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Mobility, movement, migration, commuting or other processes can be considered elements of 
urban environment and are, usually, studied as factors changing the inner spatial structure of 
a city.

Annotation : Motion and process modify the urban environment and provide fascinating 
scope for those interested in the field of urban studies. Both repeated and routine motion are 
important in understanding the functioning principles behind single urban localities and also 
whole metropolitan regions. Migration, commuting, financial flows and the flux of ideas. All 
these motions are the beats of the city and in certain sense may be seen as the substance of 
the urban setting. Motion can be evaluated from the perspectives of different academic fields; 
many questions about the contemporary development of the city reveal themselves.
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Panta rhei, everything flows

For most social sciences, a city is a dynamic system with the main feature being 
changeability (Colby 1933). Changes occur in various stages of the development of a city, 
and in different ways; some are relatively gradual, other are abrupt. A city can be viewed as 
an open organism with material and nonmaterial in- and outputs flowing in and out. The 
flows of people, goods, money, information and other elements and factors of urban life 
create urban mobility. Mobility is the pulse of the city that is permanently changing the 
organisation of city environment (Burgess 1925). The city itself, including all the elements 
forming it, evolves and changes.

Mobility, movement, migration, commuting or other processes can be considered elements of 
urban environment and are, usually, studied as factors changing the inner spatial structure of 
a city. “Acts of movement” as such become individual research topics rather exceptionally 
(Colby 1933, Zelinski 1971, Hägerstrand 1987). The main attention is paid to transport, 
migration, information and capital flows, to a lesser extent also to the daily movement 
patterns of the population.

The concentration of population from the countryside in the city, spreading of innovations 
and new technologies : These movements can be regarded as crucial for the transformation of 
the character of urban environment. Furthermore, these complex and multifaceted flows 
consist of movements of people and both material and nonmaterial elements and phenomena. 
Let us take as an example the process of urbanisation, which can, in the broadest 
interpretation, be defined as the process of becoming urban. However, the understanding of 
who, what, where and in what manner is becoming urban can be varied and very broad. 
Geographically speaking, it is the (rural) environment that is being urbanised, (rural) society 
being a part of it. Sociologically speaking, urbanisation can be understood as transformation 
of society from the originally rural one to urban one (Musil 1967). The change of 
environment or (local) society can come about by the migration of people into city and by the



effects of urban space on man, by the outflow of city-dwellers in the countryside and their 
effect on the rural environment, or by the so called indirect urbanisation, meaning the 
spreading of urban lifestyle in rural environment. Apart from the social environment (society, 
population), also the physical environment of nonurban areas is undergoing a transformation. 
It is shown in the spreading of urban architecture or of functions typical of a city.

Spreading of urban areas leads to the formation of bigger urbanised areas (metropolitan 
regions, agglomerations). These regions can be defined e.g. on the basis of the fact that 
certain kinds of movement are self-contained. Usually, metropolitan areas are defined 
according to the degree of commuting to the city core. In general, we can say that cities 
create around themselves a daily urban system, which contains most of the daily activities of 
the population of a metropolitan region. The traditional research on commuting or migration 
is today supplemented by research on information flow, Internet or SMS connections, 
executed business transactions etc.

The consequences of an increasing spatial mobility for the city
Mobility enables a greater specialisation of individual parts of metropolitan regions. During 
the industrial revolution, the ever faster and more efficient transport brought about a radical 
change, the segregation of the living and working place. Industrialisation and the segregation 
of the working and living function brought in urban environment a number of new elements, 
besides new types of housing also new requirements on transport infrastructure. The 
increasing mobility of single elements constituting urban environment is the main motor of 
the spatial dispersion of a city; it enables the deconcentration of a number of functions, which 
do not require a central location.

The segregation of individual functions that used to take place in the city has nowadays been 
brought to the extreme also in the case of the segregation of the management and places of 
production. This tendency is encouraged especially by the changing position of various types 
of “transport” and the related changes in the understanding of space. Classic works 
understand the urban environment as an area where economic, social and other processes take 
place. The world of today has become dynamised in many ways and much smaller at the 
same time. It had been described in the concepts of time-space compression (Harvey 1989) or 
time-space conversion (Janelle 1968). These concepts are drawn upon by Manuel Castells in 
his concept of space – the central subject of geographic sciences – in the contemporary 
information society. Castells describes the transformation of space, traditionally perceived as 
a set of physical elements of the environment (mountains, rivers, borders, buildings), to space 
of flows. In contrast to the relatively static system of the space of places concept, space of 
flows represents a highly dynamic system based on the development of information 
technologies. For Castells, a (information) city is not a place, but a process. Places and 
regions are incorporated into a global network and are accessible globally and in real time for 
anybody connected e.g. to the information network. An expansion of such a space of flows 
can be very fast and its reception in different nodes occurs simultaneously and in real time.

Apart from the traditional relationships that usually had the form of centripetal or centrifugal 
relationships, metropolisation brings a new development of tangential movements inside the 
metropolitan regions. In a number of cases, the differentiation and the spread of certain 
directions of movement is affected also by new spatial patterns of the organisation of city 
functions. The Los Angeles School authors propagate the view of a city structure resembling 



a random layout of individual functions as in the card game Keno (or as in the children’s 
game called Concentration, Memory or Pexeso). In a city, the location of a number of 
functions does not depend any more on their location to the city centre as in the classic 
models of the Chicago School. To a great extent, the location is formed randomly due to 
unpredictable effects of globalisation tendencies (Dear, Flusty 1998). The new, to a certain 
extent unorganised, distribution of individual functions in the city and the increasing 
fragmentation of the individual parts of the city leads to the creation of new routes and 
directions of movement in the metropolitan region areas and to the weakening of 
relationships among traditional communication nodes. At the same time, new nodes and hubs 
are gaining importance (Castells 1996), whereas these do not necessarily need to be located 
in city centres.

Commuting to work is undergoing significant changes, too. The reason for that is the 
increasing variety of work type, location and flexibility. Nowadays, along with traditional 
working places located on one place, there is a number of professions and activities which, 
thanks to electronic communication, enable to work from home or from other places in- and 
off- the metropolitan regions. With a number of new jobs, it is difficult to even locate the 
working place, as these jobs are carried out on various places and have a huge one-day or 
one-year action radius. Thus, it becomes quite problematic to define a metropolitan region on 
the basis of commuting to work, and the definition gradually changes its original meaning.

Uneven distribution of functions and mobility
When looking e.g. into the change of social structure in a specific place, we can recognise, 
apart from spatial (mechanic) movement, also several types of social movements. Beginning 
with the work of Chicago School sociologists, the close connection of social and spatial 
mobility had been proven many a time (Massey, Denton 1993). Spatial and social mobility 
(Sorokin 1927) can be understood as processes that are to some extent reciprocal, as 
decreased social mobility can be substituted by increased spatial mobility and vice versa. In 
geography, the mobility transition and differing use of specific mobility types (migration, 
commute) is well shown in the economic and social development of states and regions 
(Zelinski 1971). Such transition works only in a limited way, only if it is in the capabilities of 
the households and individuals to balance the decreased social mobility with the spatial 
mobility, or to find a solution to missing work or other needs by moving elsewhere. If that is 
not happening, segregated areas and groups of people caught in the trap of those areas arise 
in the city space. These social groups are greatly varied and they are temporarily or 
permanently excluded from some spaces and do not have access to some city functions.

Similar issues had been addressed for instance by Torsten Hägerstrand (1970), who expressed 
the technological constraints of households in a time-space prism. In life, we can easily 
distinguish the difficulties caused to various groups of people e.g. by low transportation 
infrastructure availability (old people in peripheral areas), by the inability to drive a car 
(teenagers in rural areas) or by the unavailability of the Internet in some parts of the country. 
Although a differentiation of access to various transport modes had been present in nearly all 
historic stages of society development (Hägerstrand 1987), it had never lead to spatial 
segregation in such an extent.

 



Functional segregation of the city space and the segregation of the working and living place 
brought with it also the segregation of social groups with different economic status. From one 
house, originally inhabited and worked in by various social groups, people moved into 
different housing types located in different parts of the industrial city. Similarly, the flow of 
immigrants from different environments and with different cultural, economic and social 
background when compared to the native population had in history lead to the emergence of 
segregated city areas. High mobility can be understood as instability, dissatisfaction with the 
original place and the inability of these places to offer conditions and functions for local 
population. In terms of this approach it seems efficient to give more support to the 
endogenous resources in the area then to support the mobility of the disadvantaged groups of 
population (see e.g. Hurrle 2006).

On the global level, the issue of specialisation of regions in certain sectors of economic 
activities is addressed in the new international division of labour theory (NIDL, Fröbel et al. 
1980). The term “spatial mismatch” is used for the concept of spatial separation of the living 
and working place in the cities (Kain 1968). Also in the post-socialist cities of today, there 
are many such spatial mismatches in the location of basic functions such as work, living, 
services, possibly even entertainment. The deconcentration of housing and other functions in 
the outskirts of big cities – suburbanisation – presents a significant problem for the transport 
situation in the cities. Although new housing areas are growing in the outskirts of the cities 
and so is the offer of new job opportunities; professions of the socially stronger suburbanites 
do not match the job opportunities offered by logistic centres, hypermarkets and lower 
services. Therefore, these disproportions are outweighed by massive commute from the 
suburbs to the central parts of the cities. Nevertheless, the unavailability of work close to 
home has much graver consequences for the socially weaker households trapped in the inner 
city, from which the lower services and production moved to the suburbs or to the developing 
countries. The disadvantage of socially weaker households is that they cannot cope with the 
translocation of “their” job by commute in the same way as the richer and more mobile part 
of population (Strassmann 2001).

As all live organisms, also a city works on the basis of in- and outputs. At the same time it 
can both expand and die, if the flows to and from the city stop. The way centripetal and 
centrifugal forces work in city development had been for the first time systematically 
assessed by Charles Colby (1933) on the example of American, Canadian and British cities. 
Although during industrialisation the deconcentration (suburbanisation) processes 
outweighed, Colby points out a certain balance of both forces regarding their importance for 
the city. Ernest Burgess (1925), his Chicago University colleague, also likened the inflow of 
population in the income zone of the inner city to an impulse for suburban growth. 
Concentration and deconcentration (of various elements of the urban environment) can be 
considered essential and natural phenomena in the development of cities. In general, it can be 
said that the concentration tendency (urbanisation) is encouraged rather by the economic 
functions located in the central parts of the city and by economic reasons for population 
concentration (work migration), whereas the deconcentration (suburbanisation, 
deurbanisation) is affected by the environmental qualities of the countryside and by non-
economic motives for population migration (Geyer, Kontuly 1996, Ouředníček 2000).

 



Urban mobility is the pulse of the city. Without movement, we cannot imagine how any live 
system could work. Also cities and their metropolitan regions need movement. In urban 
environment, a number of movements take place in a routine and repetitive way and often we 
do not even perceive them in daily life. However, it does not mean that they would be 
insignificant for the life of a city. On the contrary, by the observation of people’s daily 
movement patterns (Novák 2004) or by the observation of the rhythm of places (Pospíšilová 
2007), many principles of how certain city areas work can be explained. Moreover, many 
flows bring from the surrounding source areas new impulses, new thoughts, people, things 
and information. These movements are also without doubt attractive for research, as they 
bring change to the city. And change is life.
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