronomy with ingredients from various sources,
mentioned by the Bukovinians; iron and clay processing mentioned more by the
Bukovinians; wood processing mentioned more by the outside Bukovinians. However,
the fact that the respondents did not know/did not answer to these questions was
much more frequent among those from outside Bukovina (20.2% – regarding the archi+
tecture of the house; 32% – regarding the traditional crafts practiced in the locality;
12.8% – in terms of keeping traditional gastronomy in the family) than among those
from Bukovina (7.6%, 2.1% and 4.5% respectively) indicates a higher importance of local
traditions for those living within the territory of historical Bukovina.

The way in which the inhabitants of Suceava County perceived the existence of
differences between the territory belonging to historical Bukovina and the one that
remained in Moldavia (and then in the Romanian Kingdom), as well as the way in which
they related to this territory by self+identifying themselves as Bukovinians, Moldavians
or Sucevians, were also nuanced by individual demographic characteristics. The self+
identification as Bukovinian was more frequent for men, especially for those living in
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the territory of historical Bukovina; and it was also different according to age, while
being stronger as age increased for those living in Bukovina (Figure 2), and more
important for the young respondents and for those over 62 years of age who lived
in settlements outside Bukovina (Figure 3). Our results were previously confirmed by
several studies in the field (Woudstra 2007, Crețan et al. 2008), and they allow us to
state that the Bukovina identity (the "Bukovina spirit") is still present among the young
people, although to a lesser extent than among prior generations.

Figure 2. Self-identification of territorial belonging as Bukovinian,
according to age, for those who lived in historical Bukovina

Figure 3. Self-identification of territorial belonging as Bukovinian, according to age, for those who lived in Moldavia

Also, those who frequently self+identified as Bukovinians were those who have been
living in their current settlements for a longer time (if they lived in historical
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Bukovina), and those who have been living there for less than 5 years (if they lived in
settlements outside Bukovina).

Young people and those in the 51+61 age group felt especially to be Moldavians,
and for those who lived in localities in the former Romanian Kingdom, the feeling
of belonging to Moldavia increased with age and length of residence. Age and length
of residence also generated differences in the perception of differences between the
Bukovinians and the Moldavians. As age and length of residence increased, the percep+
tion of these differences was also more important; for the Bukovinians, the more these
parameters increased, the more the differences were perceived, while for those living
in non+Bukovinian settlements, the situation was reversed.

Discussion
The study results highlight that, despite the long time since it lost its administrative
existence and since it is part of another administrative+territorial unit (Suceava
County), Bukovina continues to exist in terms of spatial identity, at least at perceptual
level, due to some of its distinctive marks. Contrary to Kauffmann's approach (2004,
2008), Bukovinian identity cannot be interpreted as an illusion, determined by the
passage of time. This historical and social construction has been perpetuated for over
two centuries. It is a local identity that stems from its economic, legal, ethnic and
religious heritage, marked by historical and modern stereotypes and by the way in
which the Bukovinians have built themselves as a community. The Bukovinian identity
is clearly conditioned by the relationship with the territory in question, a complex area
due to the successive structuring and restructuring that it has undergone. The bonds
of solidarity often go beyond the physical borders of the province and they transcend
space, resulting in subtle but extremely strong links abroad, where the Bukovinians
often form small communities. Individual and collective memory weaves links with
history and it plays a key role in building the Bukovinian identity. But there are
important differences in the way in which the inhabitants of Suceava County declare
their territorial belonging, as the Bukovina identity is still strong, even if the Sucevian
one is invoked more frequently.

The spatial identity perceived and expressed by indicating the territorial belonging
to different spaces (Bukovina, Suceava County, or Moldavia) seems to be based on
several important pillars, and there are statistically significant differences between
the respondents from the two analysed groups (the Bukovinians and the outside
Bukovinians). This concerns especially the economic dimension, with Bukovina being
perceived as more prosperous, more economically dynamic, and with a more diversi+
fied economy, focused on tourism and on wood processing, alongside agriculture.

Social cohesion, the trust in the actors involved in territorial management and
the trust in the other members of the local community can be another criterion by
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which one area can be differentiated from another at a perceptual level (Paasi 2003,
Paasi 2009, Capello 2019, Banini and Ilovan 2021). These community characteristics
are crystallised through a long evolution in a particular historical context and they
can form the basis of a specific development model. The lower level of trust of the
Bukovina inhabitants in the authorities and in the church may be characteristic to a
society in which a feeling of distrust has probably become entrenched towards the
public institutions which have not always promoted the interests of the majority.

The way in which the inhabitants of historical Bukovina are perceived by them+
selves and by those living in other localities of Suceava County outlines a respected and
proud community. This differentiation perceived by the others, and complemented by
an important segment of both groups and their perception of the existing differences
between the Moldavians and the Bukovinians, is another pillar of a strongly perceived
Bukovina identity.

The relation to local traditions, the respect for their preservation and their knowl+
edge on them is another aspect that underpins the shaping of Bukovina’s identity, as
it is perceived by the inhabitants of Suceava County. The same idea of a still strong
Bukovina identity is supported by the values which are more important to Bukovinians
(the importance of individual freedom and of the law, as a guarantee of personal and
group security, and a greater responsibility for one's own development) than to those
living in settlements outside historical Bukovina. Thus, in the case of Bukovina and
its construction of territorial identity, specific mechanisms can be found from each
of these models (cognitive, cultural, relational) mentioned in the literature (Capello
2019); these mechanisms have worked in the past and remain so today.

The perceived Bukovinian identity is much stronger for those from Bukovina than
the Moldavian one for those outside Bukovina; but it is slightly surpassed by the
Sucevian identity in the part of the county which did not belong to Bukovina. This
may be the reason for us to assert that, at least after 1990, the phenomenon of spatial
identity convergence, mentioned by Țurcănașu (2023) for the western part of Romania
in relation to Transylvania, began to manifest itself at county level. The inhabitants’
support of the idea of promoting the whole county as Bukovina is proof of this.
Moreover, in 2009, on the initiative of a few private stakeholders and in partnership
with the local authorities, the “Produs în Bucovina” (Made in Bukovina) Association
was set up, bringing together producers from various sectors operating in Suceava
county, to promote different local products across Romania and at international level.
It should be noted, however, that not only producers from Bukovina benefited from this
label, but also many producers from outside the county of Suceava, who were therefore
assimilated to the region of Bukovina.

The role of the local actors in preserving regional identity, in contrast to the lesser
involvement of the government representatives in preserving the Bukovinian identity,
was confirmed by Crețan et al. (2008), in their study on the cultural identity of the
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Banat region. Bukovina's identity was and it is promoted especially in the hospitality
industry and through the materials published by the Suceava County Council destined
to create the public identity of Suceava County; these promotional materials use dif+
ferent marketing strategies based on the area's diverse past and historical heritage to
emphasise the existence of a multicultural community with specific symbols (Colăcel
2015).

Moreover, the place name of Bukovina is ubiquitous throughout Suceava County
and it is used as a distinctive mark for the entire county, both by the local and regional
authorities, when naming different public institutions (e.g., Bukovina Economic Cen+
tre, Bukovina Cultural Centre, Bukovina National Museum, Bukovina Institute, Library
of Bukovina), and by the private actors, especially in tourism, but not only (e.g.,
Bukovina Hotel, Bukovina Tourism Association, Bukovina Medical Centre, Bukovina
Dairy; various local action groups in the county: Bukovina Citadel, Bukovina Mountain,
Bukovina Land; various non+governmental organisations: Bukovina Civic, Bukovina
Ladies Society, Bukovina Seniors Association). The actions and activities of these insti+
tutions and organisations including "Bukovina" in their name are not limited to the
historical Southern Bukovina, as, in their case, "Bukovina" became a substitute for the
whole Suceava County.

These aspects, as well as the strong support shown by the respondents from both
territories (Bukovina and outside Bukovina) for the promotion of the entire territory
of Suceava County in terms of tourism and economy under the Bukovina brand, show
that, in the present, the territorial component, resulting from the historical evolution
of this area, is no longer very important in its definition. So, the image of Bukovina
has already been transferred to the entire administrative+territorial unit of which
historical South Bukovina has been part of for the last 60 years – Suceava County.

The analysis results lead to the identification of a Bukovina identity as defined by
Shayo (2009), and by Capello (2019:145): spatial identity is characterised by "a set of
socio+economic and cultural context conditions allowing convergence between collec+
tive and private advantages, feeding sense of belonging and loyalty to community". We
believe that a very important role in triggering this identity convergence was played
by the local authorities, who have intensively promoted Bukovina in the last 20 years,
often superimposing it on the whole Suceava County. This overlapping was taken over,
intentionally or not, by the national mass+media which not only associated, but it also
identified, for many times, the Suceava County with Bukovina. Moreover, the role of
public institutions in shaping regional identity is often invoked in the literature (Paasi
1986, Roca and Mourão 2004, Capello 2019). A more detailed analysis of this role in the
case of Bukovina, as well as the investigation of the objective attributes of Bukovina
identity, can constitute future directions of research. Today's Bukovina identity is, in
fact, the result of the action of several factors, including the development strategy
supported by the local authorities. Furthermore, in 2023, the Bukovina tourist resort
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(which includes all 25 county tourist resorts) was launched and this initiative can be
a proof that Bukovina identity is already being used as a tool for local and regional
development.

The analysis carried out only at the level of Suceava County did not allow us
to outline a broader perspective on Bukovina's identity, which is a limitation of the
study. The extension of this investigation to the inhabitants of Moldavia, or even to
the inhabitants of Romania, may be the subject of future studies. Furthermore, the
online distribution of the questionnaire represents another methodological limitation
of the research, as it limited the inclusion in the analysis of elderly people with no
internet use; thus, the perspective on the Bukovinian identity resulting from the study
is not complete. Also, the distribution of the questionnaire using the snowball method
meant that the questionnaire reached also people outside Suceava County (who were
not the target of this study), and the young people under 18 years of age, as well
(for whom parental consent would have been required). For this reason, a significant
number of questionnaires were discarded from those initially collected. As another
methodological limitation of our study, using the snowballing method also resulted
in the under+representation of the category of private sector workers among the
questionnaire respondents.

Conclusions
Although more than 100 years have passed since Bukovina was no longer a clearly
delimited region with its own administration, it still exists, at least in the minds of its
inhabitants and of those in the vicinity, through its distinctive marks. Its multi+cultural
and multi+ethnic character has faded and it changed, and its current administration is
the same as that of the territories that did not belong to it, and yet there seems to be
more and more talk about Bukovina recently.

The dynamics of its identity have evolved from the beginning of its construction
at the end of the 18th century to the present day, with ups and downs. Although built
on a foundation of ethnic and confessional diversity, tolerance, prosperity, law and
order, this identity of Bukovina has not always been well received. At the time of the
Austrian and the Austro+Hungarian rule, the Bukovinian identity was considered to be
or it could have been a threat to the Romanian identity, and there is sufficient evidence
to show that this side of things existed (Nistor 1991, Iacobescu 1993).

Having entered under the Romanian administration, the management of Bukovina
territory and, implicitly, of its identity were subject to several challenges – the tran+
sition from self+government to the centralised government; the management of the
multi+ethnic character; the general attitude towards the Jewish minority in the 1930s
(Diaconu 2018, Purici 2022), to which the Romanian authorities did not always respond
in the most appropriate way – e.g., the deportation of the Jews from Bukovina, in
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1941 (Hrenciuc 2018). After 1948, being melted into the mass of the Soviet+inspired
region, and then into Suceava County, the Bukovina identity faded and its belonging,
for a while, to the Central European cultural area turned from an advantage into
a disadvantage. But, the post+Decembrist recovery of the "forbidden memory", the
consistent involvement of the local authorities in the promotion of its identity and the
undesirable positioning of Bukovina in the Moldavian periphery have reinvigorated
the former identity of an area nowadays fed by the nostalgia for what it could have been
if the history had been evolved differently. So, our study may represent an example on
how the administrative+political boundaries can compose and decompose territorial
identities – the creation of Bukovina in the 18th century generated Bukovina's terri+
toriality, and the reconfiguration of national borders after the World War II and the
delimitation of Suceava County in 1968 decomposed it.

Whether this Bukovinian identity is singular or whether it can coexist with other
spatial identities remains a topical question. Can you be Bukovinian, Sucevian, Roman+
ian and, why not, European at the same time? Or are the identities of Bukovinian and
Moldavian completely incompatible, if the Bukovinian is also a Sucevian, as there are
some Moldavians? To what extent the perceived identity of Bukovina still has an objec+
tive support today is a topic that can be investigated by future studies. Also, to what
extent this identity convergence is beneficial for the development of this territory, to
what extent it harms the Moldavian identity, and to what extent it may even expand
in the future, regardless of the former historical reality, are other possible directions
of subsequent research.
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Abstract: Over the past years, pluvial floods have become a major concern for
Indian cities. The factors that exacerbate the flood conditions include climate
change, urbanisation, outdated stormwater infrastructure, decreasing capacity
of natural wetlands, and natural stormwater sinks. As India's metropolitan cities
are at risk due to their high rate of urbanisation, the study aims to develop a
methodology to identify areas at risk due to pluvial floods, at a watershed scale.
Also, it aims to support flood mitigation through nature-based solutions (NBS)
and geospatial analysis, by considering the case of Delhi. Based on local flood
data, the settlements at risk of pluvial floods were mapped using GIS, and the
“pluvial flood susceptibility map” has been developed to assess the risk of flood-
ing, followed by the selection of the most vulnerable local action area with the
help of parameters like susceptibility (based on past pluvial flooding incidences)
and urbanisation. Further, the “NBS suitability map” for the milli watershed
(area of about 1000 to 10,000 ha) has been generated using the geospatial overlay
technique of GIS. It can help identify potential areas within the study region at a
sub-watershed level where NBS can be integrated, considering suitable and un-
suitable conditions, based on physical, environmental, and planning parameters.

Keywords: pluvial floods, vulnerability assessment, land use suitability, flood
mitigation, nature-based solutions.

Introduction
Disasters have become humanity's constant companion, and extreme situations have
increased due to global climate change. The impacts of climate change can be seen
in the form of various types of hydrometeorological disasters, like floods, droughts,
increasing global temperature etc. (IPCC 2023). Floods are among the most common
natural disasters, causing significant social and economic losses, and they can be cate-
gorised into three major types (Tanaka et al. 2020): fluvial floods (caused when rivers
swell); pluvial floods (when infiltration capacity decreases and the rainfall increases);
and coastal floods (when cyclone storms increase the seawater level). Further, various
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types of floods were described based on their type and source (NDMA 2008, Murray
et al. 2021).

The direct impact of these events is visible in urban areas through physical, eco-
nomic, and social losses. Globally, many cities are prone to fluvial, coastal, and pluvial
floods (Stavropoulos et al. 2020). Pluvial floods occur when precipitation exceeds the
infiltration and drainage capacity, resulting in water stagnation for extended durations
(Jha et al.  2012, Yu et al.  2022), caused by various factors like land-use change,
urbanisation and an increase in surface runoff. Increased rainfall is a primary cause of
urban pluvial floods (Murray et al. 2021, Pacetti et al. 2022). Further, sealing natural
surface and channelling stormwater through underground drainage pipes increases
surface water runoff and it decreases water quality (Di Salvo et al. 2017). Cities have
become more prone to pluvial flooding due to increased precipitation, obsolete and
ageing stormwater infrastructure, increased population, and imperviousness (Gaitan
et al.  2016). Moreover, climate change, precipitation patterns, and increased paved
surface areas further contribute to pluvial flooding (Ashley et al. 2005).

Urban stormwater infrastructures are designed for a particular rainfall event, but
changing the rainfall patterns has put cities at risk due to insufficient stormwater
infrastructure (Ashley et al. 2005). This calls for more resilient infrastructure through
nature-based planning strategies. Nature-based solutions (NBS) represents a universal
term for human interventions to resolve varied environmental and societal issues
based on ecosystem and natural processes (Cohen-Shacham et al. 2016). It is also an
umbrella concept which provides a unified vision to address these challenges differ-
ently, from a sustainable approach (Ruangpan et al. 2020). For example, the European
Commission defines NBS as “living solutions inspired by, continuously supported by
and using nature, which are designed to address various societal challenges in a
resource-efficient and adaptable manner and to provide simultaneously economic,
social, and environmental benefits” (Maes and Jacobs 2017: 121). And IUCN refers
to NBS as “actions to protect, sustainably manage and restore natural or modified
ecosystems that address societal challenges effectively and adaptively, simultaneously
providing human well-being and biodiversity benefits” (Cohen-Shacham et al. 2016: 2).

Different nomenclatures are used globally for NBS as it has evolved over the years.
Various terminologies have emerged in the context of disaster mitigation and hydrom-
eteorological disaster risk reduction, as NBS planning strategy can help enhance urban
resilience (Frantzeskaki 2019). NBS has many advantages, effectively addressing urban
challenges like water access, food security, climate change adaptation, and the poten-
tial to create new green jobs (Chausson et al. 2020, UN-Habitat 2022). Additionally, NBS
contribute to human well-being, biodiversity benefits (Cohen-Shacham et al.  2016),
and spaces for new interactions between nature and people (Frantzeskaki 2019).

NBS, such as constructed wetlands, can potentially decrease the high runoff and
further reduce the intensity of floods caused by heavy rainfall (Kumar et al. 2021, Zhou
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and Penning-Rowsell 2021). Adding a green roof, and green facades/green walls pro-
mote stormwater retention, mitigation, and runoff reduction, eventually decreasing
localised flooding scenarios (Morgan et al. 2013, Majidi et al. 2019, Huang et al. 2020,
Hachoumi et al. 2021, Vojinovic et al. 2021, Sarabi et al. 2022). Urban forests also play
a significant role in rainfall interception, reducing the risk of pluvial floods in urban
areas, while regulating stormwater volume reaching impervious surfaces (Xiao and
McPherson 2002, Livesley et al. 2016, Karlo and Sajna 2017), and thus demonstrating
their contribution to increasing resilience.

Services offered by open green spaces in runoff reduction are remarkable (Schuch
et al.  2017, Kadaverugu et al.  2021, Kim 2021), and they can also decrease the risk
of floods by capturing the surface runoff (Bănică et al. 2020). NBS like bioretention
areas (swales, permeable pavements, infiltration trench) (Xie et al. 2017, Hu et al. 2018,
Shafique et al. 2018, Ekka et al. 2021, Sood and Biswas 2022, Arora et al. 2023) have
the potential of decreasing the surface runoff and of increasing infiltration. Adding
retention ponds, detention ponds or stormwater ponds, which serve the purpose of
rainwater collection, to the conventional drainage system can decrease the risk of
flooding (Vojinovic et al. 2021, Waghwala and Agnihotri 2021, Guptha et al. 2022).

The present research focuses exclusively on urban floods caused by pluvial condi-
tions where surface runoff increases due to increased rainfall, impermeability, and
high-density settlements in the catchments, causing hindrance to the natural drainage
flow. The paper aims to identify the areas at risk due to pluvial floods at a watershed
scale, and to evidence their mitigation through NBS.

Methodology

Study area

India has five megacities with populations exceeding ten million people: New Delhi,
Mumbai, Kolkata, Bengaluru, and Chennai. Due to their extensive urbanisation and
high population density, these cities are particularly vulnerable to natural disasters
induced by climate change. DDA (2021) reports that Delhi hosts 33.8 million people,
covering 47.31% of the state's surface of 148,300 ha. Changes in the catchment area's
hydrological characteristics have increased Delhi's flood risk (Kumar et al.  2017).
Agrawal (2020) predicted that, given Delhi's current population and urbanisation rate,
80% of the city could be submerged by  2041. The situation has deteriorated due to
ineffective urban planning strategies (DDMA 2023).

Delhi experienced two main types of floods: fluvial floods, caused by the Yamuna
River overflowing; and urban floods, resulting from clogged drains and dense urbani-
sation (Prashar et al. 2012, Kumar et al. 2017, Agrawal 2020). Notably, Delhi suffered
significant urban floods in 2002, 2003, 2009, 2010, 2013, and 2016 (Tomar et al. 2021).
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The study area is the sub-watershed part of South Delhi Municipal Corporation and
it lies within the planning zones (Figure 1). It has an area of 14010.25 ha, with 46.9%
and 53.1% as built and unbuilt surfaces, respectively. Natural drains, like Kushak Nallah
and Pushpa Vihar Nallah, collect the wastewater and stormwater from the catchment
and they release it to the Yamuna River at the outfall. The identified study area of Delhi
is the most vulnerable to pluvial floods and it requires the utmost attention.

Figure 1. Study area

Delineation of local action area (milli watershed)

The sub-watershed map for pluvial flood vulnerability assessment was further delin-
eated to the milli watershed, a subunit of a sub-watershed, typically covering an area of
about 1000 to 10000 ha. The area is part of the Barapullah basin, one of the catchments
of the Yamuna River basin. The study area is surrounded by hilly terrain and a reserved
forest on its northeast and southeast parts. The elevation ranges between 224 m to
279 m above the mean sea level, dropping from southeast to northwest, and the runoff
generated is discharged to Pushpa Vihar Nallah, which outfalls Yamuna river.

The site is mainly flat, with an average slope of 4.71%. The study area is composed
of unauthorised/unplanned settlements (30.84%), planned residential (21.37%), forest
(21.47%), and recreational areas (10.34%). Several events of pluvial floods have
occurred in recent years affecting the unplanned settlements and transport networks
for several hours, causing traffic delays and inconvenience to commuters.

Tools and techniques

Pluvial flood assessment evaluates the area using indicators like past flood events and
vulnerability based on built-up areas. Data on past flood events can help to identify the
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areas at risk due to pluvial floods. A flood vulnerability assessment model was created
using water logging data from the Delhi Traffic Police (2022).

Natarajan et al. (2021) used data on historic flood locations and other supporting
information to create a flood susceptibility map of Chennai. Similarly, Wan Mohtar et
al. (2020) used inventories of flash flood reports to develop a flash flood index for Kuala
Lumpur. Di Salvo et al. (2017) utilised flood vector layers between 2004 and 2007 to
develop a pluvial flood hazard map for Rome (Italy). Multiple studies have identified
urbanisation as one of the prime factors for increasing flood risk (Khalequzzaman
1994, Pervin et al. 2020, Fernando et al. 2022, Ma et al. 2022). Further, the relationship
between flooding and increased urban runoff due to higher imperviousness has been
studied to identify vulnerability to pluvial floods (Qi et al. 2020, Pacetti et al. 2022).

The runoff potential in a catchment can be estimated using various methods, such
as the soil conservation service curve number (SCS-CN) method (Ansari et al.  2016,
Yao et al. 2018). Shrestha et al. (2021) estimated the surface runoff for specific rainfall
return periods using the SCS-CN method and they established a relationship between
runoff and land use change. In recent years, research in NBS has advanced with the
development of tools and methodologies focusing on reducing the risk of pluvial floods
through NBS (Huang et al. 2020, Zhou and Penning-Rowsell 2021, Pacetti et al. 2022).

Pluvial flood vulnerability assessment

Initially, the city of Delhi was delineated into sub-watersheds (10000-50000 ha) using
a watershed analysis process. The watershed delineation for Delhi was carried out at
two levels — sub-watershed, and milli-watershed — using ArcGIS Pro with a 30-meter
resolution digital elevation model (DEM) sourced from the SRTM DEM via USGS Earth
Explorer. The DEM was projected to the WGS 1984 UTM Zone 44N coordinate system
to ensure spatial accuracy. The fill tool was applied to remove artificial depressions,
followed by the computation of flow direction and accumulation to define hydrological
flow paths.

Initially, the sub-watershed was delineated, with the Yamuna River basin in Delhi as
the primary outlet. Building on the initial watershed delineation, the most vulnerable
sub-watershed (10000-50000 ha), identified based on past flood events, was further
delineated into milli-watersheds (1000–10000 ha) for a more detailed study. Using
ArcGIS Pro, the watershed analysis was performed on the clipped DEM, which was
refined to align with the sub-watershed (10000-50000 ha) boundary. The same hydro-
logical modelling process was applied, beginning with the fill tool to eliminate artificial
depressions, followed by the computation of flow direction and accumulation to estab-
lish accurate hydrological pathways. To enhance precision, additional snap pour points
were incorporated to improve the accuracy of milli-watershed delineation, ensuring a
finer resolution for assessing flood vulnerability within the most susceptible areas.
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Pluvial flood data obtained from Delhi Traffic Police (2022) was digitised to a vector
layer named “Flood hotspots”, and the hydrology tool in ArcGIS was used to perform
the watershed analysis. The flood hotspot data was spatially joined to the “sub-water-
shed (10,000-50,000)” layer in ArcGIS Pro using the spatial join tool, with the match
option set to “contains”. This operation assigned each flood point to the sub-watershed
polygon that fully encompassed it. The attribute table of the resulting layer was then
analysed to determine which sub-watershed contained the highest number of flood
points, identifying it as the most vulnerable area for further study. The sub-watershed
with the maximum flood density was selected as the study area for susceptibility
mapping. In order to understand the factors causing floods in the locations identified
as water logging areas by the Delhi Traffic Police (2022) we conducted a reconnais-
sance survey in December 2022. As part of the fieldwork and reconnaissance survey,
site visits were carried out at the identified locations to observe and document the
factors contributing to waterlogging. Key aspects such as blocked or damaged drains,
encroachments, and ground conditions were evaluated. Photographs were taken, and
discussions with local residents provided further insights. This on-site assessment
offered a clearer understanding of the primary causes of water accumulation in the
surveyed areas. Further, suitable areas and feasibility for NBS implementation were
assessed through a survey and expert interviews with officials from Delhi public
organisations such as the Town and Country Planning Organisation (TCPO), South
Delhi Municipal Corporation (SDMC), and the Public Works Department (PWD).

As the objective was to identify the most vulnerable areas within the sub-water-
shed, it was further delineated into milli watersheds (1000-10000 ha) using the same
process of watershed delineation and using the hydrology tool of ArcGIS. Inverse
distance weighting (IDW) interpolation was applied to enhance the resolution of low-
quality digital elevation models. This technique estimated the missing elevation values
based on the spatial proximity of known points, by assigning more significant influence
on closer points to create a smoother and more continuous terrain representation.
By implementing IDW, the accuracy of the DEM was significantly improved, making
it more suitable for applications such as flood modelling and urban planning. The
susceptibility for pluvial floods has been estimated using indicators such as previous
flood incidences and built-up density. To identify the vulnerability based on the last
flood events, the past pluvial flood data was collected from Delhi Traffic Police, South
Delhi Municipal Corporation, and Public Works Department.

Using equation (1) (Addis 2023, Chowdhury 2024), the susceptibility for individual
milli watersheds was evaluated using the frequency ratio method to identify the
density of flood events in each milli watershed:

𝐹𝑙𝑜𝑜𝑑 𝑠𝑢𝑠𝑐𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 =
𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑛𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝑓𝑙𝑜𝑜𝑑 𝑐𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑠
𝐴𝑟𝑒𝑎 𝑜𝑓 𝑚𝑖𝑙𝑙𝑖 𝑤𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑠ℎ𝑒𝑑 (𝐻𝑎)

(1)
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The pluvial flood vulnerability was also identified using the built-up density as an
indicator, and using NDBI (2) and NDVI (3) combined. Equation (4) was used to calculate
the built-up percentage (He et al. 2010, Varshney 2013, Bhatti and Tripathi 2014):

𝑁𝐷𝐵𝐼 =
𝑀𝐼𝑅(𝐵6) − 𝑁𝐼𝑅(𝐵5)
𝑀𝐼𝑅(𝐵6) + 𝑁𝐼𝑅(𝐵5)

(2)

Where, MIR – Medium Infrared; NIR – Near infrared.

𝑁𝐷𝑉𝐼 =
𝑁𝐼𝑅(𝐵5) − 𝑅(𝐵4)
𝑁𝐼𝑅(𝐵5) + 𝑅(𝐵4)

(3)

Where, NIR – Near infrared; R – Red.

𝐵𝑈 = 𝑁𝐷𝐵𝐼 − 𝑁𝐷𝑉𝐼 (4)

Where, NDBI = Normalised Difference Built-up Index; NDVI = Normalised Difference Vegetation
Index; BU = Built-up area.

By utilising the NDBI and the NDVI, this method enhanced the accuracy of the built-
up area estimation. These algorithms were derived from Landsat 8 imagery (SRTM
2023). The computation utilised specific spectral bands: NDBI was calculated using the
shortwave infrared (SWIR) band (Band 6) and the near-infrared (NIR) band (Band 5),
while NDVI used the NIR band (Band 5) and the red band (Band 4). The difference
between NDBI and NDVI aided in extracting built-up areas, minimising misclassifica-
tions. The Raster Calculator in ArcGIS Pro was used to process this equation, ensuring
precise spatial analysis and enhancing the accuracy of built-up area detection.

Past pluvial flood incidences

From the Delhi Traffic Police, South Delhi Municipal Corporation, and the Public Works
Department we collected the data of the last flood locations for the years 2019, 2021,
and 2022. A total number of 45, 46 and 82 locations were flooded, including both new
and repetitive locations. The flood data was primarily stored in geocoded photos that
captured specific locations, digital flood point maps, and historical flood event data
linked to location names provided by the municipal authorities. These flooding loca-
tions were transferred as point vector datasets and they were placed under the group
layer “pluvial flood events”, with layer names as 2019, 2021 and 2022 (Figure 2). The
clip tool estimated individual flood counts and susceptibility for all milli watersheds.

Percentage of built-up area

The analysis comprised multispectral Landsat 8 satellite image algorithms like NDBI
and NDVI (Zha et al. 2003). NDBI is an index used to calculate the build-up using near-
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Figure 2. Calculation of the built and the unbuilt area

infrared (NIR) and mid-infrared (MIR). The map generated using the NDBI equation
(Figure 2a) shows that the areas falling from −0.045 to 0.467 are built-up spaces.
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The map generated using equation (3) has been developed using the NDVI algo-
rithm (Figure 2b). The values lying in the range 0.163-0.414 are the vegetation density.
The map generated by subtracting NDVI from NDBI using a math algebra tool repre-
sents the built-up (BU) map (Figure 2c) and it is more accurate than the map developed
using NDBI. From the built-up map, the values lying between −0.149 and 0.39 were
extracted using the math algebra tool's raster calculator of ArcGIS to create a map
consisting of only two values: “built”, and “unbuilt” (Figure 2d). The built-up is spread
over the entire milli watershed, and to quantify the individual percentage, a clip tool
was used to extract the values for all milli watersheds.

Results and Discussion

Past pluvial flood incidences

A susceptibility map using previous flood events has been generated using GIS spatial
analysis techniques (Figure 3). The attribution procedure began with a comprehensive
flooding events database with geocoded records from historical flood reports and
municipal flood data to ensure spatial and temporal accuracy. Each recorded flooding
event was then converted into geospatial point data by mapping the exact locations
where flooding was observed, using GIS tools to create a dataset of flood-prone points.
These points are subsequently aggregated within predefined spatial units (milli water-
sheds). Each milli watershed was graded for susceptibility based on the density and
distribution of flood event points within its boundaries, considering additional factors
like topography, soil infiltration, and historical flood frequency. The susceptibility
value calculated for each watershed was added to the layer's attribute table under
the field name “Susceptibility”. This value was determined based on the watershed
area and the number of flood points. The layer was then visually represented using
graduated colours, with “Susceptibility” as the selected field, and classified into
five vulnerability levels — very high (0.0165-0.019); high (0.014-0.0165); moderate
(0.01-0.014); low (0.004-0.01); and very low (0.002-0.004) — using the natural break
method. It was observed that the milli watershed labelled 9 has been facing repetitive
flooding conditions with a total count of 33 instances.

The susceptibility analysis results indicated that milli watershed 9 is the most
vulnerable among the milli watersheds, with a susceptibility value of 0.018, placing it
in the very high category (Table 1).

Percentage of built-up area in milli watershed

The vulnerability has been assessed based on the percentage distribution of imper-
vious and pervious surfaces. Morphological factors like built-up, impervious surfaces
and land use hugely affect urban hydrology (Pauleit and Duhme 2000). Impervious
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surfaces increase the runoff and decrease the stormwater infiltration rate (Miller et al.
2014, Sun et al. 2018, Lamichhane and Shakya 2019), causing water to stagnate.

Figure 3. Flood susceptibility in the study area

Table 1. Flood susceptibility results

Milli-watershed number Area (ha) No. of flood points Flood susceptibility Susceptibility level

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

1209.053
999.6123
2250.973
457.7394
458.233
2258.642
1778.364
1229.05
1764.606
1568.863

19
3
22
1
6
24
25
12
33
21

0.015715
0.003001
0.009774
0.002185
0.013094
0.010626
0.014058
0.009764
0.018701
0.013385

High
Very Low
Low
Very Low
Moderate
Low
Moderate
Low
Very High
Moderate

The second stage of the vulnerability assessment focused on identifying the milli-
watershed at risk due to built-up density. Several authors (He et al. 2010, Varshney
2013, Bhatti and Tripathi 2014) developed an accurate method for calculating built-
up areas, where the original built-up can be estimated by combining NDBI and NDVI.
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NDVI is an algorithm designed to quantify the vegetation density (USGS) using red and
near-infrared (NIR) values.

The percentage of built and unbuilt were estimated (Table 2) and updated to the
new fields in the attribute table of the vulnerability map. As a result, we developed the
vulnerability map based on the built-up percentage (Figure 4a). The milli watershed
map was classified into five levels of vulnerability: very high, high, moderate, low,
and very low. The milli watershed with label 9 (Figure 4b) had the highest built-up
percentage of 16.26% of the total built-up area of 6567.49 ha.

Table 2. Results of the Built-up assessment

Watershed number Built (%) Unbuilt (%) Vulnerability level

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

13.853205
5.8941842
13.014345
5.5622244
5.2154082
15.926662
8.5930469
9.4709661
16.262528
6.2074305

4.0217231
8.3018347
18.827021
1.217315
1.5435289
16.377866
16.438852
8.1966331
9.3951273
15.680099

High
Low
High
Very Low
Very Low
Very High
Moderate
Moderate
Very High
Low

Figure 4. Selection of local action area based on pluvial flood vulnerability
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From the flood susceptibility map (Figure 3b), and the built-up percentage map (Figure
4a), it can be derived that the milli watersheds labelled as 9 lie at a very high level
of vulnerability and hence they are the most vulnerable milli watershed (Table 3). It
can be assumed that the built-up is one of the leading causes of increased incidents of
pluvial floods. Thus, based on past flood incidences and the built-up percentage, the
milli-watershed with label 9 has been selected as the local action area for the suitability
assessment of nature-based planning strategies.

Table 3. Vulnerability levels for the indicators: past flood incidences, and built-up area

Milli watershed number Flood susceptibility Built-up %

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

High
Very Low
Low
Very Low
Moderate
Low
Moderate
Low
Very High
Moderate

High
Low
High
Very Low
Very Low
Very High
Moderate
Moderate
Very High
Low

Suitability Mapping of Nature-based Planning Strategies

The second objective of the study was to identify suitable locations for the implemen-
tation of nature-based planning strategies using specific indicators selected according
to the literature (Table 4). Overlay techniques like count overlap in ArcGIS enabled to
develop maps for the identified indicators, alongside the NBS suitability map (Figure 5).

Table 4. Information and data source for the NBS suitability map

Indicator Rationale Data Source

Slope The slope site can influence the performance
of NBS by affecting the time of concentration,
runoff travel time, and flow characteristics.

DEM 30 M USGS

Elevation The altitude affects the accumulation and
aggregation of stormwater.

DEM 30 M USGS

Distance to
groundwater
level

The distance between the bottom soil layer
of  NBS intervention and the water table level
influences infiltration and surface ponding.

Groundwater level
depth for January
2022 in meters below
ground level

Groundwater year-
book (CGWB 2021)

Land use The information on land use helps to comply
with the regulations.

Land use types Delhi draft land use
plan (DDA 2021)

Soil infiltration The proportion of sand, silt, gravel, and sand
influences the potential for runoff formation
and the pace of infiltration.

Soil infiltration rate
in mm/h

Groundwater Man-
agement Plan of NCT
Delhi (CGWB 2016)
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Indicator Rationale Data Source

% of
imperviousness

Hard surfaces are known to increase runoff
and to decrease the infiltration rate.

LANDSAT 8,2023 USGS

% of protected
forest

Any new development will be
strictly prohibited.

Area in m² Delhi draft land use
plan (DDA 2021)

% of the protected
water body

Any new development will be
strictly prohibited.

Area in m² Delhi draft land use
plan (DDA 2021)

Figure 5. Assessing the NBS suitability in the local action area

The suitable areas for NBS were identified through literature studies ((Morgan et
al. 2013, Frantzeskaki 2019, Chausson et al. 2020, Ekka et al. 2021, Kumar et al. 2021))
and they were represented as a map with suitable and non-suitable values. The process
has been repeated, taking into account several suitability conditions and constraints
that influence the implementation process (Pacetti et al. 2022, Sarabi et al. 2022). Ten
indicators have been broadly grouped into three parameters and two aspects. In this
study, the aspects serve as the broader classification of evaluation criteria, categorised
into suitability and constraints (Table 5). Suitability encompasses the factors that
support the site selection for NBS implementation, while the constraints identify the
elements which limit or restrict the site selection. Within these aspects, the parameters
function as thematic categories which group similar indicators. The three parameters
include: (1) physical parameters, which consider topographic and hydrological factors
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such as slope, elevation, and groundwater table depth; (2) planning parameters, which
address land use and infrastructure considerations, including recreational spaces, road
networks, and archaeological constraints; and (3) environmental parameters, which
evaluate ecological and soil-related factors such as soil infiltration rates and the
presence of protected forests or water bodies. This classification framework ensures
a structured and systematic approach to assessing site suitability for NBS implemen-
tation while accounting for both enabling factors and potential restrictions.

Table 5. Analysis indicators and suitability conditions

Aspects Parameters Indicators Suitability Condition

Suitability Physical Slope
Elevation
NBS design values
Distance to the
groundwater level

Less than 6%
Suitable sites fall into the range of 153-186 m MSL
N/A
Suitable sites fall into the range of 5-40 m and 40 m
below ground level

Planning Land use Recreational spaces, transportation, and road networks
where NBS can be integrated with highly urbanised areas

Environment Soil infiltration The recommended infiltration rate for NBS is usually
greater than 12 mm/h

Constraints Planning Archaeological
constraints
Imperviousness

All ASI-protected sites were put into non-suitable areas
for land use
Part of non-suitable sites

Environment Presence of protected
forest and water body

Part of non-suitable sites in land use

A suitability map for the six indicators (elevation, slope, land use, distance to ground-
water level, soil infiltration, archaeological, and environmental constraints) was
generated (Figure 5), and it can be derived that areas colour-coded in green are the
suitable locations for NBS implementation.

For the indicators under the physical parameters: 1) slope (Figure 5a) – areas with
less than 6% were extracted from the slope map, which has been generated using a DEM
and surface toolbox; 2) elevation (Figure 5b) – suitable sites within the sub-watershed
fell in the range of 153-186 m MSL as the remaining area is part of the hilly terrain,
which makes it unsuitable for NSB implementation; 3) groundwater level (Figure 5c) –
the map was generated using the map provided by CGWB (2021), showing the depth of
the water level recorded during January 2022, and the groundwater level for the study
area lies between the range of 0-40 m b.g.l. (CGWB 2021).

Spatial planning, particularly land use (Figure 5d), was analysed using various
parameters and indicators derived from primary and secondary sources. During the
reconnaissance survey, opportunity areas for NBS implementation were identified
within the sub-watershed, primarily in recreational zones. Based on these observations
and the literature review (Sun et al. 2018, Majidi et al. 2019, Vojinovic et al. 2021, Pacetti
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et al. 2022, Sood and Biswas 2022), suitable sites were selected and mapped using Delhi's
draft land use map (DDA 2021). GIS layers were created for different land use categories
and they were further classified into suitable and non-suitable areas.

The suitable locations were also identified using indicators under the environmen-
tal parameters like soil infiltration (Figure 5e) within the sub-watershed, using the
aquifer mapping from the groundwater water management plan of NCT Delhi (CGWB
2016). The soil infiltration rate for the sub-watershed was identified by georeferencing
the watershed boundary to the soil infiltration map of Delhi. Watershed areas with
an infiltration rate of 2-270 mm/h were selected as suitable sites, while the rest were
classified as unsuitable.

Several planning and environmental constraints have been considered while gen-
erating the maps. The built-up percentage (Figure 5f) within the catchment calculated
for vulnerability assessment was used as one of the layers for analysis. All impervious
surfaces were categorised as non-suitable areas. Separate maps were not generated for
archaeological constraints, protected forests, and water bodies, as these were included
in land use, and NBS design values were used as indicators. The generated maps were
analysed using geospatial techniques like overlay. Based on the maximum overlaps of
selected indicators, the suitability for NBS has been judged.

The NBS suitability map can assist in identifying suitable and non-suitable locations
for NBS to reduce the risk of pluvial flooding. The map consists of five suitability levels:
very low, low, moderated, high, and very high. Table 6 shows the percentage of the area
of all suitable regions concerning the total count of overlap and the suitability class.

Table 6. Estimated suitable areas

Overlap count Suitability class Area (ha) Percentage area of sub-watershed

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Very low
Very low
Low
Moderate
High
Very high
Very high

275.32
1725.98
4441.90
4557.38
2465.51
466.97
99.63

1.96
12.29
31.65
32.47
17.56
3.32
0.70

The results allowed an assessment of site suitability within a sub-watershed by overlap
count, representing the number of favourable and unfavourable conditions in the milli
watershed. Ranging from very low to very high, the suitability classification helped to
determine the most and the least appropriate areas for implementing NBS. The most
significant portion of the milli watershed was the moderate suitability class spanning
4,557.38 ha (32.48%), followed closely by the low suitability class at 4,441.90 ha (31.65%).
These two categories made up nearly two-thirds of the total area, indicating that most
sub-watersheds were moderately or less suitable for the intended application.
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The high suitability class accounted for 2,465.51 ha (17.57%), while the very high
suitability class covered only 466.97 ha (3.33%) and 99.63 ha (0.71%), totalling just over
4% of the total area. This suggests that the optimal locations for development or NBS
implementation are highly localised and they require strategic planning.

Very low suitability areas were split into two groups: one covering 1,725.98 ha
(12.30%) and the other 275.32 ha (1.96%). These areas might face multiple constraints
—steep slopes, high imperviousness, proximity to protected areas, or poor soil infil-
tration—rendering them less ideal for NBS implementation. To conclude, a significant
portion of the milli watershed had a moderate to low suitability. Careful planning is
thus required to maximise the use of highly suitable areas while avoiding or mitigating
the constraints in less suitable regions.

NBS can be categorised based on the type of issues and the scale of implementation
(World Bank 2021), and various NBS can be retrofitted or constructed into the existing
urban fabric. Out of the many varieties of NBS, swales (Xie et al.  2017, Shafique et
al.  2018, Sood and Biswas 2022), rain gardens (Li et al.  2018), permeable pavement
(Hu et al. 2018, Arora et al.  2023), stormwater pond (Waghwala and Agnihotri 2021,
World Bank 2021), rejuvenation of open green spaces (Schuch et al. 2017, Kadaverugu
et al. 2021), curb extensions, green filter strips, and stormwater planters (Kim 2021)
were found to be most suitable, based on their application and their ability to reduce
pluvial flood by effectively managing stormwater runoff.

Conclusions
The study focused on urban flooding caused by pluvial conditions, where excessive
surface runoff results from increased rainfall, reduced permeability, and high-density
settlements within catchment areas. The disruption of natural drainage systems due
to rapid urbanisation exacerbated flood risks, leading to waterlogging and inundation,
particularly in low-lying areas with poor drainage systems. The study identified the
areas prone to pluvial flooding at a milli watershed scale, and it assessed the suitable
locations for implementing NBS. By integrating geospatial techniques, the research
developed a systematic methodology for the stakeholders to use for flood risk assess-
ments and the strategic implementation of NBS to enhance urban flood resilience.

A key aspect of the study was the identifying of flood-prone areas based on various
hydrological and urbanisation parameters. A primary contributing factor to pluvial
flooding is the high density of built-up areas, significantly reducing natural infiltration
and increasing stormwater runoff. The percentage of impervious surfaces directly
influences flood susceptibility, as areas with higher imperviousness experience more
significant surface runoff and lower groundwater recharge.

The study generated a susceptibility map highlighting the vulnerable watersheds
by using the readily available spatial data and by analysing historical pluvial flood
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occurrences alongside built-up density. The findings revealed a strong correlation
between past flooding events and the extent of built-up areas, reinforcing the impact
of urban expansion on flood risk. The analysis identified critical local action areas
that exhibit very high vulnerability from both flood susceptibility and built-up area
perspectives. These insights provide a foundation for targeted interventions, where
NBS — such as permeable surfaces, green roofs, constructed wetlands, and urban
forests — can be strategically implemented to enhance infiltration, to reduce runoff,
and to improve the overall hydrological balance within urban environments.

Furthermore, the most suitable locations for implementing NBS were identified
by using criteria like slope, elevation, NBS design values, distance to groundwater
level, land use, soil infiltration rate, percentage of imperviousness, archaeological
constraints, and percentage of protected water bodies and forest. NBS features, such
as swales, rain gardens, permeable pavements, stormwater ponds, curb extensions,
planters, and vegetative filter strips, can be adopted at suitable locations.

The study findings are instrumental in assessing pluvial flood vulnerability at
various watershed levels and spatial allocation of NBS solutions for the most vulnerable
catchment, further assisting in prioritising NBS implementation from most vulnerable
to least vulnerable areas. The pluvial flood susceptibility map can help many stake-
holders in decision-making towards resilience building, and the implementation of
infrastructure projects to reduce the risk of pluvial floods, while prioritising the places
for NBS implementation based on susceptibility levels.
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Abstract: Local events associated with religious holidays or holiday seasons
provide a suitable context for the analysis of authenticity. In such regards, we
conducted a survey among the visitors of the Christmas market held in Cluj-
Napoca, Romania. The aim was to certify the authenticity of the elements of a
local event as perceived by the visitors representing the local urban community.
The analysis examined responses from 585 participants, exploring both qualita-
tive and quantitative aspects. We identified seven key elements of authenticity
defining the Christmas market. The study found no statistically significant differ-
ences in the perception of authenticity according to the demographic profile of
the respondents. The overall opinion of the participants was that local traditional
elements should predominate in an authentic Christmas market. This study could
represent a ready-made tool for the decision-makers and event organisers, who
should consider a participatory approach when engaging in the organisation of
such events, ensuring the active involvement of the local community from the
design to the implementation stage.

Keywords: authenticity; local products; winter traditions; community percep-
tion; Christmas market

Introduction
In a consumer society, the concept of authenticity has become so popular that it
turned into a travelling motivation by itself (Brown et al. 2003, Heitmann 2011, De
Bernardi 2019, Răcăşan and Egresi 2019). Thus, the demand is constantly growing
not only for authentic intangible experiences (Cohen 2007, Heitmann 2011, Croes et
al. 2013, Ramkissoon and Uysal 2018, Domínguez-Quintero et al. 2019, Park et al. 2019,
Domínguez-Quintero et al. 2020), but also for material objects (Healy 1994, Wang 1999,
Schouten 2006, Sims 2009, Kolar and Zabkar 2010, Heitmann 2011, Torabian and Arai
2016, Park et al. 2019, Choi et al. 2020), or for tangible memories such as souvenirs
(Collins-Kreiner and Zins 2011, Amaro et al. 2020, Light et al. 2024, Lupu et al. 2024).
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Since tourists increasingly seek the sense of genuine and real (Beverland and
Farrelly 2010, Heitmann 2011), or something that is credible, reliable, or sincere
(Taylor 2001, Knudsen and Waade 2010), even original (Wang 1999, Heitmann 2011) and
unique (Heitmann 2011, Torabian and Arai 2016, Lupu et al. 2024), traditional and local
(Healy 1994, Collins-Kreiner and Zins 2011, Heitmann 2011, Light et al. 2024) within
the visited destination, the quest for authenticity has been one of the main topics in
tourism studies. However, most research papers investigate the tourists’ perspective
(Getz 1998, Chhabra 2005, Booth 2015, Zhou et al. 2015) while few studies discuss the
residents’ perceptions (Tucker 2003, Steiner and Reisinger 2006, Croes et al. 2013, Choi
et al. 2020). Nonetheless, the locals have their own system of assessing authenticity
(Zhou et al. 2015) and sometimes only they can certify whether an experience or an
object is based on the local tradition or not (Getz 1998, Steiner and Reisinger 2006, Choi
et al. 2020), and if it could also have a contribution to the local identity (Tucker 2003).

The purpose of this study is threefold: (1) to identify the key components of the
Christmas Market (CM) held in Cluj-Napoca (Transylvania region, Romania); (2) to
investigate the residents’ perception toward the authenticity of the CM; and (3) to
establish the differences in assessing the authenticity of the CM based on their socio-
demographic characteristics.

New to the existing international studies on urban authenticity, CMs and even
souvenir buying is the approach of this study, respectively the involvement of the local
community through the collective perspective which emerged from the applied survey.
Based on the population answers, we could lay the foundations of both key components
of authenticity and of their share at Cluj-Napoca’s CM. The locals’ assessment results
sheds light on what matters most in terms of authenticity, whether it is the CM seen
as an event, or the sold products that could play the role of gifts and souvenirs, or the
Christmas atmosphere. Alternatively, this research could be regarded by the organisers
and decision-makers as a real guidance in developing similar future events with a
participatory approach, starting from the design stage; foremost due to the fact that
the residents are more entitled to judge if something is authentic or not, since they are
more oriented towards preserving the local heritage and the originality of material or
immaterial elements, as they link to the local pride (Croes et al. 2013).

Thus, the following sections debuted with a review of the literature focused on
the concept of authenticity (types of authenticity, its assessment and perception),
followed by presenting the evolution of CMs and their related perceived authenticity.
Subsequently, the methodology is described, accompanied by the location map of the
study area, the population sample and the research phases. Thereafter, the findings are
being displayed and discussed, starting with the characteristics of the resident partici-
pants at the CM in Cluj-Napoca, and continuing with the qualitative and quantitative
analysis of the research questions. Finally, a series of limitations and conclusions are
being outlined, encouraging further research on the topic.
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Literature review

The concept of authenticity

One can find numerous definitions of authenticity in the tourism literature (Taylor
2001). The problem is that authenticity is difficult to define as a concept and it is open
to many interpretations (Getz 1998). The word “authenticity” originated from classical
Greek and it referred to something true, sincere, or original in a historical context
(Heitmann 2011). It was initially used in the context of museums when evaluating a
material object (Heitmann 2011). Here, by “genuine” (or authentic), it was understood:
“any piece made from traditional materials by a native craftsman for acquisition and
use by members of local society (though not necessarily members of his own group)
that is made and used with no thought that it ultimately may be disposed of for gain
to Europeans or other aliens” (McLeod 1976: 31). Heitmann (2011: 45), also, pointed
out that, for an object to be considered authentic, it should be “made by local hands”.
Moreover, it is often expected that the material of which the object is made is the
original one (Heitmann 2011).

It is more difficult to assess authenticity when referring to immaterial elements –
and here we could include festivals or tourism experiences in general (Salome 2010,
Heitmann 2011). In these cases, authentic is often equated with traditional (Taylor
2001). By authentic, one could also understand something that is genuine, unadulter-
ated, real and/or true (Beverland and Farrelly 2010, Heitmann 2011), or something that
is credible, reliable (Knudsen and Waade 2010), or sincere (Taylor 2001) – something
could be “considered as authentic if it is made, produced or enacted by local people
according to customs and traditions or if the presentation or performance has a conno-
tation of traditional culture and origin – a sense of genuine, real or unique” (Heitmann
2011: 45). Given this ambiguity, Steiner and Reisinger (2006) criticised the use of the
term authenticity for being too pretentious and they proposed the use of simpler
words, such as: genuine; actual; real; or true.

In the case of immaterial elements, such as cultural, religious or heritage festivals
or performances, these were often modified and adapted to appeal to the visitors’ taste.
This process can be seen as a negotiation of authenticity (Booth 2015). While this may
diminish the experience of some visitors, most of them have moderate expectations
in terms of the authenticity of the encountered cultures. They can have an authentic
experience even without gazing at authentic sights (Cohen 2007). And what visitors
experience is often “staged authenticity” (MacCannell 2013): cultural products are
“staged” for tourists who are under the impression that they are authentic. In time,
even cultural products that were conceived specifically for tourist consumption may
eventually be accepted as authentic products of a local group or a region, leading to
what is known as “emergent authenticity” (Cohen 1988).
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Authenticity can be conceptualised in different ways. For example, Selwyn (1996)
distinguished between two types of authenticity: cool authenticity, referring to some-
thing that is real, original or genuine; and hot authenticity, representing a fake version
of authenticity that is still being enjoyed by the visitors. Park et al.  (2019) concep-
tualised authenticity as either object-related (objective authenticity) or experience-
related (subjective authenticity). The latter includes both constructive and existential
authenticity (Park et al. 2019). In the classical understanding, whether an object was
or not authentic used to be determined by an expert in the field (Cohen 2007). This is
known as objective authenticity and it refers to an object that is original or genuine
(Wang 1999), or at least, a perfect imitation of it (Kolar and Zabkar 2010).

Constructive authenticity, as part of the subjective authenticity (Park et al. 2019),
recognises that authenticity is, in fact, a social construct (Beverland and Farrelly 2010).
Thus, constructive authenticity refers to something that, in time, acquired social
recognition as authentic (Wang 1999). The evaluation of the authenticity of a product,
location or a non-material element is subjective and it is based on an individual’s per-
ception (Beverland and Farrelly 2010). People have their own subjective personal view
of authenticity based on their history with the object, place or event under analysis,
or based on cultural biases (Budruk et al. 2008). The constructive view of authenticity
is relevant mainly to the residents (Richards 2007).

Existential authenticity, also part of the subjective authenticity (Park et al. 2019),
is based on the visitors’ openness to their experiences. It can also be viewed as a
projection of tourists’ own beliefs, expectations, and preferences (Wang 1999). The
consumers’ personal goals influence how they perceive authenticity (Beverland and
Farrelly 2010). Also, place is important in existential authenticity (Rickly-Boyd 2013).
Existential authenticity is relevant to both hosts and visitors (Cole 2007), and perhaps
more to visitors (Richards 2007). Several studies have found a direct and positive influ-
ence of objective and existential authenticity on the tourists’ experience satisfaction in
a cultural context (Domínguez-Quintero et al. 2019, Domínguez-Quintero et al. 2020). In
order to convince the visitors to revisit they have to be satisfied with the experienced
constructive and existential authenticity (Park et al.  2019), especially when authen-
ticity becomes the main motivation for travelling (Brown et al. 2003, Heitmann 2011,
De Bernardi 2019, Răcăşan and Egresi 2019).

People attend local festivals and events to escape the inauthenticity of their every-
day lives and activities (Iso-Ahola 1982, Taylor 2001, Brown 2013, MacCannell 2013).
People want to escape a world dominated by standardised products, dictated by the
needs of globalisation and scale-economies, and they search for greater variety and
more meaningful things (Richards and Wilson 2007). Thus, authenticity is often used as
a counter concept to modernity (Olsen 2002), and it could only be found in other places
and in times preceding modernity (MacCannell 2013). Usually, when people travel to a
faraway destination and to hard accessible places that are highly probable to become a
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priority on their preferences (Gaman and Răcăşan 2016), they also want to learn about
the local culture and heritage (Heitmann 2011). Also, people are attracted to certain
sites or festivals to discover how their ancestors used to live in the past (Chhabra
et al.  2003). Thus, nostalgia is another important motivator for attending certain
festivals and events. Scholars have documented an increasing demand for authentic
experiences (Ramkissoon and Uysal 2018), and, the more people visit a site, the more
they want that site to be authentic (Harkin 1995).

The concept of authenticity is also dynamic as people’s perception of something
being authentic can change in time (Croes et al.  2013), as the same way cultures
are changing, being shaped by continuous construction through social processes
(Bruner 1994). In fact, Duggan (1997) argues that an authentic culture cannot remain
unchanged. Cultural elements have the ability to adapt in time. As such, what today
is being perceived as inauthentic can become authentic over time. The understanding
of authenticity can gradually change even among the locals (De Azeredo Grünewald
2006). This corresponds to what Cohen (1988) named as “emergent authenticity”.

Generally, authenticity, as opposed to fakes, is assumed to be positive (Zhou et
al. 2018); however, scholars have also identified a type of negative authenticity, that is
the situation when objects and phenomena are authentic but they are not considered
fit or valuable enough to be exhibited neither by the locals nor by the tourists (Zhou
et al.  2018). It could also be argued that an authentic experience is not necessarily
a good tourist experience (Schouten 2006). Sometimes the visitors do not want local
authenticity if they think that it will ruin their tourist experience (Bruner 1991), or,
they ignore the reality of the local context in their search for authenticity (Du Cros
and Mckercher 2020).

Assessment and perception of authenticity

Elements that form authenticity may vary as they are not based on absolute criteria,
but rather result from negotiations among different stakeholders (Brown 2013).
Tourists define authenticity in many different ways (Littrell et al. 1993). However, it is
generally accepted that the lower the authenticity degree is, the smaller the associated
value becomes (Răcăşan et al. 2016), regarding both tourist potential and attractive-
ness. Studying craft authenticity, Littrell et al. (1993) identify eight major themes, the
most mentioned ones being the craft’s uniqueness and originality. So, authenticity is
especially important for the arts and crafts sector, generally very well represented at
CMs (Bergadaà 2008), especially in Cluj-Napoca, where there is a strong tradition in
craftsmanship (Bolog and Brie 2016). Also, in 2015, more than half of the organised
events (58.2%) held in the rural-mountain area of Cluj County (representing one third
of the county’s surface) were cultural ones (such as festivals, traditional celebrations,
folklore spectacles, concerts and fairs), exhibiting and promoting the local uniqueness
as part of the destination’s tourism supply (Răcăşan 2015).
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Material authenticity is the easiest to assess (Schouten 2006). According to Revilla
and Dodd (2003), people assess the authenticity of crafts based on five main factors:
appearance/utility; tradition and certification; difficulty to obtain; local production;
and its low cost (Revilla and Dodd 2003). Healy (1994) found that, in order to be consid-
ered authentic, crafts should be locally handmade, while Schouten (2006) argued that
only objects made of traditional materials and with genuine decorations are authentic.
Torabian and Arai (2016) agree with Healy (1994) and Schouten (2006) but also add the
uniqueness of the object and the signature and hallmark of the artist to the criteria.
Soukhathammavong and Park (2019) also opined that the assessment of a craft should
take into consideration the origin of the product (it must be made in the region) and
whether the object is handmade and if it reflects the place identity, craftsmanship, and
local pattern.

When these objects are connected to several contexts and features, from cultural
and social, to materiality and identity, involving consumption as well, and sometimes,
globalisation, then we are dealing with souvenirs (Collins-Kreiner and Zins 2011,
Amaro et al. 2020, Light et al. 2024, Lupu et al. 2024). While agreeing with Wilkins (2011)
about the main reasons for buying souvenirs (i.e.  to provide holiday memories; for
evidence of travel; and as gifts for others), Lupu et al. (2024) shared new connotations
of these objects, as they are an expression of religious and/or national identity, and a
personal statement of identity.

The study of Light et al. (2024) draws attention to the fact that the products sold
as souvenirs are found in many forms, from locally made handicrafts that reflect local
traditions, to standard items that are mass-produced. Clearly, the latter category is
raising questions about the authenticity of these products since they solely imitate
the ones designed by the local craftsmen. While some sellers perceived authenticity in
a more flexible way, others defended their souvenirs as being genuine, while helping
them to sustain their skills and cultural identity (Kumar et al. 2022, Light et al. 2024). As
Light et al. (2024) presented it, souvenir production and commercialisation is a major
economic activity involving trade and consumption. Hence, it is also a cultural process
where the sellers who spoke of pride intermediate the understanding of meanings
about places and products which often exemplify national or local cultural traditions.

Although somewhat different from crafts and souvenirs, local food can also be
used to feed the desire of the visitors for authenticity (Sims 2009). Local food can be
conceptualised as authentic when it represents the culture of the place (Sims 2009).

Non-material authenticity is more difficult to assess. Camus (2010) attempted to
develop a scale to measure authenticity. However, the scale does not capture the degree
of existential authenticity as defined by Wang (1999). Chhabra et al.  (2003) studied
the authenticity of a heritage event held in North Carolina, USA, as perceived by the
tourists and event organisers. They both perceived the event as being highly authentic
due to: the Scottish food (by 60.4%); the outdoor recreation and spectacle (60.3%);
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the information on Scottish heritage (57.4%); and the athletic competition (48.6%)
(Chhabra et al. 2003)

The concept of “constructed authenticity” points to the fact that everyone is enti-
tled to judge if something is authentic or not (Cohen 2007), which means that there are
multiple authenticities rather than one (De Bernardi 2019). Indeed, authenticity may
be interpreted differently from one person to another (Cohen 1988, Barker et al. 2006,
Croes et al. 2013), and from one context to another (Belhassen and Caton 2006).

Perception of authenticity is influenced by the personal characteristics of those
who evaluate it (Camus 2010). Several studies investigated the differences in the way
tourists defined authenticity based on socio-demographic characteristics (Littrell et
al. 1993). The perception of authenticity could vary based on the age and sex of the
individual (Goulding 2000). For example, in a study of a restored historical neighbour-
hood in Australia, Waitt (2000) found significant differences in the perceived level of
authenticity among population groups based on gender, place of residence, and age.
The results pointed to the fact that males were more likely to perceive the restored
neighbourhood to be authentic whereas females tended to be more sceptical (Waitt
2000). But, Littrell et al.  (1993) found no differences in the authenticity definition
between males and females but they found differences between younger and older
visitors. Younger visitors defined authenticity mainly as associated with unique and
original items whereas older visitors referred to the genuineness of the craft and its
cultural and historic integrity (Littrell et al. 1993).

In addition, in the previously mentioned study of Chhabra et al. (2003), the highest
income group gave authenticity the highest rating followed by the lowest income
group. No significant differences were found among different age groups, although
the younger participants tended to give higher ratings for authenticity (Chhabra et
al. 2003). Similarly, no statistically significant differences in authenticity rating were
found between men and women, although it was observed that women who had
visited Scotland rated authenticity significantly higher than men who visited Scotland
(Chhabra et al. 2003).

Also, different stakeholders have different definitions of authenticity (Cole 2007,
Crespi-Vallbona and Richards 2007, Brida et al. 2012, Răcăşan and Egresi 2019). Three
perspectives on authenticity must be reconciled – those of the organisers, the tourists,
and the residents – when organising an event or a festival (Getz 1998). On the one
hand, the tourists interpret authenticity in their own ways (Ramkissoon and Uysal
2018). They are not necessarily interested in objective authenticity and what they
believe is authentic does not have to do with reality (Wang 1999). On the other
hand, the host’s perspective of authenticity may be exactly opposite to the tourist’s
perspective (Steiner and Reisinger 2006). While investigating a similar subject which
considered the uniqueness of a destination that aims to promote itself through (brand)
image and products, other scholars took into account the local authorities’ perception
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(Răcăşan and Egresi 2019). Most of the answers included cultural heritage, referring to
both material (traditional products derived from handicrafts, specific fabrics, culinary
products) and immaterial aspects (Răcăşan and Egresi 2019).

The literature generally focuses on the tourists’ perspective (Chhabra 2005, Zhou
et al. 2015) and only few studies examine the residents’ perspective on authenticity
(Croes et al.  2013). However, the tourists tend to be attracted to events which are
popular with the locals (Getz 1998). Thus, it is important that not only the tourists
but also the residents perceive the objects of tourists’ gaze as being authentic (Croes
et al.  2013, Choi et al.  2020). The locals are entitled to their own interpretation of
authenticity (Zhou et al. 2015) and some even say that, whether or not an object or
a cultural experience is based on the local tradition, it must be certified by the local
community (Getz 1998, Choi et al.  2020), as: “it is no one’s business to decide what
constitutes authenticity except the local residents” (Steiner and Reisinger 2006: 312).

When assessing authenticity, the locals are taking into account both personal eco-
nomic and emotional benefits, with the latter being the key factor (Zhou et al. 2015).
The residents are more concerned than the visitors about keeping objects and tradi-
tions in their original form (Croes et al. 2013), and there are good reasons for this. On
the one hand, a material or immaterial tourist attraction that is perceived as authentic
by the residents could contribute to the local identity and pride (Tucker 2003, Croes
et al. 2013). On the other hand, the lack of self-identity related to the objects or to the
immaterial elements offered to the visitors (Choi et al. 2020) may make the residents to
feel excluded (Swanson 2013) and it could lead to less support for tourism (Getz 1998,
Croes et al. 2013).

Event managers plan and design events in such a way to appeal to a great spectrum
of visitors, both tourists and residents. However, in order to attract as many tourists
as possible, they often create a mass image of the event. This destroys uniqueness and
it introduces inauthenticity, thus alienating the residents who resent their traditions/
customs as being misrepresented just to appeal to the tourists (Lew 1989). In order
to be successful, cultural events need the support of the local community. Even in
situations when authenticity is staged, the locals need to identify themselves with the
culture being staged (Brida et al. 2012), meaning that local traditions and customs need
to be reproduced as accurately as possible (Getz 1998, McCartney and Osti 2007, Brida
et al. 2012). Events, such as CMs, are expected to reveal local values, traditions and a
sense of place for the community (Getz 1998).

Evolution of Christmas markets and perceived authenticity

CMs have a very long tradition going back to the medieval period (Haid 2006), and they
have developed in three phases: a preindustrial, an industrialisation, and a globalisa-
tion period (Broeckerhoff and Galalae 2022).
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The first CMs started in the fourteenth century in Germany, as small seasonal
consumption spaces which operated as extensions of existing weekly markets, selling
seasonal foods and handmade artefacts that could make Christmas gifts (Broeckerhoff
and Galalae 2022). The first market which specifically focused on Christmas took place
in the eighteenth century in Berlin (Haid 2006). Back then, Christmas was known
as a time for giving presents in bourgeois society and CMs developed into the most
important markets for toys (Haid 2006).

The second phase debuted with the industrial revolution (Broeckerhoff and Galalae
2022). Industrialisation and urbanisation dramatically transformed CMs across Europe
(Perry 2014). With the introduction of department stores and shopping malls, CMs
ended up being marginalised. Toys started to be sold in these new shopping centres
(Haid 2006) and CMs became spaces for experiential consumption (Broeckerhoff and
Galalae 2022). They were known for selling cheap trinkets to visitors and for displaying a
carnivalesque culture (Perry 2014, Gibson 2019). They were not only places for shopping,
but also included music, activities and other features in order to create a holiday atmos-
phere meant to encourage the visitors to spend money and to consume (Gibson 2019).

Over the last thirty years, CMs have regained much of their lost importance. The
German format of the CMs started to be exported to many places in Europe and
beyond (Jansen-Verbeke 1998). Over time, Christmas has become a family rather than
a religious feast (Haid 2006, Prideaux and Glover 2015) and CMs have been transformed
into places selling global cultural commodities (Broeckerhoff and Galalae 2022). Indeed,
the commercial aspect has become “more prominent than the religious celebration of
Christmas” (Bartunek and Do 2011: 803). In comparison to the past, today's celebration
of Christmas is perceived as less authentic (Armstrong 2008) and it is criticised for being
a consumerist and hedonistic activity, not complying with the traditional Christian ethic
of altruism and generosity (Eldridge and Pappalepore 2019).

Since the 1990s, CMs around the Globe have seen tremendous success. However,
this success is marred by a number of controversies. Firstly, there are tensions between
the sacred and the secular, hedonistic celebrations of Christmas (Armstrong 2008,
Eldridge and Pappalepore 2019). Secondly, there is a contradiction between the belief
that Christmas customs represent local/national identity and the understanding that
Christmas traditions are part of the transnational cultural heritage (Armstrong 2008).

Authenticity plays a significant part of the appeal of CMs (Casterán and Roederer
2013) as many people visit CMs specifically for their typical atmosphere (Brida et
al.  2014). However, more recently, the authenticity of these events has come into
question (Haid 2006). A number of studies have pointed out that the commercialisation
of traditions could affect authenticity (Brida et al. 2017, Marcher et al. 2019). CMs are
no longer sites where the parents go to buy toys for their children; rather they are
perceived as places of consumption and of organised mass tourism (Haid 2006).
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CMs have become a global icon for Christmas consumption behaviour (Broeckerhoff
and Galalae 2022). The perception of event authenticity may induce increased spending
(Chhabra et al. 2003, Osti et al. 2010, Brida et al. 2013). Several studies have found that
the amount that the visitors spend may be connected to their perception of the market
as being authentic or not. By using both quantitative and qualitative data, Casterán
and Roederer (2013) attempted to understand how the perception of authenticity is
constructed and how authenticity explains behaviour. They concluded that those who
perceive the market as less authentic visit the CM much less frequently than those who
perceive it as highly authentic (Casterán and Roederer 2013).

It could be argued that CMs are both about authentic rituals and commercialisation
(Broeckerhoff and Galalae 2022). However, to increase their commercial appeal, new
symbols were added in time, such as moose and reindeer, which, in some cases, even
replaced old symbols (Hirschfelder 2014). Moreover, in some places, such as the South
Tyrol, new customs and rituals were invented (Haid 2006).

CMs can be easily adapted across time and space (Broeckerhoff and Galalae 2022).
In some countries, CMs are closely following the German traditions (i.e., in Great
Britain), while in others they mix global and local Christmas traditions (Bloomfield
2010, Broeckerhoff and Galalae 2022). For example, while examining the CM in Stras-
bourg, Casterán and Roederer (2013) note that it includes many elements that are not
local and which are not even linked to Christmas or to Christianity, thus, it has many
elements that are not authentic. In fact, some scholars have compared the Strasbourg
CM to Disneyland (Graillot 2001). Similarly, in Toronto, the organisers of the CM sought
to recreate a Christmas “just like the one we used to know”, while, simultaneously,
trying to create “a Christmas like never before” (Gibson 2019: 82). This has led to an
increase in carnivalization and commercialisation of CMs (Hirschfelder 2014) which, in
turn, has affected their authenticity (Brida et al. 2017, Marcher et al. 2019). But this lack
of authenticity does not seem to stop visitors. On the contrary, the number of visitors
is on the rise, which means that the visitors are willing to accept inauthenticity in
order to enjoy their consumption experiences (Casterán and Roederer 2013, Hietanen
et al. 2020).

Many others, however, resent the commercial character of CMs. For example, the
organisers of CMs in South Tyrol (Italy) have argued that CMs should be less about
commercial advantages and more about following the local traditions (Haid 2006).
In spite of commercialisation, tradition and nostalgia have remained very important
reasons for visiting CMs (Gibson 2019). The creation of an authentic “Christmas feel”
or Christmas atmosphere is important and it can be done through elements such as
street and shop decorations, (decorated) Christmas trees, Christmas lights, Santa Claus,
nativity scenes, Christmas carols, and special foods and drinks associated with the
Christmas traditions (Prideaux and Glover 2015).
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Casterán and Roederer (2017) investigated the dimensions of the experience that
are activated within the visitors during their time at the CM. The authors concluded
that the perception of authenticity at the CM is based on three dimensions: the
hedonic-sensory dimension; the relationship with time; and the authenticity of the
experience (Casterán and Roederer 2017). Similarly, Brida et al. (2012) investigated the
motivation of the visitors to attend a CM, and, for most of them, shopping was not an
important reason to be there. The results revealed that people generally go to a CM to
sample the local products and to enjoy the Christmas atmosphere, both connected to
their expectation of authenticity (Brida et al. 2012).

Thus, as shown above, CMs are deeply rooted into European traditions, often dating
back centuries. They typically feature local crafts, foods, and customs, which help
reinforce the local identity and to foster a sense of community and belonging among
the residents. By examining these winter markets, the study also aims to highlight
how urban spaces can preserve and promote cultural heritage, thereby enhancing
the authenticity of the city. This preservation of tradition in a modern urban setting
creates a unique blend of historical continuity and contemporary relevance.

Also, while CMs are inherently local in nature, they possess a global appeal. This
study investigates how these markets balance local authenticity with the demands of
global tourism. This balance is crucial for cities that seek to maintain their unique
character while benefiting from tourism. The dual role of serving both the locals
and the visitors underscores the importance of such markets in maintaining urban
authenticity. So, this study can provide valuable insights into how urban authenticity
is maintained and enhanced through cultural traditions, local identity, and tourism.
CMs serve as a microcosm of broader urban authenticity, offering lessons that can be
also applied to other aspects of city life and development.

Methodology
This research was conducted in the north-western part of Romania, more precisely in
the city of Cluj-Napoca, the capital of Transylvania region (Figure 1). Being the largest
city in the region and the second one at national level (286,598 inhabitants in 2022), it
is one of the most vibrant cities in the country. Furthermore, Cluj-Napoca is an elite
academic centre hosting several universities and over 100,000 students.

Data collection

Data collection involved predominantly quantitative methods using a survey that was
carried out in 2019, during the first two weeks of December, in the city centre of Cluj-
Napoca, in Transylvania, Romania (Figure 2), as the event occupied the entirety of the
Union Square (the focal point of the city centre).
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This rectangular square, where the questionnaires were distributed throughout the
area, was the spatial context for our research which was given ethical approval by the
Faculty of Geography, Babeș-Bolyai University. We did not limit ourselves to specific
stalls from the 97 ones, but we moved around the entire square, trying to find people
interested in various aspects of the CM.

Although the CM started on 22nd of November and lasted until 31st of December, we
did not conduct the research within the first 10 days of the event and also not during
the last two weeks. First, we wanted to avoid the crowd which characterises nearly
every day of the inauguration week and also the one before Christmas. Second, shortly
after its inauguration, the Romanian national holiday celebrated on 1st of December,
usually generates another context of agglomeration created by the participation of
the locals to the related special program. For this reason, the overall feeling is rather
patriotic during the first day of winter than associated with the Christmas spirit, and
we also wanted to avoid that. The winter holidays atmosphere tends to install only
afterwards at the CM in Cluj-Napoca (when our study began) and it tends to intensify
starting from 5th of December (St. Nicholas' Eve), when the offering of gifts becomes
the best way to celebrate this time of the year. This is when the highest amount of
money is being spent on shopping and people seek for fulfilling experiences. This was
the mood that we wanted to capture in the answers of our respondents, and continuing
up until around December 24th-25th.

For souvenir sellers in Romania, it is also both the busiest (Light et al. 2024) and the
best time to produce money due to the CM. However, our research focus in Cluj-Napoca
CM was not on the sellers, but on some of the visitors. We were not interested in the
domestic tourists, but in the local visitors, meaning the residents of Cluj-Napoca. Con-
sequently, the first question of our survey allowed us to select the participants based on
their residence, whether within the city of Cluj-Napoca or within its metropolitan area.
After two weeks of approaching more than 1,000 adult visitors who attended the CM
in Cluj-Napoca, at different times of the day (morning, afternoon, evening, and night),
whenever the research team was available to conduct the survey, 585 respondents were
qualified to engage in it.

The survey instrument was designed as a questionnaire organised into three parts.
The first part included questions that evaluated the social impact of the CM on the
local community. The results were published in another paper (Egresi et al. 2021). The
other two parts were designed to assess the authenticity of the CM and to collect socio-
demographic data of the event participants.

The authenticity assessment part was based on one open-ended question and on
two close-ended ones. First, we aimed to examine the idea of what an authentic
CM should look like in order to establish some key elements. Out of the 585 question-
naires, 91 lacked an answer to the open-ended question; thus, only 494 answers were
processed in three phases: (1) identification of keywords and recurring opinions on the
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authenticity of the event; (2) classification of the keywords into seven key elements/
categories carrying authenticity; (3) analysis of the seven classes of authentic items to
describe the level of authenticity that they carry according to the perception of the
local participants, and to identify the deficiencies that should be covered/corrected by
add-ons or changes in the layout, structure and content of the event.

The two close-ended questions comprised eight items which the participants had to
rate on a 1 to 5 Likert Scale. The authenticity of the products sold derived from the first
five items (authenticity as a quality; authenticity of the materials/ingredients; subor-
dination to global Christmas traditions; subordination to local Christmas traditions;
and subordination to national Christmas traditions). The last three items regarded the
authenticity of CM overall, of the products and of the atmosphere of the CM in Cluj-
Napoca compared to other CMs which the residents have visited elsewhere.

Descriptive statistics (including frequencies, mean, median, mode, and standard
deviation) were employed to understand the residents’ authenticity perception of
the CM in Cluj-Napoca. Next, a Mann-Whitney U Test was run to determine if there
were differences in the authenticity perception between men and women. Finally, the
Kruskal-Wallis H tests were run to determine whether there were any statistically
significant differences in the distribution of the authenticity perception scores among
different socio-demographic groups, based on age, education and income.

Finally, the last part of the questionnaire collected the socio-demographic data of
the event participants (gender, age, level of education and income). On average, the
completion of the survey lasted for 15 minutes, due to the researchers who offered to
read, to explain and to fill in each questionnaire according to the answers given by the
residents. Although short, an important amount of data emerged.

Characteristics of the resident participants at the Christmas market

After being approached and presented with the purpose of the questionnaire, 585
residents had verbally expressed their willingness to participate in the survey. Of
this sample, 308 were females (52.64%), which confirms previous research (Amaro et
al. 2020, Lupu et al. 2024) showing that women are more likely to purchase different
objects, even souvenirs, irrespective of place or event, and consequently, to participate
in a higher number at a CM.

Regarding the age, we decided to split the sample into four broad age groups, from
18 years old to over 60 years old. The first group (18-29 years old) – the younger
working-age respondents (269 people) – appeared to be the best represented segment
(45.98%), followed by the 30-44 years old group (29.05%). The elderly population
registered the lowest participation percentage (8.2%), mostly because of their lack of
interest related to these kind of events and lower income rates, thus having less money
to spend in places such as CM, associated with high consumption (Haid 2006, Broecker-
hoff and Galalae 2022), and high expenditure rates (Chhabra et al. 2003, Osti et al. 2010,
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Brida et al. 2013). This is also confirmed by the working status of the respondents, most
of them (411 people) being in employment (70.25%), and 127 students (21.7%). Taking
into consideration the above-mentioned reasons, the participation of the retirees had
the lowest rate (8.2%).

On their education level, most of the residents (358 respondents) finished a form of
higher education (61.19%), while 36.23% reported superior secondary education. Less
than 3% of the respondents were lacking the previously mentioned levels of studies:
14 respondents have solely graduated from gymnasium (secondary lower education),
and only one the primary education.

Finally, in order to investigate the income level, four groups were defined. More
than half of the answers indicated the first two groups: 181 respondents with low
income (30.94%), and 175 with a medium-low level of income (29.91%). Only 15.89%
of the 585 participants in the survey declared high income values, while the remain-
ing percentage reported medium-high ones. For a better understanding of these
categories, one should consider that the typical salary in Romania is about 4000 lei
(800 euro), and the domestic tourist usually spends up to 50 lei (10 euro) for material
objects such as souvenirs (Lupu et al. 2024), which can be also found within CMs.

Results and Discussion

Qualitative analysis of the open-ended question

Keyword identification

Of the 585 returned questionnaires, 91 lacked an answer to the open-ended question
(What do you think an authentic Christmas market should look like?); thus, only 494 answers
were considered for the content analysis. Among the most frequently used words on
the features of a CM (Table 1), two of the most recorded answers – traditional/tradi-
tions; and local – are also the quintessence of the previous scientific research (Cohen
1988, Healy 1994, Getz 1998, Taylor 2001, Revilla and Dodd, McCartney and Osti 2007,
Donlon et al.  2010, Collins-Kreiner and Zins 2011, Heitmann 2011, Brida et al.  2012,
Croes et al. 2013, Răcăşan and Egresi 2019, Choi et al. 2020, Light et al. 2024).

The words which we considered to be irrelevant to the international reader, such
as names of specific Romanian carol singers or names of traditional Romanian dances,
were replaced with more general words, such as artists or dances. Even so, the reiter-
ation of the importance of musical moments leads us to the main point of the second
phase of the evolution of CMs in Europe. As Perry (2014) and Broeckerhoff and Galalae
(2022) described it, the influence of industrialisation and urbanisation defined a new
holiday atmosphere, which nowadays is inseparable from the whole CM idea, and it is
kept alive for both nostalgic and economic reasons (Gibson 2019).
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Table 1. Keywords as reflected by the recorded questionnaire answers

No. of occurrences Keywords (no.)

80-150 traditional (145), Christmas (85), market (82)

65-79 traditions (79), local (75), products (68)

60-64 authentic (61)

40-59 carols (56), food (49), specific (41)

25-39 Romanian (38), Cluj (36), activities (35), music (30), stalls/stands (30), children (26)

15-24 costumes (23), decorations (21), Christmas lights (21), concerts (19), dances (18), folk (18),
houses (18), objects (18), customs (17), shows (17), dishes (16)

10-14 artists (13), adorned (11), city (10), handmade (10), holiday (10), ice rink (10)

5-9 Christmas tree (9), commercial (9), national (9), thematic (9), vibe (9), center (8), cultural (8),
decorated (8), folklore (8), ornaments (8), affordable prices (8), Santa Claus (8), snow (8),
songs (8), fun (7), merchants (7), mulled wine (7), people (7), Transylvania (7), bright (6), car-
olers (6), events (6), modern (6), programme (6), special (6), games (5), groups (5), original (5),
scene (5), sweets(5)

4 authenticity, brand names, color, craftsmen, crowded, gifts, image, Nativity, souvenirs,
tourist, workshops

3 artisanal, artistic, business, carousel, Christian, crafts, gastronomy, residents, participants,
pork, regional, sketches, stuffed cabbage/cabbage rolls, typical, value

2 attractions, autochthonous, benches, cakes, colourful, community, culinary, exhibitions, festi-
val, famous guests, interaction, international, paintings, park, producers, religious, rural, so-
ciety, tables, villages, warm, the three wise man, workshop

1 bacon, celebrations, characters, chocolate, clay, collage, cotton candy, customised, drinks,
elves, entertainment, fabrics, families, glass, globes, goodies, heritage, jewellery, kiosks,
magic, mashed vegetables/vegetable spread, meat, minced meat rolls, mugs, Orthodox, pho-
tos, pig’s trotters, profit, public, Romanian traditional handmade towels, sausages, smoked,
sponge cake/sweet bread, sponsors, stores, tales, toys, Central Square, unique, wood

Identification of major themes

We identified seven key elements of authenticity: (1) entertainment; (2) arts and crafts;
(3) active participation; (4) product attributes; (5) culinary products; (6) structural
and functional zoning; and (7) visual aesthetics. From an emotional point of view,
CM authenticity attributes were evaluated either as positive or negative. Thus, the
negative authenticity that Zhou et al. (2018) associated with the elements that do not
correspond to an authentic experience, encountered an echo in the answers of the
participants in the survey.

Based on this evaluation, our respondents suggested a number of changes to make
the CM in Cluj-Napoca more authentic. Included in the 494 responses, we found a
total of 890 such suggestions, as many respondents had multiple recommendations,
especially for better organisational practices. We also identified 292 comments that
suggested adding new products and activities during the CM, proving the findings of
Schouten (2006), who concluded that people prefer perceived authenticity to reality.
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Finally, 80 of our survey participants (16.19%) declared that the event fulfilled their
expectations and that “it was perfectly fine the way it was”.

Content analysis

We structured the content of responses based on the seven aspects of authenticity
previously identified, starting with the most mentioned theme (arts & crafts) and
ending with the least mentioned one (active participation).

1. Arts and crafts

Of the 494 respondents who answered the open-ended question, 284 (57.48%) noted
that an authentic CM should include elements such as: folklore, traditions, customs,
craftsmen, and traditional costumes. Our findings on this particular component are
similar to the results of Littrell et al. (1993), who conducted a study on craft authen-
ticity that helped with the identification of eight major themes, out of which the most
mentioned was the craft’s theme, due to uniqueness and originality.

All this only certifies what Brida et al.  (2012) remarked about people who need
to link with the local culture and to establish connections with it. As some respon-
dents affirmed: “[the CM] should contain more traditional elements [more than it
already has]”, and “several Romanian customs should be incorporated”, while others
suggested the need for “more local traditions”, reinforcing the expectation of the
community that Getz (1998) identified decades ago, in terms of display of traditions,
local values and sense of place.

In the same train of thought, some residents opined: “more people should be
dressed in traditional costumes”, including salespeople, thus contributing to what
Tucker (2003) referred to as local identity. Moreover, a wide variety of authentic hand-
made Romanian blouses – preferably locally handmade, as Healy (1994) indicated to be
truly authentic – should be available for purchase at the CM, though attention should
not be drawn to business, but to tradition itself.

Our findings align also with those of Soukhathammavong and Park (2019), who
emphasised that handmade products show place identity, craftsmanship, and local
patterns. Some participants suggested to the organisers to invite more craftsmen to
demonstrate their trades and skills, reverberating that there is a strong and diverse
tradition in craftsmanship in Cluj-Napoca (Bolog and Brie 2016). Unfortunately, many
craftsmen would like to participate in the CM, but given “the precarity of income from
selling souvenirs” (Light et al. 2024: 1451), they “are discouraged by the costly rent and
finally give up participating before the event starts”, as a respondent noticed.

Another suggestion was for the CM to “focus strictly on the Romanian heritage, not
on the customs brought from abroad”, otherwise “some of the customs end up being
forgotten”. These opinions sum up the situation that Booth (2015) observed as the
“negotiation of authenticity”; in this context, the residents of Cluj-Napoca recommend
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to escape from the trap of adapting solely to please the visitors’ expectations. By
avoiding it, people will not be exposed to the standardised products of globalisation
(Richards and Wilson 2007).

2. Visual aesthetics

Approximately one quarter of the participants to the survey (131 out of 494; 26.51%) in-
cluded comments regarding the Christmas decorations. According to the respondents,
the place should have been more “adorned and bright”. In few words, this summarises
and strengthens the results of Prideaux and Glover (2015) that draw attention to the
importance of an authentic “Christmas feel”. As someone detailed in the comments,
“more decorations and lights, a bigger and much more decorated Christmas tree”
would have been more enjoyable. Also, it would have been more effective if the CM
tree had occupied a “central position” in the configuration of the market square. Our
respondents wished to see, as well, more “globes and more ornaments with Santa
Claus”, and “snowmen and artificial snow”. The desire for “traditional Christmas
ornaments, decorated in a traditional style” coincides with the assertion of Schouten
(2006) who argued that objects made with genuine decorations are authentic or, at
least, perceived as so.

Chromatic references were also made by some of the participants who recom-
mended the use of “colours that respect the Christmas spirit or a colour palette close to
Christmas”, because the event seemed to be not colourful enough. Conversely, others
felt the absence of the real religious elements, thus, someone suggested for the CM
to focus more “on the theme of the Orthodox Christian Christmas (e.g.  Nativity of
Jesus) and not on the Christmas produced by Coca-Cola”. Prideaux and Glover (2015)
also emphasised the role of nativity scenes when approaching an authentic Christmas
atmosphere, the more so as the event has been transformed over time. Thus, this study
outlines the shifting from one key element (the religious connotation) to another one
(the commercial connotation) in the evolution of CM, in the same way as Bartunek
and Do (2011) and Broeckerhoff and Galalae (2022) put it. Nevertheless, most of the
respondents agreed that there were “too many ads”, accompanied by “very visible
logos of sponsors”, and, overall, the event appeared to be “far too commercial”. The
same amount of criticism was found by Eldridge and Pappalepore (2019), who noticed
that Christmas events tend to become consumerist. This has been proven to have a
negative effect on (perceived) authenticity (Cole 2007, Heitmann 2011, Brida et al. 2017,
Marcher et al. 2019), and on the local culture (Donlon et al. 2010).

3. Entertainment

The entertainment (120 comments out of 494 answers; 24.29%) provided throughout
the CM event consisted of music and dances performed mainly by the local artists.
The importance of this component, ranking third in our list, based on the frequency
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of the answers provided by the respondents, is consolidated in the paper of Chhabra
et al. (2003), who examined the authenticity of an event held in North Carolina, where
both tourists and event organisers gave the second highest rating for the outdoor
recreation and spectacle, right after the food, since it succeeded to fulfil their require-
ment for authenticity.

Regarding the features of the entertainment program for the Cluj-Napoca CM, the
respondents commented that it could have been extended (“a longer daily schedule”),
and it could have been more diversified in order to meet the expectations of different
types of public (“there should be artistic performances for everyone”). The socio-
demographic profile of the public, reflected in the sample population of our survey,
revealed a very heterogeneous one, whose perceptions of authenticity are most clearly
affected by the personal characteristics of the evaluators (Camus 2010). There are
several studies that show these discrepancies of opinion generated by age, sex, place of
residence and level of income (Littrell et al. 1993, Goulding 2000, Waitt 2000, Chhabra
et al. 2003, Camus 2010).

From the perspective of the participants at Cluj-Napoca CM, these artistic manifes-
tations should combine “thematic celebrations and shows”, “more folk ensembles”,
and “more traditional artists” (both local and national ones). The latter category
was supported by specific examples, more precisely, Ştefan Hruşcă and Fuego, two
famous artists of Romania whose repertoires include a wide range of Christmas songs
and carols. Besides enjoying the performance of well-known artists, CM participants
had the opportunity to listen to “carollers from various Transylvanian villages”, and
to “groups of children singing carols”. However, a few respondents were somewhat
disappointed because they expected to interact more with the artists on the stage.

When organising a CM, it is essential for event planners to seek for the local
community’s perspective of authenticity because, as Steiner and Reisinger (2006)
stated, it may be exactly opposite to the tourist perspective. This should not be a
potential game changer for the design of the CM because, after all, those who establish
the authenticity of the key components are the residents themselves (Getz 1998,
Steiner and Reisinger 2006, Choi et al. 2020). Being aware of this, the suggestions of the
participants gain in value for the decision-makers within the design and implemen-
tation process of the event.

For instance, some respondents recommended to the organisers to include “tradi-
tional, authentic dances on stage every night”. CM participants could also take part
in some of the dances (for example to the “hora”, a traditional Romanian folk dance
in which dancers hold each other's hands and spin in a circle). Finally, there were
also recommendations about the music played at the CM. Some suggested that the
organisers should give preference to “more traditional folk songs” (preferably from
Cluj county – as added by another participant), and to Christmas carols (“only tradi-
tional Romanian carols”; “carols from all parts of the country”; or “collages of songs
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in our native language”). These remarks reflected a general concern about the foreign
music which has invaded Christmas holidays, leading to displaying a sort of repetitious,
“monotonous carols”, and, last but not least, to “songs that are not specific to a Chris-
tian holiday”. Consequently, on the one hand, this situation can lead to authenticity
loss in the future (Cole 2007, Heitmann 2011). On the other hand, the second risk is
that, in time, these inadvertencies could pass for authentic aspects, leading to what
Cohen (1988) presented as emergent authenticity.

4. Culinary products

Close to a quarter of our respondents (107 out of 494 people; 21.65%) mentioned
authentic culinary products as a defining element of any CM. However, compared to
the study of Chhabra et al.  (2003), who investigated the event held in the USA, and
whose findings ranked first the food component due to the 60.4% of visitors and event
organisers that perceived it to be authentic, in our research, gastronomy was exceeded
by other three components (mentioned before).

Our respondents wished to see “more stands with Romanian traditional dishes” and
“stalls that promote local cuisine” – either “specific food from all over Transylvania”,
or “more foods and drinks from across the county” – because, local food, indeed, can
be referred to as an authentic element when it represents the culture of the place
(Sims 2009). Also, the CM participants wanted to see “more varied dishes”, as well
as “authentic and traditional dishes”, based on “natural products”. Since Romanian
cuisine is quite popular and appreciated for its Christmas meals, the respondents
criticised the sale of imported food and they commented: “there should be no more
traditional dishes from another country but ours”.

Some of the proposals included what Prideaux and Glover (2015) suggested by con-
sidering special foods and drinks which can complement the “Christmas feel” or the
Christmas atmosphere. Concretely, the residents of Cluj-Napoca invoked the “stands
with mulled wine”, “smoked pork sausages, stuffed cabbage/cabbage rolls [sarmale] as
well as pig's trotters [răcituri]”, “minced meat rolls [mici]”, “mashed vegetables/veg-
etable spread [zacuscă]”, and the indispensable “pork rind [şoric de porc]”, and “pork
bacon [şuncă/slănină]”, in order to add authentic flavours to the traditional recipes.
Also, some people noticed the prevalence of sweets to the detriment of cooked food
at the CM, which seemed to bother them (“there should be more cooked food instead
of chocolate and croissants”), while others opined that “specific sweets, homemade
cakes and sponge cake/sweet bread [cozonac]” should have been better represented at
the CM.

Considering the viewpoints of researchers such as Getz (1998), Steiner and
Reisinger (2006), and Choi et al. (2020), all these ideas that resulted from the question-
naire are worth taking into account for organising a successful CM, since solely the
local community can decide whether something is authentic or not.
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5. Product attributes

Some comments of the respondents (i.e. 100) referred to what we could group and label
as product attributes (20.24%). These included both tangible and intangible elements of
the merchandise sold at the CM, which, in one way or another, had been the subject of
many studies (Healy 1994, Schouten 2006, Salome 2010, Collins-Kreiner and Zins 2011,
Heitmann 2011, Soukhathammavong and Park 2019, Light et al. 2024).

The responses revealed that the participants of the Cluj-Napoca CM would have
liked to see more “clay objects (e.g.  pots, cups)”, “typical Romanian wooden orna-
ments”, and “handicrafts, clothes, fabrics” (including “authentic handmade Romanian
blouses [ie]”, and “Romanian traditional handmade towels [ştergar]”), known for
their decorative design adorned with folk art motifs. These requirements lead us to
the main points of Schouten (2006) and Torabian and Arai (2016), who argued that,
besides traditional materials, the genuine decorations, the signature and hallmark of
the artists ensure both the uniqueness and the authenticity of a product.

Correspondingly, the event participants asked for “more pieces of art” and for
“more handmade objects”, to be sold either by “several traders of traditional objects”
or by “more people from rural areas [for the purpose] to promote their products”, and
“to sell more locally made souvenirs”. This proposal attests once more the paramount
role of traditional products and of their sellers who become cultural intermediaries
(Light et al. 2024), while they are also responsible for a pertinent interpretation and
real perception of the objects. It is even better if the products are handmade since
they exhibit the local pattern and craftsmanship, and they depict the place identity
(Soukhathammavong and Park 2019).

The intangible aspect of authenticity emphasises the importance of both tradition-
alness and localness (“more site-specific products are needed”), followed by region-
alness (“there should be stands with handmade crafts made locally in Transylvania
rather than merchandise imported from China”), and by, undoubtedly, nationalness
(“more Romanian products”), as key qualities or attributes of the commercialised CM
objects. These views underpin the findings of Soukhathammavong and Park (2019),
who clearly listed the features of an authentic product, emphasising that it has to be
produced in the region.

Furthermore, many respondents felt that some of the merchandise sold at the CM
was not “compatible” with Romanian or local traditions and it was not even related to
Christmas. This resembles a lot with the situation of CM in Strasbourg, where Casterán
and Roederer (2013) identified many aspects that lack authenticity, thus, they are not
local, and they are not even linked to Christmas or Christianity.

Corroborating the theoretical results of several researchers and the answers of
our sample population, appreciating the authenticity of these attributes is a matter
of subjectiveness (Beverland and Farrelly 2010) and personal beliefs derived from the
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exposure to the product, event and place of interaction (Budruk et al. 2008). Finally,
several respondents complained about the prices which they perceived to be too high.
They wished for “cheaper products, so that those with lower incomes can actually buy
something” and they believed that the event was too “business-oriented”. The same
issues were also discussed in the study of Haid (2006), who associated CMs with places
of consumption where traditions started to fade away in favour of the commercial
character and of financial advantages that people usually resent.

6. Structural and functional zoning

Under this label, we referred to all the organisational details and the arrangement
of the CM place itself, from the layout of the stalls to the skating rink, and to the
location of the carousel. The CM of Cluj-Napoca exhibited a mixture of local and global
Christmas elements, as Broeckerhoff and Galalae (2022) noticed that most CMs do, in
order to attract visitors and to encourage consumption.

We found that 86 responses (of all 494 responses; 17.4%) included comments that
related to the setting and format of the CM. First, a few CM participants complained
that the area was too crowded and noisy, and they suggested that, in the future, the
event should be organised in some other place where there is more space for carrying
out all these specific activities (such as the Central Park of Cluj-Napoca). Others
suggested that the event should be organised concomitantly in multiple locations.
Spreading out the event, the respondents contended that it would also solve the noise
problem, at least for those living in the close proximity of the central square. These
remarks reiterate the viewpoint of Gibson (2019), who firmly clarified that a CM is not
a place for merely shopping, but it is also a place where people can enjoy the holiday
atmosphere through specific activities and music.

The following issue was that car traffic intensified near the CM, which was not
completely blocking the public square and it therefore impeded foot traffic and certain
activities in the market.

Except for these remarks, the Union Square fulfilled the respondents’ expectations
in terms of CM location, given the fact that, by its size, it is one of the largest
old markets in central and south-eastern Europe. Perhaps for this reason, the event
participants wished for “more stands” in addition to the 97 existing ones. Yet, others
complained that the market was too densely packed with stands. Considering the 55
stalls with souvenirs from the city centre and a nearby mall of Timișoara’s CM, which
were identified in the study of Light et al. (2024), we could only understand that this
request is also a question of subjectivity. Last regarding the stands, some participants
criticised their design, which was not “traditional enough”, thus scarcely authentic,
and they suggested using “various objects, in traditional style”, resembling the minia-
ture buildings within a tiny village with typical houses, “arranged in an arch shape”,
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with “benches and tables in the middle [of the square], and the carousel also positioned
in the middle”.

However authentic or not it may seem, these ideas should be taken into consider-
ation, since the local community is entitled to its own perception of authenticity (Zhou
et al. 2015), although this could change in time (Croes et al. 2013), or even from one
socio-demographic group to another. For instance, having or not a carousel at the CM
was very controversial, judging by the participants’ comments. In contrast, the ice rink
seemed to enjoy a great deal of popularity and appraisal since the residents agreed that
“an authentic Christmas fair should have an ice rink”, although, for some respondents,
“a larger rink” would have been more satisfying.

Other suggestions referred to organising “more places where [visitors] could have
fun”, and at least one “playground for children” in order to keep them entertained.
Some suggested having “workshops for the little ones”, and “a space for children to
meet Santa Claus and to take pictures”. Judging by these final recommendations, the
respondents were either dissatisfied with the place that hosted Santa and his helpers,
or they missed the opportunity to interact with them, due to the short timetable and
time of the day when visitors could have actually seen them on active duty.

Beyond all these suggestions for improvement in the planning of Cluj-Napoca’s CM,
one can witness the phenomenon that Duggan (1997) assumed decades ago, namely the
fact that an authentic culture cannot remain unchanged. The constant readjustment
of the cultural elements, as they are perceived by people, also changes the meaning of
authenticity, making it extremely dynamic (Croes et al. 2013).

7. Active participation

Active participation (total comments: 62/494; 12.55%) focused on community engage-
ment or at least on the way in which the participants wanted to experience the event
on an interpersonal level. The findings revealed that more than half of the respondents
emphasised the activities that could enhance the quality and the success of the CM.
In the context of this type of event, people usually seek for opportunities of entertain-
ment that are in contrast with the inauthenticity of their daily routine (Iso-Ahola 1982,
Taylor 2001, Brown 2013, MacCannell 2013).

One third of surveyed residents mentioned the importance of organising and con-
ducting “more activities for children” and, secondly, for adults and families. Thus, we
confirmed the trend CMs followed for the last decades of becoming more a family event
to the detriment of a spiritual manifestation (Haid 2005, Prideaux and Glover 2015).

The participants also suggested the need for “more non-commercial activities”,
hence, accentuating the remarks of Broeckerhoff and Galalae (2022) regarding the
transformation of CM into a selling place of global cultural commodities. Instead, the
residents proposed the engagement of all visitors in “more fun and relaxing activities”,
as well as in cultural ones, “that promote local and national traditions and customs”. As
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someone mentioned, “organising different, special, extraordinary activities, specific
to Cluj” should be taken into account when planning the future CM.

Also, the organisers must consider both “activities in which the locals can get
involved”, and “activities that attract tourists”, so as to fulfil experiences for all CM
participants. This separation of activities testifies to the classification of authenticity
by Wang (1999), Richards (2007), and Park et al. (2019). On the one hand, there are the
residents whose interest is subordinated to the constructive view of authenticity, or
in other words, to something that, in time, has already acquired social recognition (as
being authentic). On the other hand, there are the visitors who are much more prone
to existential authenticity, seen as projections of their preferences and expectations,
thus, not necessarily genuine or cool authenticity (Selwyn 1996).

Quantitative analysis of close-ended questions

This section presents the results on the answers received to the two close-ended ques-
tions, with items evaluated according to a 5-point Likert Scale (1=strongly disagree;
5=strongly agree).

The authenticity of the products sold at the Cluj-Napoca Christmas Market

The question was: How do you evaluate the level of authenticity of the Christmas Market held
in Cluj-Napoca? (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly agree). On the one hand, the products
sold at the CM and the materials/ingredients used to make these products were eval-
uated; and, on the other hand, to what degree the available CM products and services
reflect the global, national and local Christmas traditions.

We found that most residents visiting the CM in Cluj-Napoca perceived it to be
authentic, with the median being 4 (Table 2). Most people (69.1%) agreed with the
statement that the products sold at the CM respect global Christmas traditions. Thus,
the observations of Broeckerhoff and Galalae (2022) were validated, to a great extent
– they described CMs as global icons for places where global cultural commodities are
commercialised. Also, more than half of the respondents (54.5%) considered that the
products sold at the stalls also respect the local traditions. This proves that the CM
in Cluj-Napoca succeeds in blending global and local Christmas traditions like many
other countries do (Broeckerhoff and Galalae 2022).

In an equal majority (55.8%), the participants of our survey judged the CM products
as subordinated to national (Christian orthodox) customs for Christmas. Although CM
religious significance has waned, Christian symbols and traditions are still present in
the celebration of Christmas (Prideaux and Glover 2015), as our findings also revealed.
Even though these events incorporate German and global, Christian and pagan tradi-
tions, which make them unlikely to be authentic when adapted to new locations, our
results contradict the findings of Broeckerhoff and Galalae (2022). Otherwise, the CM
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in Cluj-Napoca, which is also a mixture of traditions, would not have been perceived
as being authentic with such a high median.

Table 2. Residents’ perception of authenticity at the Cluj-Napoca Christmas Market

Perception of
authenticity
(n=585)

Products are
authentic
(%)

Materials/
Ingredients are
authentic (%)

Product respect
global Christmas
traditions (%)

Products respect
local Christmas
traditions (%)

Products respect
national Christmas
traditions (%)

Totally disagree
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
Totally agree
Total
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. deviation

2.6
10.8
30.1
30.9
25.6
100.0
3.66
4.00
4
1.052

5.0
12.6
30.3
33.5
18.6
100.0
3.48
4.00
4
1.084

1.9
6.8
22.2
35.9
33.2
100.0
3.92
4.00
4
.996

3.9
9.4
32.1
30.9
23.6
100.0
3.61
4.00
3
1.066

6.0
12.3
26.0
29.6
26.2
100.0
3.58
4.00
4
1.173

A Mann-Whitney U Test was run to determine if there were differences in the
authenticity perception between men and women. The distributions of the scores for
males and females were similar as assessed by visual inspection. We found statistically
significant differences in authenticity perception scores only for the statement that
the used materials/ingredients are being authentic (U=47081.5; z=2.236, p=.025). In this
case, the median perception score was statistically significantly higher for females (4)
than for males (3).

This result disagrees with Waitt (2000), who observed that males are more likely
to perceive authenticity compared to females, who tend to be more sceptical. But, on
the other hand, it aligns with the research of Chhabra et al. (2003), who noticed that
females who had visited Scotland rated authenticity significantly higher than males
who did the same thing. For the other statements, we found no statistically significant
differences in the perception scores between males and females. Generally speaking,
neither Littrell et al. (1993), nor Chhabra et al. (2003) have found discrepancies between
men and women in the perception of authenticity.

Further, Kruskal-Wallis H tests were run to determine whether there were any
statistically significant differences in the distribution of authenticity perception scores
among different demographic groups, based on age, education and income. None of
these operations revealed any statistically significant differences among demographic
groups (Table 3). The situation seems to interfere with the findings of Waitt (2000), who
discovered significant differences among population groups based on age; the same as
in the paper of Chhabra et al. (2003), where it turned out that younger visitors tend
to give higher ratings for authenticity. Furthermore, Littrell et al. (1993) showed that,
for younger participants, being authentic equals original and unique, as opposed to
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older visitors, who associated authenticity with the genuineness of the craft and to its
cultural and historic integrity.

Table 3. Differences in the residents’ perception of authenticity among different demographic groups

Null Hypothesis (NH) Sig.
Age

Decision
(retain NH)

Sig.
Education

Decision
(retain NH)

Sig.
Income

Decision
(retain NH)

The distribution of scores for “Products are
authentic” is the same across categories

.085 Yes .977 Yes .148 Yes

The distribution of scores “Materials/ingredients
are authentic” is the same across categories

.115 Yes .653 Yes .487 Yes

The distribution of scores for “Products respect
global Christmas traditions” is the same across
categories

.162 Yes .977 Yes .859 Yes

The distribution of scores for “Products respect
local Christmas traditions” is the same across
categories

.219 Yes .123 Yes .359 Yes

The distribution of scores for “Products respect
national Christmas traditions” is the same across
categories

.823 Yes .581 Yes .330 Yes

Asymptotic significance is displayed. The significance level is .050.

The authenticity of the CM in Cluj-Napoca compared to other CMs

The question: If you had already visited other Christmas markets abroad, how would you assess
the authenticity of CM in Cluj-Napoca compared to other CMs? was only intended for people
who had travelled abroad during CMs and visited them. Out of the 585 participants
in our survey, 169 (28.88%) could not give any answer to this question, since they had
not visited other CMs abroad. However, most of them (71.11%) had the possibility to
rate the CM in Cluj-Napoca correspondingly comparing it to other similar events. They
were asked to evaluate, on a scale from 1 to 5 (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly agree),
the following statements: (1) Cluj-Napoca CM is overall more authentic than other CMs; (2)
the products sold at Cluj-Napoca CM are more authentic than the products sold at other CMs;
and (3) the festive atmosphere at Cluj-Napoca CM is more authentic than the one at other CMs.

In terms of their level of authenticity, when asked to compare the CM in Cluj-
Napoca (Figure 3) with CMs elsewhere, most respondents were neutral/undecided
(Table 4). There could be several explanations for this situation. For instance, our re-
spondents (residents of Cluj-Napoca and tourists when attended CMs abroad) assessed
the authenticity of CMs based on memories and past experiences, and older percep-
tions of Christmas; therefore, their perception of authenticity is based on existential
authenticity rather than on objective authenticity (Casterán and Roederer 2013).
However, with or without gazing at authentic sights, the visitors can have an authentic
experience (Cohen 2007), which most probably happened to a certain degree, since
the respondents were neutral in their evaluation. The fact is that people are generally
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willing to accept inauthenticity solely to enjoy their consumption experiences (Cast-
erán and Roederer 2013, Hietanen et al. 2020).

Figure 3. Authentic elements at the Christmas Market in Cluj-Napoca, in the opinion of the residents.
Source: “Târgul de Crăciun Cluj-Napoca” Facebook page, 2019

Table 4. Residents’ perception on the authenticity of Cluj-Napoca Christmas market compared to CM elsewhere

CM in CJ is overall more
authentic than other CMs

Products sold in CJ CM are more au-
thentic than those sold in other CMs

Atmosphere in CJ CM is more
authentic than elsewhere

N Valid 416 416 416

N Missing 169 169 169

Mean 3.04 3.18 3.30

Median 3.00 3.00 3.00

Mode 3 3 3

Std. Deviation 1.243 1.182 1.276

Further, the Mann-Whitney U tests and the independent samples Kruskal-Wallis tests
revealed, with one exception, no differences in the perception scores between demo-
graphic groups (Table 5). The explanation could consist of the motivation of visitors
attending CMs in general, and abroad, in particular. As Brida et al.  (2012) revealed,
people who participate in a CM are not necessarily interested only in the shopping
experience, but they wish to enjoy the Christmas atmosphere and to sample the local
products in terms of their moderate expectation of authenticity.
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Table 5. Differences in authenticity perception among socio-demographic groups
(Cluj-Napoca Christmas market compared to other Christmas markets)

Null Hypothesis (NH) Sig.
Age

Decision
(retain NH)

Sig.
Education

Decision
(retain NH)

Sig.
Income

Decision
(retain NH)

Sig.
Gender

Decision
(retain NH)

The distribution of scores for
“CM in CJ is overall more au-
thentic than elsewhere” is the
same across categories

.504 Yes .750 Yes .047 No .376 Yes

The distribution of scores
“Products sold in CJ CM are
more authentic than products
sold in other CMs” is the same
across categories

.827 Yes .094 Yes .186 Yes .391 Yes

The distribution of scores for
“Atmosphere in CJ CM is more
authentic than elsewhere” is
the same across categories

.437 Yes .775 Yes .419 Yes .387 Yes

Asymptotic significance is displayed. The significance level is .050. Kruskal-Wallis H tests were used to
determine if the distribution of scores was the same across age, education and income categories.

The only difference refers to the statement: “CM in Cluj-Napoca is overall more
authentic than other CMs”. Here, the Kruskal-Wallis H test revealed statistically signifi-
cant differences in the perception scores among income groups (χ²(3)=7.947, p=.047). A
pairwise comparison showed that the statistically significant difference is between the
“1500-2499 lei” (300-500 euro), and the “2500-3499 lei” (500-700 euro) groups (Table 6),
with the first group displaying a higher authenticity perception score than the second
one (Table 7). It is worth mentioning that Chhabra et al. (2003), as well, investigated
the perceived authenticity among the groups of visitors based on their income, and
they showed that the highest income group gave authenticity the highest rating.

Table 6. Pairwise comparisons of income

Sample 1-Sample 2 Test Statistic Std. Error Std. Test Statistic Sig. Adj. Sig.a

(2500-3499 lei)-(3500+ lei) −15.806 18.692 -.846 .398 1.000

(2500-3499 lei)-(under 1500 lei) 26.530 15.964 1.662 .097 .579

(2500-3499 lei)-(1500-2499 lei) 43.977 16.042 2.741 .006 .037

(3500+ lei)-(under 1500 lei) 10.724 17.475 .614 .539 1.000

(3500+ lei)-(1500-2499 lei) 28.171 17.547 1.605 .108 .650

(under 1500 lei)-(1500-2499 lei) −17.447 14.606 −1.195 .232 1.000

Each row tests the null hypothesis that the distributions of Sample 1 and Sample 2 are the same.
Asymptotic significance (2-sided tests) is displayed. The significance level is .05.
a Significance values have been adjusted by the Bonferroni correction for multiple tests.
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Table 7. Differences in authenticity assessment (Cluj-Napoca CM vs. other CMs) based on income

Authenticity statement Income N Mean Rank

CM in CJ is overall more authentic than other CMs under 1500 lei
1500-2499 lei
2500-3499 lei
3500+ lei
Total

129
126
91
68
414

209.78
227.23
183.25
199.06

Products sold in CJ CM are more authentic than products sold in other CMs under 1500 lei
1500-2499 lei
2500-3499 lei
3500+ lei
Total

129
126
91
68
414

202.43
226.13
196.96
196.71

Atmosphere in CJ CM is more authentic than elsewhere under 1500 lei
1500-2499 lei
2500-3499 lei
3500+ lei
Total

129
126
91
68
414

201.16
221.24
206.26
195.74

Supposing that the income level of the visitors is directly proportional to their expen-
diture, then our research links to those studies which found that the amount of money
which the visitors spend at CMs may be connected to their perception of the market
and of the products sold there as being authentic (Chhabra et al. 2003, Osti et al. 2010,
Brida et al.  2013). Osti et al.  (2010) found that the expenditure at the event is also
influenced: by the location of the CM (in this situation, in Cluj-Napoca, or in a foreign
tourist destination); by the respondent’s place of origin; and by their length of stay (in
our case, either as a resident of Cluj-Napoca, or as a tourist visiting CMs abroad).

Study limitations

The findings of this study should be seen in the light of some research limitations.
First, we selected our survey participants based on their residence, meaning that they
were supposed to be residents of the city of Cluj-Napoca, or of its metropolitan area.
However, due to the history of Transylvania, Cluj-Napoca is a multi-ethnic and multi-
cultural city, so that an authentic CM may be interpreted differently by a Romanian
or by a Hungarian, for example. There may also be differences in how a Christian
Orthodox perceives an authentic CM, as opposed to a Roman Catholic or a Protestant.

Second, Cluj-Napoca is one of the most important academic centres in Romania,
each year attracting thousands of students from all over the country, and even from
abroad. Many of these students become long-term residents, as they will remain in
Cluj-Napoca after graduation, due to better job opportunities and to higher living
standards. So, the study results are influenced by the fact that Romanians from the east
and south of the country may define an authentic CM differently than how a native
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Transylvanian Romanian would, due to growing up in a somewhat different historical
and cultural environment (for example, for hundreds of years, Transylvania was part
of the Hungarian Kingdom or the Hapsburg Empire, whereas southern and eastern
Romania were under the Ottoman Empire, which means that some traditions may have
evolved differently between the historical regions of Romania).

Third, the CM lasted for more than one month and it was open every day, from
morning till late night. While we made every effort to have research assistants survey
the participants at different days (both weekdays and weekends), and times of the day
(morning, afternoon, evening and night), we did not have the budget and the logistics
to be there all the time, so that we may have missed the opinions of many participants.
Had we surveyed the participants during other days and other times, the results could
have been different. Also, our sample is not representative for the population of the
city and its metropolitan area, and we did not attempt to make it representative, as we
used a convenience sampling.

Conclusions

The main objective of this study was to understand how the residents of Cluj-Napoca,
Romania, view an authentic CM, and whether or not they perceive the local one to be
authentic according to their definition, and compared to other CMs in Europe.

The study findings showed that the residents of Cluj-Napoca assign most value to
traditions and products, food and activities which are specific for the region of Tran-
sylvania, and for Romania. Also, most of the residents included in this study opined that
an authentic CM should predominantly be based on local traditional elements, such
as crafts, customs, folklore and clothing. Thus, the residents equate “authentic” with
“traditional”, which is congruent with Taylor (2001)’s interpretation. The residents
also imply that, in order to be authentic, crafts and other material elements must be
made by the local people (Heitmann 2011), they must be made in the region, and they
must reflect place identity (Soukhathammavong and Park 2019).

Another recommendation from the residents for an authentic CM was the use of
Christmas paraphernalia (tree, lights, and decorations) to create the holiday atmos-
phere, which is consistent with the findings of Prideaux and Glover (2015). The
residents also intimated that they would like to see more Christmas-related activities
(including traditional music – and not just carols – and dances), and the selling of
authentic and traditional, local and Romanian, food, drinks and dishes, as well as local
crafts and souvenirs. This finding confirms the conclusions of Richards (2007), Sims
(2009), and Camus (2010), stating that the residents prefer the event to be oriented
towards the local, rather than the global culture.

Finally, another part of the understanding given by the residents for an authentic
CM is that it should include non-commercial activities that engage the public. Similar
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to the findings of Haid (2006), and Donlon et al. (2010), the residents of Cluj-Napoca
do not want to see the commercialisation and festivalization of local customs and
traditions, although this may popularise the event and it may increase the tourist flow
(Choi et al. 2020).

The analysis also revealed that most residents perceived the CM in Cluj-Napoca
to be authentic. Contrary to previous studies, we did not find massive differences in
perception based on gender, age, education and income. The only difference that we
found to be statistically significant was that women assessed the CM products and food
ingredients to be more authentic than men did, which is contrary to the findings of
Waitt (2000) that males are more likely to perceive higher authenticity.

Also, most of the residents found it difficult to compare the CM in Cluj-Napoca with
other similar events organised in Europe. We found almost no statistically significant
differences between different socio-economic groups on this matter. The only statisti-
cally significant difference was recorded for the income factor. We found that the lower
income groups were more in favour of the Cluj-Napoca CM than the upper income
groups, perhaps because their financial situation did not allow them to travel as much
as the residents with higher incomes, so that they may have had fewer opportunities
to visit CMs abroad and to compare them with the local one.

This research could represent a ready-made tool for the decision-makers and event
organisers, firstly due to the seven key components that we identified and ranked
based on what matters most in the perspective of the residents when it comes to the
authenticity of the CM in Cluj-Napoca. Secondly, the event planners should consider
a community-based approach when engaging in the organisation of such events. As
proved by this study, the recommendations of the residents of Cluj-Napoca demon-
strate a good knowledge and understanding of the subject, making their piece of advice
a helpful guidance, from the design to the implementation stage of an authentic and
attractive event, such as a CM in their home city. So, the urban managers should ensure
the active involvement of the locals, not only because they are entitled to establish
whether or not something is authentic, but also because they are the direct beneficia-
ries of the event as well, and they should enjoy it as much as the tourists do.
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Aims & Scope
Urban and regional questions are crucial in understanding the present territorial conditions. From the
World Bank’s ‘rediscovery’ in its 2009 Report of the potential of cities in encouraging economic growth,
to the multiple ways in which cities are being drawn into the processes of neoliberalism, to the dynamic
growth of cities in the developing countries in Asia far out stripping the scale of cities in the older
urbanized nations – everywhere there are signs of a rapidly changing urban condition. The same is true
for the regions where ‘old questions’ of regional economic disparity and uneven development are being
given a new twist as economic globalization impacts the national and local arenas.

JURA, the Journal of Urban and Regional Analysis, working as an Open-access journal (with two issues/
year, in April and in October - starting with 2023; previously annually publishing in June and in December,
for the period 2009-2019), was launched as a response to the exciting world of urban and regional research
emerging in reaction to these changes happening in the real world. JURA represents the initiative of the
Interdisciplinary Center for Advanced Research on Territorial Dynamics (CICADIT) at the University of
Bucharest working in collaboration with Ronan Paddison at the University of Glasgow, for the period
2009-2020. Starting with 2021, JURA is also supported by the Professional Association of Romanian Geog-
raphers (APGR). While the intention is that articles published by JURA will draw on examples throughout
the world, particular emphasis will be given to urban and regional change as it is being experienced in
Eastern Europe.

Transitional economies, and urban and regional shifts in the region since the end of the socialist regimes
have been profound. The socialist regime had its particular effects on the regional economy and the
cities, linked with structures that, in many ways, were very different from the trends apparent in Western
Europe in the post- World War II period. Since 1990, change has been swift, challenging our theoretical
understanding of the processes; for example, it is plausible to transport theories of contemporary urban
change under neoliberalism developed in the advanced economies to the transitional economy. The legacy
of the socialist regime, its imprint on the city physically and socially, provides further reason to suppose
that urban (and regional) development in transitional economies is distinctive. These differences re-
emphasise a consistent axiom underpinning the study of cities and regions: that if it is possible to point
to broad theories that apply across different regions of the world, they often need to be modified taking
into consideration the local conditions.

Though JURA is primarily concerned with looking at urban and regional change in the transitional East
European economies, case studies exploring similar problems but in other parts of the world are certainly
parts of the journal’s agenda. The remit of the journal is emphatically interdisciplinary. The analysis of the
urban and regional conditions needs to be interdisciplinary. Urban and regional researchers usually tend
to belong to a discipline reflecting their training whether as sociologists, geographers, urban planners or
any number of subjects concerned with the study of space and place. Our training very often endorses an
appreciation of how other disciplines explore the city and the region. For the journal, the acknowledge-
ment of the many disciplines that are concerned with understanding cities and regions will be indicated
by the different disciplinary backgrounds reflected in the published papers. Articles will be published by
geographers, sociologists, urban planners, economists, political scientists, to mention just a few of the
scholars involved in the urban and regional study.
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