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Abstract: Over the post-socialist period, residential mobility processes were very intense and took place on large areas.  Flow 
intensity led to the emergence of new spatial and functional realities and created new relationships within the affected areas. 
During all this period, Bucharest’s metropolitan area was shaped by the spatial mobility of the city dwellers, as well as by the 
change of their social and residential aspirations. The majority of those who were registered as movers in Bucharest were 
actually residents of Bucharest (they only changed their domicile) and the share of people coming to the city from elsewhere 
has increased constantly over the last decade. Except for the early 1990s, a period when residential legal status was pending 
clarification, migrations from peri-urban area, especially from Ilfov County, to Bucharest had a low intensity.  Situation is 
quite different in terms of moving out of Bucharest, to the communes and towns of Ilfov County, located in close proximity, 
which have been continuously increasing values. The correlation between housing stock features (real estate supply) and the 
demand of new dwellings (emphasized by the residential trajectories) prove both that current mobility flows taking place at 
this time in Bucharest are segmented based on economic-spatial criteria and that Markov chains are functional. 
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Introduction 
 

The change of the socialist political and economic sys-

tem and its replacement with a form of liberalized cap-

italist economy, has led to new production techniques 

and distribution patterns of the dwellings, as well as to 

a radical transformation of social structures, urban 

residential areas and the social-residential meanings 

thereof. At the end of the socialist period, the laws and 

regulations that enforced an absolute control of the 

state in the field of property, residence and housing 

production were repealed, which explains the signifi-

cant transformations that followed. Economic liberal-

ization and the crisis generated by the subsequent de-

cline of industry are the causes that stopped the hous-

ing production financed by public funds. At the same 

time, the flexible planning rules quickly led to a variety 

of private initiatives in the field of housing construc-

tion, to the conversion of residential areas and to the 

expansion of buildable urban space (Noica, 2003).  

The geographical residential mobilities of Bucha-

rest citizens, previously ordered, organized and con-

trolled by the communist authorities, have become a 

spatialized form of expression of individual liberty and 

a personalized option of the residents in terms of 

housing and location. 

The intensity recorded in the post-communist pe-

riod by this socio-geographical process expresses, on 

the one hand, the need for certain housing quality 

standards, and on the other hand, the preference for a 

particular residential location. This latter aspect has 

strong social and behavioral connotations, highlight-

ing hierarchies of individual preferences, but also hi-

erarchies widely recognized of attractiveness or repul-

sion in the residential area of Bucharest, which cur-

rently extends beyond its administrative borders.  
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Over the post-socialist period, residential mobility 
processes were very intense and took place on large ar-
eas. Flow intensity led to the emergence of new spatial 
and functional realities and created new relationships 
within the affected areas. 

The removal of the legal restrictions and the liberal 
ideas manifested in the field of housing in the Eastern-
European countries were the main reasons for the ap-
pearance of new residential perimeters on the edge of 
the cities and for the alteration of the old residential 
functions of these areas. The new residential develop-
ments are functionally related to the big city and they 
mirror both the socio-professional transformations 
and the effect of incoherence or even the lack of public 
policies regarding urban housing. 

During all this period, Bucharest’s metropolitan 
area was shaped by the spatial mobility of the city 
dwellers, as well as by the change of their social and 
residential aspirations. Equally, these mobilities and 
the new housing patterns have led to urban sprawl and 
to a reconfiguration of the settlements affected by this 
phenomenon. In the context of the new urban-rural 
relationships, one can identify a number of elements 
that bring their contribution to laying the foundation 
principles of a new residential geography in the Bucha-
rest’s metropolitan area (Suditu, 2009). 
 
 
Definitions and methodology of spatial 
mobility 
 
Spatial mobility can be regarded as a mechanism of 
territorial adjustment of population distribution and, 
in its broadest sense, can be defined as „all movements 
in the physical space of individuals or groups of indi-
viduals, irrespective of the duration and distance of 
movements" (Courgeau, 1988, p. 18). There are, how-
ever, differences in the definition and use of the forms 
of spatial mobility. The concept of migration fre-
quently designates more or less explicitly international 
or interregional movements; geographical mobility 
concept generally includes these movements, and also 
movements within an agglomeration. But these two 
concepts do not account for swinging movements or 
"alternating migrations" or various other types of 
movements: business-related travel, recreation, trade 
or holidays. M.Bassand and M.-C.Brulhardt (1980) use 
the concept of spatial mobility, which they define as 
all movements of actors (individual or collective) in 
the physical (or geographical) space, whichever is the 
duration and distance, the means of transport used, 
the causes and the consequences. 

In order to understand precisely the geographical 
mobility we must take into account two dimensions: 
space and duration. In demography, migration con-
cept is defined as "a set of movements resulting in the 
transfer of residence from a particular place of origin 

or place of departure to a particular place of destina-
tion or place of arrival, the residence being the place 
where individuals use to live "(Henry, 1981, p.12). At the 
same time, because place identification depends on 
geographical location (neighborhood, sector, agglom-
eration etc.), which varies according to country and 
statistical sources, the residence is commonly used as 
reference point (Cadwallader, 1992; Courgeau, 2000). 

Therefore a change of residence within a certain 
period allows the recording of residential mobility. 

Depending on the spatial landmarks that define the 
living space and the administrative boundaries of the 
areas in which statistical recordings are made, mobili-
ties may be seen as residential mobilities or migrations 
(Dumitrache, Suditu, 2000). In Romania, statistical 
tools do not record the residential mobilities taking 
place within the same administrative unit. Thus, any 
population mobility experienced by a small- or me-
dium-size city within its boundaries is not statistically 
highlighted, because statistically speaking the city rep-
resents a single administrative unit and people chang-
ing residence are not considered to cross an adminis-
trative border. As far as Bucharest is concerned, which 
is a major city, the same deficiency of statistical rec-
ords prevents us of having a clear image of the mobil-
ities taking place within the six administrative sectors 
(each of them having more than 250,000 inhabitants). 
These specific features of the statistical system allow 
us to analyze only the information regarding the mo-
bility of the people who have crossed the sector bor-
ders (intersectoral movements) or the administrative 
boundaries of the city.  

 
 

Paradigm shift regarding the social  
structures and spatial mobilities of the  
post-socialist period 
 
In post-socialist Bucharest, the neighbourhoods built 
previously are still part of the new residential geogra-
phy of the city, but they have lost their socio-spatial 
significance. The “homogenized” social structures of 
the past suffer significant changes, professional groups 
being the most affected by the new economic reform 
(Gavriş, 2011). Urban proletariat gradually loses its ad-
vantages, the one that will be the most severely af-
fected by the restructuring of large industrial plants. 

Many workers who lost their jobs in the 1990s were 
not able to adapt to the new labor market and the new 
economic and urban rules, being forced or proffering 
to leave Bucharest and go to their place of origin.. The 
liberalization of real estate market implies a free com-
petition in house purchasing. Since 1990, the state has 
encouraged the tenants to buy the houses they lived in 
and, consequently, most of the apartments passed into 
private ownership, becoming subsequently the subject 
of numerous real estate transactions. 
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Thus, the city begins to change its appearance, with 
different rhytms and directions. The houses and resi-
dential areas are capitalized in various ways on the real 
estate market. New residential hierarchies will seg-
ment the residential housing stock, depending on the 
housing type, the services available to them and their 
location. 

Besides, the urban residential competition will also 
encompass the new individual dwellings built at the 
beginning of the post-communist period either within 
the pre-existent residential areas or in the outer resi-
dential parks.  

The diversification of housing stock is accompa-
nied by the segmentation of the social structures, ap-
parently homogenized during the previous period. The 
post-socialist residential Bucharest will gradually re-
gain its social meanings, which will help to define new 
rules of intra-urban mobility. 

The role of state in building houses gradually de-
clines, but its concern for protecting the tenants living 
in the nationalized houses that have been not returned 
to their rightful owners is still high. State involvement 
in the post-socialist era in building houses for the dis-
advantaged categories of population is punctual and 
with no significant effects with regard to the housing 
stock or the socio-spatial architecture developed dur-
ing this period. Urban competition and the emergence 
of new and powerful competitors in the field of urban 
housing have led to the functional fragmentation of 
the city, each area being governed by other rules and 
socio-residential meanings. 

In Bucharest, the territorial development or the 
historical housing features allow us to distinguish a 
residential typology that encompasses perimeters in 

which the habitat is homogeneous, people have about 
the same age, and quality and comfort indicators are 
relatively similar. Radial development of the city,  by 
building large residential complexes around the city 
center, thus covering the areas between the old center 
- which corresponds most to the interwar Bucharest - 
and the villages-neighborhoods that became part of 
the city- has led to the differentiation of several types 
of residential areas, from the center outward (Nae, 
2007; 2009). 

More specifically, Bucharest residential space may 
be split into three major areas with relatively homoge-
neous features, each ot them comprising sub-areas of 
homogeneous habitat:  the central area (the historical 
center, the area with traditional and spontaneous plot-
ting, the civic center and the residential area with pre-
established plotting); the intermediate area (the urban 
workers neighborhoods, the residential area with pre-
established plotting); and the outer area (the large res-
idential sites and the peripheral individual dwellings 
of rural origin) (Figure 1). 

By its new services and implanted office buildings, 
the city becomes a space of economic “visibility”, in-
creasingly important, sought and appreciated. At the 
same time, as the importance of the relationships be-
tween the industrial sites and the large residential ar-
eas has decreased people orient themselves to the new 
service areas offering jobs, located in the center of the 
city or on the outskirts. The increasing importance of 
the center and its gentrification trend are marked by 
the gradual rehabilitation of the nationalized houses, 
which are traded on the real estate market.  

Due to their attractiveness and accessible charac-
ter, the intermediate areas with individual dwellings 

 
Figure 1. Distribution of dwellings and residential buildings in Bucharest (2002) 

Source: Suditu, 2011 
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were the first to be turned to account, the original 
houses being usually replaced by “villas” or small- or 
middle-size collective dwellings, which strongly 
changed the appearance of the entire area from the 
point of view of residential and social structure. For 
the inter-war villa parks located in the north, the 
transformations were not so drastic, because the resti-
tution process and the reconstruction of ownership 
rights were delayed. Besides, building replacements 
have been punctual and irregular. 

By size and variety, the large residential complexes 

remain the most fragmented and accessible urban 

space, being the area of ongoing residential itineraries 

of Bucharest inhabitants, almost regardless of age, so-

cio-professional category or stage of their residential 

careers. The flats found in the collective dwellings of-

ten suffer modifications, re-arrangements or up-grad-

ings. The recent public initiatives of building rehabili-

tation have changed the color of the edifices and their 

obsolete image, even though the technical solutions 

employed have sometimes blurred the particular ar-

chitectural details (Nae, 2008). The outer areas with 

individual dwellings are the most dynamic in terms of 

building replacement and the improvement of hous-

ing conditions and urban services. Within these areas 

or on the free marginal spaces numerous pavilion 

housing estates have been built, which have become 

the residential target of the people with high revenues. 

The post-socialist city organizes and develops itself 

according to ultra-liberal rules, while state interven-

tion tools lose their force and meaning. The role of 

public authorities becomes secondary to the extensive 

planning process of residential space, to the housing 

policies or to the protection and support of the disad-

vantaged social groups. In this context, the residential 

mobility of Bucharest citizens, within or outside the 

city, is guided by the rules of market economy and is 

structured by the economic factors and the features of 

the housing stock. 
 
 
Trajectories of residential mobility:  
a diachronic and spatial perspective 
 
In the context of economic reorganization, marked by 

the loss of significance of industrial suburbs, the re-

gaining of economic and commercial role of the city 

center, the removal of administrative barriers on the 

movement of persons and residence establishment, 

the emergence of new ways of living and of new eco-

nomic stakeholders in the field of housing production 

and rehabilitation, post-socialist Bucharest has known 

a dramatic change. In this context, the characteristics 

of the housing stock as a whole, as well as those spe-

cific to each sector, influence and shape the direction 

and intensity of mobility flows. 

The number of those who left Bucharest or move 
into the city during the post-socialist period rapidly 
grew in the early years (due to the great social shock 
determined by the numerous layoffs and factory clo-
sures) from 6,458 inhabitants in 1991 to 33,368 inhab-
itants in the following year (Figure 2). Subsequently, 
the number stabilized and kept around 35,000 people. 
Once the legal situation of the people who at the end 
of the previous period had not been able to establish 
legal residence in Bucharest was solved, the values rec-
orded every year were stabilized or suffered minor de-
viations from the average.  

The mobility in search of employment and change 
of population social status generate new residential 
trajectories within the city. Therefore, data referring to 
the changes of residence within Bucharest have rec-
orded maximum values (Figure 3). 

Many of those statistically recorded as moved-out, 
left a dwelling and moved to another one, also located 
in Bucharest, but in another sector. Thus, the mobility 
of Bucharest residents from sector to sector has signif-
icantly increased in terms of the share of people in the 
total mobilities of all kinds. The economic recovery 
and the increase of the number of newly built dwell-
ings, as well as the mortgage system encouraging the 
access to property, have boosted the population mo-
bility in all its components. The intensity of mobilities 
increased after 1999, reaching the highest values dur-
ing the period 2002-2004, in a favorable economic con-
text, and 2008-2010, thanks to the “Prima casa”(First 
house) Program, which facilitated access to housing to 
the young people who did not possess a dwelling. This 
has greatly boosted the real estate market and the dy-
namics of residential mobilities.  

The values recorded at sector level highlight the 
differences between the number of outgoing people 
and the number of incoming ones in each of these ad-
ministrative areas. The specific features of the habitat 
and of the old socio-demographic structures have led 
to a variation of the intensity of movers exchange, in-
fluencing the mobility balance. During the study pe-
riod (2002-2012), the values of migration balance (in-
cluding residential mobility) were negative for sectors 
1 (with a minimum of -4,388 in 2011), 2 (-144 in 2011), 4 
(-191 in 2012) and 6 (-86 in 2006). 

By analyzing the number and share of moved-in or 
moved-out of Bucharest for each sector, one can ascer-
tain that during the entire study interval many of the 
movers from sectors 1, 2, 4, 5 and 6  have left the city 
since  2009, while the percentages of the Bucharest 
residents who moved into these sectors in the total 
number of incoming people was rather stable over the 
period 2002-2008. The analysis of residence changes at 
sector level proves that after 2009 these phenomena 
were extremely dynamic, with a maximum recorded in 
2010 for all the six sectors of the city (15,007 outgoing 
people from sector 1 in 2011 and 15,542 incoming people 
in sector 3) (Figure 4). 
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It can be noticed also that the majority of those 

who were registered as movers in Bucharest were actu-

ally residents of Bucharest (they only changed their 

domiciles) and the share of people coming to the city 

from elsewhere has increased constantly over the last 

decade. 

Except for the early 1990s, a period when residen-

tial legal status was pending clarification, migrations 

from peri-urban area, especially from Ilfov County, to 

Bucharest had a low intensity.  Situation is quite dif-

ferent in terms of moving out of Bucharest, towards 

the communes and towns of Ilfov County, located in 

close proximity, which have been continuously in-

creasing values, especially after 2002. 

The need for housing, usually an individual dwell-

ing lying on the city’s edge, providing a high level of 

comfort when compared with a collective dwelling, ex-

plains the mobility trend from the city center to the 

periphery. 

Dynamic and features of Bucharest’ housing 
stock – source and framework  
for differentiated residential mobility 

 
The structures of Bucharest habitat and the old socio-
demographic features have led to a change in the in-
tensity of movers exchanges, with immediate effects 
emphasized by the mobility balance. In 2011, out of 
844,587 dwellings recorded in Bucharest, only 12.73% 
were single-family homes, the rest of them being lo-
cated in duplex housing or apartment buildings. At 
sector level, individual housing varied from more than 
24% in sectors 1 and 5, to 13.91% in sector 2, 8.04% in 
sector 4 and 7.30% in sector 3. In sector 6, which is 
dominated by apartment buildings, the share of indi-
vidual dwellings is only 5.06%, despite the construc-
tion boom of the last decade. In the post-socialist pe-
riod, the values of migratory balance (including resi-
dential mobility) have been constantly negative in sec-
tor 6 (with a minimum of -1,785 in 2000), sector 2 (-
1,176 in 1996) and sector 1 (-1,709 in 1999).  

 
Figure 2. Dynamics of residential changes -residents moved into other sectors  

of Bucharest (by changing domicile ) in Ilfov county( peri-urban area) or in other 
counties or countries (1988-2012). 

 

 
Figure 3. Dynamics of residential changes -residents moved from other sectors  

of Bucharest (by changing domicile ) from Ilfov county( peri-urban area) or from other 
counties or countries (1988-2012). 
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Moreover, analyzing the number and the share of 
outgoing and incoming people for every sector, one 
can note that over the entire period many people from 
sectors 2, 3 and 6 left Bucharest, while the shares of 
incoming people have been about the same. The anal-
ysis of residence changes at sector level emphasizes 
the dynamics of these phenomena, but also the fact 
that most of them occur within the sectors. 

The statistical characteristics of residential mobil-
ity values confirm the direct correlation among this el-
ement, the real estate dynamics, and the prevailing 
type of housing provided by every sector (Figure 5).  

In sector 6, collective housing is predominant; here 
are located the large residential areas Drumul Taberei, 
Militari and Crângaşi – Giuleşti. In this area, residence 
changes have occurred within the existing housing 
stock, but to a less extent towards the newly built sin-
gle-family homes, as it happened in other sectors. The 
same characteristics also apply to the housing stock of 
sectors 2, 3 and 4. The qualitative difference of the hab-
itat is quantitatively mirrored by the mean annual val-
ues of intra-urban mobility rates, which are higher or 
close to the average. In sectors 1 and 5, where the 
shares of individual dwellings are significant, the high 
rates of residence changes are proportional with the 
dynamics of housing stock. A lot of buildings have 
been erected in these two sectors, most of them indi-
vidual dwellings, but also high-quality collective hous-
ing (in sector 1), which have replaced the demolished 

areas left derelict since the 1980s (the Uranus-Casa 
Poporului area in sector 5). The buildings have either 
been crammed on the already existing plots or have 
formed new residential areas (as is the case of 
Herăstrău – Pipera – Băneasa area in sector 1 or Pre-
lungirea Ghencea in sector 5) 

The recent dynamics of the housing stock suggests 
that every new built dwelling has a residential mobil-
ity. In fact, at this time, the real estate market and, im-
plicitly, the residential mobility are highly segmented 
depending on the socio-economic specific features of 
the people involved. Individual housing requires high 
acquisition and modernization costs, thus being acces-
sible only to a small number of people.  

The apartments in the new collective housing are 
sought by mature or elder people with medium in-
comes, while those found in the old, inter-war blocks 
or in the communist edifices, being cheaper, are espe-
cially hunted by young people. The large number of 
investments made in the last decade in the field of 
housing construction, many of them for profiteering 
purpose, have led in the end to a balance between res-
idential supply and demand. However, due to the high 
cost of credit and the limited results of the public pol-
icies and programs meant to ensure the competitivity 
of urban space, as well as accessible dwellings (pri-
vately owned or rented) for the people with low in-
comes, residential mobilities do not exceed the speci-
fied values. 

 
Figure 4. Dynamics of residential changes in Bucharest by sector (2002-2012) 
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Conclusions 
 
Spatial mobility can be regarded as a mechanism of 
territorial adjustment of population distribution. In 
post-socialist Bucharest, the neighborhoods built pre-
viously are still part of the new residential geography 
of the city, but they have lost their socio-spatial signif-
icance. The “homogenized” social structures of the 
past suffer significant changes, professional groups be-
ing the most affected by the new economic reform. 
Thus, the city begins to change its appearance, with 
different rhytms and directions.  

The houses and residential areas are capitalized in 

various ways on the real estate market. New residential 

hierarchies will segment the residential housing stock, 

depending on the housing type, the services available 

to them and their location. The post-socialist residen-

tial Bucharest will gradually regain its social meanings, 

which will help to define new rules of intra-urban mo-

bility. In this context, the characteristics of the hous-

ing stock as a whole, as well as those specific to each 

sector, influence and shape the direction and intensity 

of mobility flows. 

   
 

   
Figure 5. Share of dwellings with 1 room(a), 2 rooms(b), 3 rooms(c) 4 rooms and more (d) (2002) 

Source: Suditu, 2011 
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The number of those who left Bucharest or move 
into the city during the post-socialist period rapidly 
grew in the early years. Once the legal situation of the 
people who at the end of the previous period had not 
been able to establish legal residence in Bucharest was 
solved, the values recorded every year were stabilized 
or suffered minor deviations from the average.. Many 
of those statistically recorded as moved-out, left a 
dwelling and moved to another one, also located in Bu-
charest, but in another sector. Thus, the mobility of 
Bucharest residents from sector to sector has signifi-
cantly increased in terms of the share of people in the 
total mobilities of all kinds. It can be noticed also that 
the majority of those who were registered as movers in 
Bucharest were actually residents of the city (they only 
changed their homes) and the share of people coming 
to the capital city from elsewhere has increased con-
stantly over the last decade 

The correlation between housing stock features 
(real estate supply) and the demand of new dwellings 
(emphasized by the residential trajectories) prove 
both that current mobility flows taking place at this 
time in Bucharest are segmented based on economic-
spatial criteria and that Markov chains are functional.   
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