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Abstract
The methodological paper proposes a new concept of a reviving village and research methods to identify it. 
“Reviving” entails various symptoms of increasing intensity in socio-economic processes in areas which have 
long been in decline, and have been classified as problem regions with signs of marginality and peripherality. 
To identify the reviving villages we used a combination of diverse datasets and sources of information (i.e. sta-
tistical databases, cartographic materials, field research). We critically assessed the available data pointing 
out to its limitations. The new methodology was tested in the borderland of the Kłodzko region in the Sudetes 
Mountains (Poland). Proposed research procedure can be applied to any other marginal, depopulating rural 
areas to identify their potential current transformations.
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Introduction

The rural areas worldwide have been subject 
to very intense and multidirectional trans-
formations in the recent decades, which 
affect their socio-economic and functional, 
as well as spatial structures. These phenom-
ena can be linked to the processes, such 

as urbanization (Batzing et al., 1996) 
or globalization, including among other 
the global market and the world funding 
programs (EU funding schemes, World Bank), 
etc. (Amin, 2002; Woods, 2007, 2013; Kairytė, 
2015). The diversity and complexity of site-
specific factors, such as social and territorial 
capital, are able to modify the local responses 
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to global processes and they contribute 
to the progressing polarization of rural areas 
(e.g. Rosner, 2012; Sánchez-Zamora, et al., 
2014, Wesołowska, 2018a). As a result, a fast 
development of rural areas in some regions 
is counteracted by a decline of other areas; 
this can be described as polarization of the 
current socio-economic processes in rural 
areas (i.e. Li et al., 2019). A particularly 
high pace of recent transformations could 
be observed in rural areas in the countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe since their 
political and socio-economic transitions 
in the late 1980s (Kučera & Chromý, 2012; 
Bezák & Mitchley, 2014; Kupková & Bičík, 
2016; Skokanová et al., 2016).

The decline of rural areas can be inter-
preted in a broader context of marginalisa-
tion and peripheralisation. Although these 
negative processes can affect both urban 
and rural areas, in the latter ones they are 
usually more pronounced due to their tradi-
tional monofunction and limited availability 
of other economic opportunities in compari-
son to urban areas. Both marginalisation 
and peripheralisation are highly complex 
phenomena, which have been discussed and 
defined in many different ways. Marginaliza-
tion is usually linked with the lack of diverse 
aspects, such as lack of: resources, access, 
relation, cultural integration, adaptation 
etc., which can lead to underdevelopment 
and economic, social, political and/or cul-
tural disadvantages (Leimgruber, 2004; Bernt 
& Colini, 2013; Pelc, 2017). Peripheries refer 
to the well-established concept of the cen-
tre-periphery (Wight, 1983), which includes 
both the physical aspect of accessibility (geo-
graphical centre/periphery) as well as eco-
nomic and social relationships between the 
core and other areas (Schmidt, 2007; Pénzes, 
2013). In this context periphery is not only 
linked with remoteness of an area but also 
with its complex socio-economic connections 
with a centre, and especially with the access 
to diverse public services (Pezi & Urso, 2016; 
Humer, 2018; Salvatore et al., 2018). Such 
conceptual rather than territorial approach 
was the base for proposing the concept 

of inner peripheries (Vaishar, 2006), which 
broadens the traditional perception of periph-
eric regions as remote areas (for example 
borderlands) (Copus, 2001; Crone, 2012). 
The regions classified as peripheries often 
witness numerous problems, such as depopu-
lation, ageing, out-migration, weak labour 
market, out-commuting and weak infrastruc-
ture (Humer, 2018). However, peripheries and 
especially borderlands can also have a great 
potential as far as their natural resources are 
concerned (Kučera et al., 2008; Więckowski, 
2013), which in turn can contribute to devel-
opment of tourism in border and transbor-
der areas (Potocki, 2009; Więckowski, 2010, 
2018; Vaishar et al., 2013). 

Depopulation is especially often men-
tioned as one of the main components 
of marginalisation and peripheralisation, 
and it can be interpreted as both the cause 
and effect of these negative trends. It is an 
example of a negative feedback which has 
already affected many regions worldwide, 
including Europe (Shrinking regions… 2008). 
Depopulation is observed both in some urban 
(mainly post-industrial) and rural areas and 
for the latter ones the extreme rates of out-
flow of inhabitants have been noted mainly 
in the uplands and mountains (André, 1998; 
MacDonald et al., 2000; Wolski, 2007), semi-
dry areas (i.e. in the Meditteranean – Collan-
tes & Pinilla, 2011; Di Figlia, 2016), in border 
regions (Heffner, 2018) and in any areas clas-
sified as peripheries, including inner periph-
eries (Miszczuk & Wesołowska, 2012; Lang 
et al., 2015; Eder, 2018; Wesołowska, 2018b). 
Depopulation is linked both with the unfa-
vorable socio-economic conditions and harsh 
physical environment, including limited acces-
sibility due to topography and unfavourable 
conditions for traditional economic activi-
ties such as agriculture (climate, soil, slopes) 
(i.e. Strijker, 2005; Collantes & Pinilla, 2011; 
McLeman, 2011). 

The occurrence of the above mentioned 
and highly linked processes may result 
in classification of some areas as problem 
regions, which usually refers to rural areas 
(i.e. Churski, 2010; Eberhardt, 1989; Ciok, 
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1991; Bański, 2008). Numerous studies focus 
on these problematic regions, trying to pro-
pose solutions and new development paths 
for the less privilege rural areas, such as tour-
ism (Gannon, 1994; Boesch et al., 2011), revi-
talization of abandoned villages (Di Figlia, 
2016; Güler, & Kâhya, 2019), heritage conser-
vation and promotion in depopulated areas 
(Filipe & Mascarenhas, 2011), modernization 
of agriculture and multifunctional rural devel-
opment (Berkel & Verburg, 2011; Bogdanov 
& Vasiljević, 2011; Pinto-Correia et al., 2016). 
The most common proposal for rural areas, 
are the concepts of multifunctional transition 
of rural areas (Holmes, 2006, 2012), including 
the development of tourism services (Brown 
& Hall, 2000; Jepson & Sharpley, 2015; Salva-
tore et al., 2018) and the new rural paradigm 
(OECD, 2006; Nørgaard, 2011). 

Contemporary processes occurring 
in rural areas in Poland follow the general 
global trends and they operate in two differ-
ent directions (Bański & Stola, 2002; Heffner, 
2016, Wesołowska 2018a). On the one hand, 
many areas are gradually depopulating (Eber-
hardt, 1989; Wesołowska, 2016, 2018b; Heff-
ner, 2018; Wesołowska & Flaga, 2018), on the 
other hand – some other rural areas under-
go transformation related to the processes 
of renewal (e.g. Wilczyński, 2008), revitaliza-
tion or suburbanization (Bański & Wesołow-
ska, 2010; Heffner & Czarnecki, 2011; Kajda-
nek, 2012; Czarnecki, 2018). Multidirectional 
character of changes in the rural areas is par-
ticularly noticeable in mountain areas, where 
in many villages the dynamics of depopulation 
is very high due to difficult farming conditions 
and to the symptoms of peripheralisation 
and marginalization in most of their aspects 
presented above. At the same time, however, 
these areas are attractive for tourism devel-
opment which results in construction of the 
new recreational facilities and infrastructure. 

However, it is quite rare that areas which 
were previously classified as problem regions 
due to their long-term depopulation and eco-
nomic recession would show any symptoms 
of local revival of socio-economic processes. 

Such symptoms are especially surprising 
in villages which were previously consid-
ered as vanished or abandoned, which is for 
example the case of some highly depopu-
lated regions in Portugal (Filipe & Mascar-
enhas, 2011), Italy (Di Figlia, 2016) or Turkey 
(Güler & Kâhya, 2019), where the previously 
abandoned villages are currently revitalized 
mainly for tourism purposes. Such processes 
were also identified in the Kłodzko region, 
which is the most depopulated region in the 
Sudetes Mountains (Miszewska, 1989; Ciok, 
1995) and which has been for many years 
classified as a problem area by various 
authors (Zagożdżon, 1988; Eberhardt, 1989; 
Ciok, 1991; Bański, 2008; Konopińska, 2016). 
The depopulation was one of the main fac-
tors contributing to the classification of the 
area as the problem region, and other cri-
teria included: ageing of population, dilapi-
dation of buildings, pollution of the environ-
ment, which was an important problem in the 
1980s (Ciok, 1991). In turn, the collapse 
of industry in many rural areas in the Sudetes 
in the 1990s triggered a high level of unem-
ployment, which is another factor in classify-
ing an area as a problem region. Currently, 
however, this is the area where locally many 
new socio-economic phenomena occur. They 
include the development of new housing, tour-
ist infrastructure, small entrepreneurship, cre-
ation of new rural communities and diverse 
civic activity including formation of local 
organizations and associations (local non-
governmental entities). Therefore, the ques-
tion arises whether current processes taking 
place in the problem area can be labelled 
as a revival of villages and whether there 
is a firm turnabout in the trends of depopu-
lation and economic regression of this mar-
ginal region which had been prevailing over 
the last hundred years? We use the Kłodzko 
region as a test area to verify if the new phe-
nomena can be interpreted as a revival of vil-
lages which can be further adopted to any 
other marginal/ problem rural areas in other 
parts of the world. 

A term revival was deliberately used here 
to highlight the difference from the concepts 
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of revitalization or village renewal (Wolski, 
2017; Sukała & Dej, 2018). The latter ones are 
also commonly used in terminology related 
to the transformation of rural areas but they 
are difficult to link up to the phenomenon 
we are dealing with in the study area. There 
are villages in the Kłodzko region, which have 
experienced extreme or total depopulation 
in their post-war history and they have 
been either completely degraded or have 
only survived in a vestigial form (Szmytkie, 
2008; Latocha, 2013; Latocha, et al., 2018). 
Meanwhile, the diverse programs aiming 
at rural renewal, such as “Renewal of the Lower 
Silesian Village” which comprises also the 
Kłodzko region, include mainly larger villages, 
where there is an organized community and 
a local leader (information from the Marshal’s 
Office of the Lower Silesian Voivodship), hence 
the depopulated areas remain outside these 
activities. Revitalization in turn is a strictly 
formal process according to the legislation act, 
where it is defined as “the process of bringing 
degraded areas out of crisis, conducted 
in a comprehensive manner through integrated 
actions for the benefit of the local community, 
space and economy, territorially concentrated, 
carried out by revitalization stakeholders 
based on the municipal revitalization 
program” (Revitalisation Act, 9th October 
2015, Dz.U. 2015 poz. 1777). This does not 
apply either to the depopulated areas where 
the observed processes of revival are bottom 
up phenomena and no official revitalization 
programs have been applied. Therefore, a new 
terminology should be proposed to grasp the 
new phenomena in the highly depopulated 
or even vanished villages which have been 
recently subject to revival processes.

The commonly used typologies of rural 
areas in Poland (i.e. Bański & Stola, 2002; 
Bański, 2014; Stacherzak & Hełdak, 2013, 
2019; Mazur et al., 2015; Śleszyński & 
Komornicki, 2016) cannot accurately picture 
the latest symptoms of socio-economic revival 
because these typologies are proposed for 
larger administrative units (usually communes 
– gminas). However, the actual changes are 
usually unevenly distributed within a given 

gmina, and that is why they are observed only 
at a local scale (village scale) and not within 
the gmina (commune) as a whole. Therefore 
the aims of the paper are as follows: (1) 
To propose a definition of a reviving village 
based on the recent studies on the current 
socio-economic and spatial processes which 
are observed in the villages in the Kłodzko 
region. (2) To propose a research procedure 
for identification of reviving villages. We try 
to answer the following research questions: 
what are the symptoms of rural revival 
in marginal areas? What criteria should 
be used in order to identify a reviving village? 
What are the limitations of the proposed 
methodology? The proposal of the new 
concept of the reviving village and the tools 
for its identification is based on both the 
exiting studies and current authors’ research.

The time range of the presented analy-
sis covers the post-World War II period, but 
in order to present the broader context of the 
long-term demographic changes in this area, 
the first part of the research covers the pre-
-WWII period back to the mid-19th century 
when population in the region reached its 
maximum in most of the villages. However, 
the substantial changes in social  and eco-
nomic tendencies in the study area have been 
observed only after 1989, and especially from 
the 2000s, which is similar for the Central 
European countries (Kučera & Chromý, 2012; 
Bezák & Mitchley, 2014; Kupková & Bičík, 
2016; Skokanová et al., 2016). This time range 
is also conditioned by the limited availability 
of some data from the earlier periods.

Study area

Kłodzko region is located in the Sudetes 
Mountains, which form the Polish-Czech bor-
der, and covers an area of 1643 km2 with pop-
ulation of 160 thousand (57 thousand in rural 
areas). Its boundaries follow the administra-
tive borders of the Kłodzko county (poviat). 
As a border region, it has often changed its 
nationality, and, as a result, became an area 
of diverse conflict and intermingling of Pol-
ish, German and Czech nations. Due to the 
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general shifts of the Polish border westwards 
after the World War II the original German 
population was forced to leave and the new 
settlers arrived, mainly from central and 
eastern Poland (also from this part of the 
pre-WWII Poland, which is now Ukraine) 
(Gawryszewski, 2005; Eberhardt, 2015). This 
exchange of population has its long-lasting 
and multifaceted effects until present. 

Depopulation

During the post-WWII period the rural areas 
of the entire Sudetes Mountains underwent 
significant processes of depopulation, how-
ever they were most visible in the Kłodzko 
region (Tomaszewski, 1968; Salwicka, 1978; 
Jerkiewicz et al., 1979; Miszewska, 1979, 
1989; E. Kościk, 1990; J. Kościk, 1990; Zagoż-
dżon, 1990; Ciok, 1994, 1995). Partial or total 
depopulation of many settlements in rural 
areas has led to the decline of entire villages 
or parts of them (Chachaj, 1978; Szmytkie, 
2008; Latocha, 2013, 2015). The resulting 
changes in land use led to considerable low-
ering of the altitude of the agriculture-forest 
boundary and the dilapidation of buildings 
in abandoned villages (Plewniak, 1978; Zagoż-
dżon, 1990; Ciok, 1995; Latocha, 2012). 

The long-term analysis of population 
trends, comparing the pre-WWII and post-
war period indicate that for most villages 
(131 out of 174 in the Kłodzko county) the 
depopulation was 50% and more, and for 
over a third – over 80% (Latocha et al., 2018), 
including settlements which disappeared 
completely (Szmytkie, 2008; Latocha, 2013, 
2015). In addition, the selective character 
of post-WWII migration (mainly outflow 
of young people) caused a transformation 
of the demographic structures of villages, 
in particular ageing of the population and 
lowering the birth rate (Zagożdżon, 1990). 
As a result, the study area presented all the 
symptoms typical for marginal and peripher-
al areas in their broad sense, not only related 
to its location in the mountainous borderland 
(Copus, 2001; Vaishar, 2006; Schmidt, 2007; 
Crone, 2012; Pénzes, 2013; Pezi & Urso, 

2016; Humer, 2018). Therefore the region 
has for many years been classified as a prob-
lem area by different authors and according 
to various typologies (Zagożdżon, 1988; Ciok, 
1991; Bański, 2008; Konopińska, 2016).

Current changes 

Demographic changes
Although depopulation processes can still 
be observed in the study area, last 30 years 
brought some signs of rural revival in some 
villages, especially those which have tradi-
tionally been considered as disappearing 
(Szmytkie & Tomczak, 2017). Although data 
from specific districts is still an accurate illus-
tration of deepening depopulation processes 
and acute population aging in Kłodzko region 
(in 2012 the senility index for rural areas 
in Kłodzko region was 93, while the average 
value for villages in Poland was 77 – Szmytkie 
& Tomczak, 2015), the analysis of changes 
in population size of specific villages unveils 
far more complex nature of population 
dynamics in the region under study. 

Between 1988 and 2002 population size 
increased in 31 villages of Kłodzko region, 
while a total size of rural population in the 
poviat went down by 5600 (8,7%). In the 
period 2002-2011 population size increased 
by 650 people (1,1%), and in 95 villages the 
number of inhabitants stagnated or went 
up, as in 49 villages where an increase was 
of at least 5%. Depopulation process was still 
taking place, but its scale was significantly 
diminished. An increase in the size of rural 
population can be explained by suburbaniza-
tion and by the influx of new inhabitants into 
villages which had previously depopulated 
and were described as vanished or disap-
pearing (Chachaj, 1978). An increase in popu-
lation of many previously depopulating vil-
lages observed between 1988-2011 does not 
change the quantitative image of the study 
area, but it does make a significant qualita-
tive change. The difference arises from the 
fact that new inhabitants come from cities 
and it results in rejuvenated age structure 
as well as in positive changes in the structure 
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of educational attainment. These processes 
and their results can be interpreted as the 
demographic aspect of rural revival. 

Economic and functional changes

The number of business entities registered 
in the rural areas of Kłodzko region decreased 
between 2004 and 2016 from 8300 to 7700 
(by 8 pp.) The most significant decrease was 
observed in the agriculture sector (from 4800 
to 3900; by 19,3 pp). Such decline depicts 
a gradual transformation in the structure 
of business entities – from a structure that 
is typical of agriculture, through agriculture-
service and service-agriculture, to a structure 
that is dominated by services (Sikorski et al., 
2020). In that period the number of employ-
ees in agriculture went down by 6,3 pp. 
and simultaneously the number of employ-
ees in services went up by 6,2 pp. The most 
dynamic functional changes took place in vil-
lages characterized by the most marked 
population increase. It can be interpreted 
as a sign of an increased entrepreneur-
ship in previously depopulating villages and 
an indication of economic-functional rural 
revival (Szmytkie & Tomczak, 2017, 2018). 

Tourism is one of the most important driv-
ers of economic development. It has profound-
ly influenced Kłodzko region. As data shows, 
the volume of tourist accommodation in the 
rural areas has increased from 6100 in 1988 
to 12,600 in 2012 and 16,700 in 2019. 
One of the most popular forms of accom-
modation in villages is staying at small indi-
vidual accommodation and agritourist farms. 
According to data collected by the Provincial 
Agricultural Advisory Centre in Wrocław, 
there were 198 agritourist farms in Kłodzko 
region in 2012 (31% of the total number for 
the Lower Silesia province). Additionally, every 
tenth farm was certified as an ecological farm.

Spatial and landscape changes

Introduction of agri-environmental pro-
grammes and other direct payments for areas 
with unfavourable conditions for agriculture, 

which became available since 2004 when 
Poland accessed the EU (Mastalska-Cetera, 
2006; Kutkowska, 2014), resulted in a return 
to farming in many areas which have for 
years been abandoned. Secondary plant suc-
cession has been stopped and these areas 
became opened areas again, used mainly 
as hay meadows and pastures. This is the 
result of preferred types of support that farm-
ers in the Kłodzko region choose, i.e. options 
which allow for keeping extensive, perma-
nent grasslands (Latocha, 2016). Changes 
in settlement have also brought a significant 
landscape transformation. The contemporary 
share of built-up areas in the Kłodzko region 
is practically the same as at the end of the 
19th century (about 5%) (Latocha et al., 2016), 
but there were significant changes in their spa-
tial distribution. Decline of dilapidated, aban-
doned housing (visible in the form of numerous 
ruins), has been topped up with new housing 
located in more accessible and more attrac-
tive spots. In the post-war period, until the mid-
1990s, the number of new housing was rela-
tively low. In some villages there were no new 
investments. Since the end of the 1990s, and 
especially at the beginning of the 21st century, 
there has been far more construction activity 
(Latocha, 2017). Development of new hous-
ing in the rural areas in the vicinity of towns 
and cities – the process of suburbanization 
– resulted in many spatial as well as soci-
etal transformations (Kajdanek, 2009, 2011). 
An important qualitative change in the land-
scape results from renovations and recon-
structions of many pre-war houses and farm 
buildings. Refitting of these buildings is usually 
done with understanding and respect for the 
traditional regional architecture. The process-
es presented above can be described as spa-
tial rural revival (Latocha, 2013, 2017).

Societal changes 

Non-governmental organizations are con-
sidered an important element of civic soci-
ety, an indicator of the level of social capital, 
civic engagement and agency (Bednarek-
Szczepańska, 2011). Studying NGOs allows 
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to determine the direction and scale of social 
changes in a particular region. Kłodzko 
region is unique nation-wide in the aspect 
of a dynamic increase of registered NGOs 
and in the structure of their activities (Sikor-
ski 2020). Between 2000 and 2017 the 
number of NGOs registered in Kłodzko 
region increased from 268 to 749. There was 
an annual increase in the number of NGOs 
of 15,5% while nation-wide average was 
2-3%. Moreover, the increase in the number 
of NGOs in the rural areas of Kłodzko region 
was even higher – 18% annually. 

A social transformation of Kłodzko region 
is reflected in the structure of activities taken 
up by the local NGOs. The most popular activ-
ities nation-wide are these related to sports, 
tourism, leisure (29,1%), protecting health and 
increasing security (16,5%), protecting cul-
tural heritage (11,9%) (GUS 2018). However, 
in Kłodzko region the most popular activities 
are related to culture and arts (18,3%), local 
development (17,8%), supporting employee 
affairs (trade unions) (14,4%). Every fourth 
NGO in Kłodzko region is focused on art and 
culture and local development, and espe-
cially on supporting specific villages (Sikorski, 
2020). These tendencies can be an example 
of societal aspects of rural revival. 

The theoretical and 
methodological frames 

The concept of the reviving village
The current transformations of the inves-
tigated problem region, which were pre-
sented above, show that there are new local 
development trends in former depopulation 
areas. These observations have become 
an inspiration to our attempt to identify the 
new processes in a more comprehensive 
way. As a result, a new category of “reviv-
ing village” has been proposed. It can 
be defined as a village, which – after many 
years of depopulation and recession lead-
ing to a significant or even complete decline 
– has recently experienced some symptoms 
of revival, including its diverse aspects: 
demographic, economic, functional, social 

and spatial/landscape. To classify a village 
as reviving, we propose the assumptions that 
the initial depopulation should be at least 
at the level of 50% (comparing the maximum 
and minimum number of inhabitants in the 
investigated period from mid-19th century 
until present), the village should be small 
(less than 250 inhabitants) and it should 
have at least 3 out of 5 identified symptoms 
of revival. The exact procedure of identifica-
tion of reviving villages is described in details 
in the next part of the paper, along with the 
explanations of the rationales for the pre-
sented assumptions, which – in turn – can 
be modified in other areas and adopted 
to the local constraints specific for a given 
region or country. What is also important, the 
reviving processes are usually spontaneous, 
bottom-up phenomena and in most cases 
they are not part of an organized, top-down 
programs or large projects, such as revitaliza-
tion or renewal, which was discussed above. 

How to identify a reviving village?
Identification of the reviving villages 
– research procedure

The procedure we propose to identify the 
reviving villages includes three main stages: 
(1) initial selection of the most depopulated 
villages, (2) theoretical designation of the 
reviving villages based on the secondary 
data analysis of statistical data from vari-
ous databases, (3) collection of primary data 
(quantitative and qualitative) during field 
research in order to validate the theoretical 
assumptions (Fig. 1). 

Initial selection of the most 
depopulated villages 

The revival is possible only if the decline and 
depopulation were observed in the previous 
period. Therefore, in the first stage of our 
research the villages with the highest degree 
of depopulation were selected. Calculations 
were made by comparing the maximum 
number of the population in the pre-World 
War II period, based on censuses starting 
from mid-19th century, with the minimum 
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number of the population in post-war times. 
As a result we obtained a measure of maxi-
mum depopulation level for each village 
in the period of 135 years. To assure the con-
sistency of data only census data were used 
(1867, 1875, 1885, 1895, 1905, 1925, 1933, 
1939 and 1950, 1960, 1970, 1978, 1988, 
2002). The selection of the mid-19th century 
as the starting point for the demographic 
analysis is justified by the fact, that most 
villages in the study area reached the maxi-
mum population in their historic development 
in the second half of the 19th century and 
we wanted to capture the maximum depopu-
lation, which was experienced by each village. 

Taking into account the level of depopu-
lation (expressed in %) we designated vil-
lages which can be labelled as depopu-
lated. Two criteria were used to do that: 
level of depopulation and the current size 

of a village. Using the statistical method 
of natural breaks we defined two compart-
ments of approximately 79% and 50% level 
of depopulation. It was decided that for fur-
ther analysis we would use a set of localities 
which experienced depopulation of at least 
50% (between pre-World War II and post-
-WWII period) in order to analyse a larger set 
of villages and thus to better capture all their 
new paths of development. Simultaneously, 
we selected the villages which are consid-
ered as small ones, with current population 
not larger than 250 inhabitants, to verify 
if the smallest settlements were also able 
to return to the development paths although 
their socio-economic capital is very low due 
to their small size. We choose the interval 
of 250 inhabitants as this was the average 
size of a village in Poland in the 1990s, which 
is the starting period for the transformation 

Identification of the reviving villages - methodological proceedings

initial selection of the most depopulated villages

the first stage

theoretical designation of the reviving villages
based on the secondary data analysis

of statistical data from various databases

the second stage

collection of primary data (quantitative
and qualitative) during field research in order

to validate the theoretical assumptions

the third stage

inventory of all business entities,
farms, tourist facilities and quality

of housing developments

interviews with informed inhabitants
in order to get the best possible

overview of each village

depopulation of at least 50%
between pre-war and post-war period

population not larger
than 250 inhabitants

demographic criterion

economic (especially touristic)
criterion

functional criterion

social criterion

spatial/landscape criterion

structured observation protocol
for each village

housing and development, inhabitants, economy, landscape 
interventions and care of the surrounding, tourist 
development, technical and service infrastructure, 
transportation, social infrastructure and social activities

Figure 1. Identification of the reviving villages – research procedure 
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of the rural areas which are discussed in this 
paper. Each village classified to the next stage 
of research needed to fulfil both criteria. 
In total, 103 villages (out of 174) were classi-
fied to the second stage of research, including 
7 villages which were completely abandoned. 

Theoretical designation 
of the reviving villages 

The process of rural revival may become 
apparent in varied ways as it was presented 
above. Therefore in the next stage of the 
research we set up five criteria which allow for 
identification of depopulated localities which 
have recently experienced some processes 
of the socio-economic revival. They include: 
(1) Demographic changes – quantitative 

and qualitative characteristics of the current 
demographic trends, (2) Functional changes 
– analysis of the economic base and main 
sources of income for village populations, 
(3) Economic changes and specifically changes 
in tourism infrastructure – number of facilities 
and accommodation in different time range, 
(4) Spatial and landscape changes – new 
developments, technical infrastructure, reno-
vations and changes in land use, (5) Social 
changes – analysis of activities in local 
communities based on NGOs. 

At this stage of research it was assumed 
that any increase of a chosen indicator (more 
people, more economic entities, more tour-
ist facilities, more new houses, more NGOs) 
between the initial year of observation and 

Figure 2. Study area with various categories of villages. Legend: 1 – towns, 2 – villages with symptoms 
of revival (explanations in the text), 3 – villages depopulated 50% and more in the period between 
mid-19th and present, 4 – other villages 
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present, regardless its value, signals the pro-
cess of revival (zero-one system). This assump-
tion can be justified as follows. First, it is 
related to the fact that the entire test area 
(Kłodzko region) has long been considered 
a problem area and in the 1980-1990s it was 
characterized by a general tendency of deg-
radation and decline of almost all socio-eco-
nomic indicators. Any increase should be con-
sidered at this point as a sign of a positive 
change (revival) of such an area. Secondly, 
the scale of changes was often very small 
in absolute numbers but large at the same 
time in relative terms – due to the small size 
of the locality. Setting quantitative (numerical) 
criteria will not work in such a case.

Each criterion was based on the various 
available data sources which are presented 
in details and critically assessed in the next 
section of the paper. Although the time com-
partments for particular data bases are dif-
ferent, they include in general the turn of the 
20th and 21st century or the beginning of the 
21st century, when the processes of revival 
became particularly visible. Decision on how 
to set up the lower and the upper bracket for 
a time range in case of each indicator was 
determined by data availability (as described 
below).

In the next step we juxtaposed data refer-
ring to five selected criteria and made a rank-
ing. The following field visits were conducted 
in 64 villages (with depopulation level of 50% 
and more, and smaller than 250 inhabitants) 
which have fulfilled at least 3 criteria of reviv-
al (Fig. 2). 

Field visits 

Statistical data collected for all 64 villages 
were verified during field visits which includ-
ed taking an inventory of all business entities, 
farms, tourist facilities and quality of hous-
ing developments. In each village we have 
also conducted exploratory interviews with 
informed inhabitants in order to get the best 
possible overview of each village. During field 
visits we used a structured observation proto-
col for each village, which was our own inven-
tion. It consisted of sections on: (1) housing 

and development – number of houses in total, 
number of newly constructed houses, tempo-
rary/permanent occupation, origin of inves-
tors (locals or newcomers), location of new 
development in regard of the core of the vil-
lage, renovations of old buildings, ruins and 
abandoned houses; (2) inhabitants – num-
ber of inhabitants, age, number of children, 
including school-aged children, division 
of inhabitants into locals and newcomers, 
origin of newcomers, temporary/permanent 
living in the village, general opinion on rela-
tions between locals and newcomers, gen-
eral opinion on everyday life in the village; (3) 
economy – sources of income, business enti-
ties in the village (verification of the Register 
of National Economy); (4) landscape interven-
tions and care of the surrounding (e.g. cut-
ting trees, fallow land, thick bushes, mowing, 
aesthetics of courtyards); (5) tourist devel-
opment – accommodation, gastronomy, ski 
lifts, tourist paths, tourist attractions (includ-
ing cultural heritage sites); (6) technical and 
service infrastructure – category and quality 
of roads, water and sewage infrastructure, 
shops etc.; (7) transportation – public trans-
portation to and from a village, train stations 
and bus stops, frequency of connections, peo-
ple’s needs regarding public transportation; 
(8) social infrastructure and social activities – 
playgrounds, sport facilities, meeting places, 
active associations – who belongs to them, 
what they do, who is particularly active. 

Apart from the highly structured features 
mentioned above, we have also taken notes 
reflecting our subjective views regarding the 
process of revival (or stagnation and degra-
dation) in the villages we visited. It was a valu-
able addition to statistical data, field struc-
tured data and exploratory interviews. 

In addition, in order to further verify the 
revival process, a dedicated website was cre-
ated with an interactive map of the studied 
villages (www.odrodzenie-wsi.pl). It should not 
only be a knowledge platform, but also a plat-
form for the exchange of ideas and remarks 
between scientists and the society, especially 
the local communities. The possibility to write 
comments by all the readers of the website 
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brings the opportunity to get a better insight 
and another perception of the phenomenon 
under study.

The results of the analysis of statistical 
data and of the field visits allowed to create 
an extensive database for the villages under 
study including all elements described above. 
This database allowed for selecting villages 
for the next stage of quantitative and quali-
tative social research which aimed to identify 
the driving forces and conditions for rural 
revival. However, this theme goes beyond 
the scope of the presented article and will 
be discussed in a separate paper. 

Materials and data sources 
– a critical assessment

Each criterion was analysed with reference 
to a different set of data, which we assess 
critically below. The basic requirement – and 

difficulty of the method – is the availability 
of the data at a level of a single village and 
not larger administrative units such as gmi-
nas (communes). The sources of data for each 
criterion of revival are presented in Table. 

Sources of data: 

The information about demographic data can 
be based on two different sources of informa-
tion: national censuses and official database 
on population registration (PESEL) (Tab.). How-
ever, differences in methodological approach 
to data collection in 2002 and 2011 census 
and PESEL database make it impossible for 
a systematic comparison in different time 
ranges. It is only achievable to describe 
more general trends or discuss sets of data 
separately. Additional methodological prob-
lem is connected with an apparent dispar-
ity between the number of inhabitants regis-
tered for the census and the actual number 

Table. Criteria used for classification of rural revival with their data sources and timeframes 

Criteria for village’s revival Sources of data and timeframes

Demographic changes – quantitative and qualitative 
characteristics of the current demographic trends

National Census 1988, 2002, 2011; PESEL1 database 
2000-2016. 

Functional changes – analysis of the economic base 
and main sources of income for village populations 

Register of National Economy (REGON)2 database (1998-
2018); Central Registration and Information on Business.

Economic changes and specifically changes in tourism 
infrastructure – number of facilities and accommodation 
in different time range

Publication “Equipping villages and towns with basic 
facilities and equipment in the Wałbrzych voivode-
ship” (Wyposażenie miast i miejscowości wiejskich 
w podstawowe placówki i urządzenia w województwie 
wałbrzyskim) (1988); data scraping from websites and 
internet browsers for accommodation in Kłodzko county 
(2013 and 2019).

Spatial and landscape changes – new developments, 
technical infrastructure, renovations and changes 
in land use 

Individual building permits from the Kłodzko County Of-
fice (annual data from 1999) and from municipal (gmina) 
offices (for some districts data available from 1975 
to 1998); cartographic materials (including The National 
Database of Topographic Objects BDOT10k); orthophoto 
maps and aerial photos from various periods (1970s, 
1990s, and current); statistic data on types of land 
use, including the information on agri-environmental 
schemes available from the Agriculture Restructuring 
and Modernization Agency; field visits. 

Societal changes – analysis of activities 
in local communities based on NGOs

National Business Registry (1998-2018) for NGOs

1 Universal Electronic System of Population Registration (PESEL) – a central data collection kept in Poland by the min-
ister responsible for computerization under the Act on population registration
2 REGON – Register of National Economy – register kept by the President of the Central Statistical Office.
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of inhabitants. The gap results from no legal 
obligation for the people to officially change 
the dwelling address when they move. 
As a result, what is being counted in censuses 
are people registered in specific localities and 
not people who actually live there (Śleszyński, 
2011; Gołata, 2012).

The functional changes are considered 
as the changes in the economic base and 
in the main sources of income for village 
population. Such data can be obtained from 
the official Register of National Economy 
(REGON) (Tab.). However, there are several 
problems concerning National Business Regis-
try database which were also signaled by oth-
er researchers (i.e. Śleszyński, 2007; Ilnicki, 
2009; Raczyk, 2009; Celińska-Janowicz, 
2016; Kłosowski, 2017): (1) there were four dif-
ferent classifications used in Polish Classifica-
tion of Economic Activities (PCEA) in the ana-
lyzed time range (1997, 2004, 2007, 2010); (2) 
REGON database was introduced in 1995 but 
it was not a complete set of data; from time 
to time new types of activities were added, 
e.g. in 2000 National Business Registry data-
base did not register farms – they were intro-
duced in 2004; (3) small businesses, usually 
run by self-employed people, are registered 
in the person’s place of dwelling and not in the 
place where the economic activity is actually 
undertaken; (4) in case of shutdown, business 
entities do not inform about it; (5) it is a com-
mon practice – not always justified – to reg-
ister a very broad scope of economic activ-
ity which covers even up to several dozens 
of PCEA groupings, while in fact, the business 
entity only operates in some of them; (6) there 
is no single methodology to catalogue eco-
nomic activity for the transition period from 
2004 to 2007 – there is only a translation key 
facilitated by the Statistics Poland. The key 
is controversial because it does not offer a full 
transition for every type of economic activity 
(e.g. for individual proprietorship businesses) 
and also classifies one type of activity from 
2004 under many different types of activities 
in 2007 (e.g. 20.52.Z  16.29.Z and 32.99.Z); 
(7) because of the transition from PCEA 
2004 to PCEA 2007 individual proprietorship 

businesses had to be manually ascribed 
to a relevant section; (8) incoherence of defi-
nitions and names used in the following years, 
especially in case of a decentralized CRIB 
database; (9) some categories of services and 
retail are not counted in the database (e.g. 
bank agencies); (10) legal changes regarding 
establishment and registration of business 
entities, for example the recently introduced 
lack of obligation to register business opera-
tions according to Business Law Act intro-
duced on April 30th 2018 (Art. 5 paragraph 1 
of the Business Law Act).

The analysis of changes in tourism infra-
structure (which is regarded as the main eco-
nomic change in the study area), which includ-
ed the comparison of number of facilities and 
accommodation in different time ranges, 
were very difficult to perform. Due to dis-
parities between data sets from various data 
bases (e.g. Local Data Bank, The Institute 
of Tourism, data from local authorities), and 
credibility deficiency regarding data for sta-
tistical territorial units, it is necessary to use 
other sources of data in order to assess the 
actual volume and distribution of tourist 
accommodation. Useful sources of data are 
tourism-oriented search engines and web-
sites of local administration. Additionally, 
a lot of information can be gained from field 
visits. Data obtained from Statistics Poland 
only shows collective accommodation facili-
ties and overlooks individual accommoda-
tion facilities (guest rooms, agritourist farms) 
(Szmytkie, 2015).

The spatial and landscape changes in the 
villages were based on various types of sourc-
es (Tab.), but there are limitations in some 
of them as presented below. Individual build-
ing permit data are burdened with the follow-
ing problems: (1) data collection is incoherent 
– local districts had collected and archived 
data until 1998 individually without one, con-
sistent methodology (it is not unusual to find 
hand-written data); in some local districts old-
er data is not available; (2) since 1999 individ-
ual building permits are issued by the County 
Office but archives are not consistent hence 
the quantity and quality of data for different 
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time range is extremely varied; (3) the number 
of the building permits issued is usually lower 
than the number of houses actually built – 
due to the lack of notification of construction 
completion. Therefore field visits and analysis 
of cartographic materials (i.e. The National 
Database of Topographic Objects BDOT10k, 
aerial photos and orthophoto maps) are nec-
essary. Moreover, the renovation of old hous-
ing is the most difficult aspect to grasp. Refur-
bishment significantly changes the aesthetic 
appearance of rural areas, but it can only 
be identified during field investigations.

The main problem with the analysis 
of NGO units (which are an important indi-
cators for societal changes – Tab.) based 
on National Business Registry is the defini-
tion of a NGO and classification of a busi-
ness entity as NGO. In the relevant literature 
there are various classifications of NGOs. 
For the purpose of this research the broadest 
definition was adapted, proposed by portal.
ngo.pl. This definition is similar to the legal 
definition (Art. 3 paragraph 2 of the Public 
benefit and voluntary organisation Act from 
April 24th, 2003; Journal of Laws of the 
Republic of Poland from 2018, position 450). 
Another problematic piece of information 
is on the location of the NGO which does 
not always correspond with the actual area 
of activity. Moreover, not all social initiatives 
undertaken in rural areas are formalised 
by registration at National Court Register, 
Polish Classification of Economic Activities, 
etc. As a result they are not included in the 
official databases, not even in National Busi-
ness Registry. Another difficulty is caused 
by the changing vocabulary which reflects 
various concepts and socio-political as well 
as theoretical contexts for the function-
ing of NGOs in Poland (Gliński 2004), and 
particularly in rural areas (Herbst, 2018). 

Applicability and limitations 
– discussion 

The analysis of the current socio-economic 
and spatial processes which are observed 
in the study area suggests that some villages 

– after years of stagnation or decline – have 
recently returned into the development path, 
as defined in Li et al. (2019). The field surveys 
confirmed that the phenomena identified 
on the basis of initial statistical analysis have 
also their expression in real physical and socio-
economic space of the analyzed villages.

Due to the discussed methodological 
problems with data sources, and especially 
the large diversity of available databases, 
including their spatial and temporal inconsist-
ency, as well as different methodologies for 
collecting the same information in different 
periods, preparation of the input materials for 
the presented analyzes required a lot of work 
to adapt them for comparative studies. 
However, despite the discussed imperfection 
of the source materials and the need to make 
certain assumptions, simplifications or gener-
alizations of data in order to make any com-
parative analyzes for different years and dif-
ferent sets of data possible, these are the only 
official statistical data that are available at all. 
Hence, we use them with full awareness that 
they should be treated as some kind of esti-
mates and approximations of the observed 
trends, and not as the absolute data. Regard-
ing this limitations of the statistical sources, 
the field surveys were the key aspect of our 
research on identification of the reviving vil-
lages. The direct observations and interviews 
with local inhabitants were valuable sources 
of information supplementing quantitative 
data obtained from official public databases, 
and verifying them at the same time, which 
was necessary given their often inconsistent 
and problematic nature as discussed above. 
Field surveys also allowed to capture phe-
nomena that are not noticeable using statisti-
cal data (e.g. bonds between residents, level 
of life satisfaction etc.). They were also cru-
cial for identifying the high spatial diversity 
in predominance of individual symptoms 
of revival, or their specific sets – the statistical 
data was not sufficient to clearly define the 
actual importance of each of the criteria. Field 
visits are actually necessary wherever data 
are aggregated at a level equal to and higher 
than the commune given the very local and 
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site-specific character of revival processes. 
These are important observations for fur-
ther research with focus on the identification 
of the factors supporting or restraining the 
revival processes. 

As a result, the combined statistical and 
field data confirmed that the general trends 
observed in the study area are strong enough 
to interpret the recent, multifaceted develop-
ments of some villages in the Kłodzko region 
as rural revival. The proposed methodology 
for identification of reviving villages should 
be thus considered as positively tested. 
Nevertheless, the criteria for identifying the 
processes of rural revival can vary spatially 
in different areas and countries, and should 
be adopted to the regional needs. They 
depend both on the specific characteristics 
of the analyzed areas and on the available 
data, which is varied in different regions and 
countries. Additionally, the selected crite-
ria should be related to the specific aspects 
of marginality and peripherality which are 
present in a given problem area as well as to 
the initial identification of the main symptoms 
of these negative trends – are the disadvan-
tages, shortages, and inconveniences related 
rather to the physical or socio-economic, 
or demographic or political context? (Copus, 
2001; Leimgruber, 2004; Vaishar, 2006; 
Schmidt, 2007; Crone, 2012; Bernt & Colini, 
2013; Pénzes, 2013; Pezi & Urso, 2016; Pelc, 
2017; Humer, 2018). Regardless the possible 
diversity of the applied criteria of revival, 
the proposed steps in the identification pro-
cedure of reviving villages seem to have the 
potential to be applied in diverse places and 
the methodology can be adopted to other 
problem and depopulating areas. 

Therefore, we hope that the results of our 
study might be an important contribution 
to the debate on the ways to support the 
problem regions and on various attempts 
to counteract their marginalization and 
peripheralization (Gannon, 1994; Romano, 
1995; Leimgruber, 2004; Berkel & Verburg, 
2011; Bogdanov & Vasiljević, 2011; Pinto-
-Correia et al., 2016; Boesch et al., 2011; 
Serra et al., 2014; Pelc, 2017). The results 

prove that the symptoms of socio-economic, 
functional, demographic and spatial revival 
are possible to occur even in the regions for 
a long time considered problematic. They 
also show that even the long–lasting negative 
trends can be locally overcome and reversed. 
Even the villages with the least favorable con-
ditions for development (highly depopulated 
and small) might return to the development 
path, which also gives hope to other disad-
vantageous rural areas (Li et al., 2019). 

It should be especially highlighted that the 
observed new trends in most cases represent 
a bottom-up approach, where some individual 
decisions contribute to the general improve-
ment of the living conditions and better per-
ception of previously declining villages. Most 
of the revival processes observed in the study 
area were not related to any special external 
programs such as revitalization or renewal. 
This observation might be important in the 
discussion on the solutions for problem and 
declining rural areas as the new trends iden-
tified in the study area are in line with the 
general concepts for development of rural 
areas, such as the new rural paradigm and 
multifunctional transition, and especially the 
growing importance of tourism (OECD, 2006; 
Brown & Hall, 2000; Nørgaard, 2011; Hol-
mes, 2012; Jepson & Sharpley, 2015; Salva-
tore et al., 2018). Thus the proposal of a new 
concept of a reviving village, its definition, 
as well as the development of a new method-
ology for identification of villages, which can 
be considered as reviving, might be a useful 
tool for studying the current transformations 
of marginal rural areas also in other regions 
worldwide. Although the methodology has 
some weaknesses and imperfections, mainly 
due to the problematic source materials, the 
application of diverse research approaches 
and different data sources allows to validate 
and verify the obtained results from various 
perspectives and using the complementary 
methodologies of both human geography, 
carthography and landscape studies, as well 
as social sciences. 

The concept of the rural revival represents 
a pioneering research as the phenomenon 
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of the socio-economic revival of villages 
observed after many years of their non-
existence or stagnation in the residual form 
is a new process in the Polish space, hence 
not yet analyzed in the literature on the sub-
ject. Also in the world literature the research 
carried out in the depopulated areas focused 
mainly on the causes and spatial diversity 
of depopulation, or their socio-economic, 
environmental and landscape consequences, 
or both (i.e. Strijker, 2005; Collantes & Pinilla, 
2011; McLeman, 2011; Bezák & Mitchley, 
2014; Plieninger et al., 2016). Although there 
are papers presenting various ways how 
to revitalize or re-use the abandoned villages 
(Filipe & Mascarenhas, 2011; Di Figlia, 2016; 
Güler & Kâhya, 2019), no comprehensive 
research has been yet undertaken to analyze 
the phenomenon of the revival of villages 
in the multi-aspect dimension, and to present 
the definition or methodological aspects how 
to define a reviving village. 

The recently increased internal differ-
entiation of development and decline pro-
cesses in rural areas, even in the adjacent 
areas within the same region, was noted 
by many authors (Berkel & Verburg, 2011; 
McLeman, 2011; Bezák & Mitchley, 2014; 
Bański & Mazur, 2016; Kerckhof et al., 2016). 
It is also proved by the observation of the 
revival processes in the study area, which 
is spatially highly diverse. A very individual 
path of development of each village in rural 
problem areas suggests a need for more site-
specific research, which are scarce at the 
moment (Bański, 2016; Sørensen, 2018), and 
especially in the marginal areas. The analysis 
of the current transformations at the local (vil-
lage) level and the new classification of the 
marginal rural areas, including the category 
of a reviving village, would allow for better 
understanding of these processes. Moreover, 
it can also be a useful tool in decision making 
and planning policy of rural areas, which can 
help to better meet the local needs through 
site-specific policies (Strijker, 2005; van Eupen 
et al., 2012; Almeida et al., 2016; Śleszyński 
& Komornicki, 2016; Sørensen, 2018; Li et al., 
2019). 

Conclusions

The proposed new category of a reviving vil-
lage and the research procedure of its identi-
fication might be useful in analyzes of the cur-
rent transformations of the marginal areas. 
They also respond to the postulates of many 
authors who call for in-depth research on revi-
talization, renewal and revival of rural areas 
(Allison & Hobbs, 2004; Gleeson, 2008; 
Larsen & Barker-Reid, 2009; Li et al., 2019). 
We pointed out both to the symptoms and 
criteria for rural revival, as well as to the limi-
tations of the proposed research procedure. 
This can be useful for understanding new phe-
nomena in depopulating areas and to better 
distinguish the villages which are currently 
in the transition period. Especially, that the 
proposed methodology allows to capture even 
the slightest symptoms of positive changes 
in areas considered as marginal and periph-
eric. It could be the base for creating a typol-
ogy of the directions and types of rural reviv-
al, as well as the classification and hierarchy 
of factors supporting or inhibiting the revival. 
The recognition of the diverse driving forces 
of rural transformations should allow to create 
a conceptual model of socio-economic devel-
opment of reviving villages, as well as to fore-
cast the development of socio-economic and 
spatial processes in the marginal areas. In this 
context, the concept of reviving villages might 
be a valuable contribution in a discussion 
on both endogenous and exogenous factors 
which currently shape the rural areas world-
wide, such as suburbanization, diverse funding 
programs, local policies for spatial develop-
ment, the global market, as well as site-spe-
cific conditions, and especially the local social 
and territorial capital, that heavily influence 
the actual course and scale of the global 
changes (Greffe, 1994; Courtney & Moseley, 
2008; Berkel & Verburg, 2011; Ventura-Lucas 
et al., 2011; Eliasson et al., 2013; Sánchez-
-Zamora et al., 2014).

The analyses based on the identified reviving 
villages may also help to address the question 
of the permanence of the currently observed 
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trends of changes. It is important in the 
context of indicating the factors responsible 
for the sustainable revival of villages and the 
sustainability of its effects. This is a key part 
of the rural resilience, understood as “the 
capacity for renewal, re-organization and 
development” (Folke, 2006), which seams 
appropriate to adapt to marginal and 
depopulating regions to assess their current 
transformations. 
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