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Abstract 1

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE: The scientific objective of this article is to analyse 
strategies for urban decision‑makers to address the dilemmas of depopulation. 
The theoretical framework for the article is the typology of long‑term policy 
problem‑solving dilemmas by Pot et al. (2022).

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM AND METHODS: The authors answer the 
question of how public administration officials are responding to the challenge 
of regional depopulation, what dilemmas they face in the process, and whether 
patterns can be detected in their preferred solutions. To answer these ques‑
tions, the authors rely on qualitative research findings ‒ in‑depth interviews 
(IDI) performed with mayors of Polish cities liable to depopulation and their 
direct subordinates. 

THE PROCESS OF ARGUMENTATION: How policymakers navigate 
specific long‑term challenges is contingent upon, inter alia, their resolution of 
the ensuing pivotal dilemmas.

RESEARCH RESULTS: The strategies followed by municipalities are strong‑
ly affected by contextual factors inclusive of the monetary scenario, the character 
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of the metropolis and its hyperlinks with other city centres, the connection with 
the government, or even the management style represented by means of the 
mayor. An aggregate of 3 styles seems to predominate, i.e. making an investment 
in targets, the responsive, and the reactive ones.

CONCLUSIONS, INNOVATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS: 
Two challenges, which we call meta‑dilemmas, are particularly relevant for lo‑
cal government in Poland: the meta‑dilemma of defining the functions of local 
government and the dilemma of agency. Resolving them determines the decision 
of policy when dealing with strategic dilemmas.

Keywords: 
depopulation; long‑term policy problems; policy dilemmas; 
policy strategies 

INTRODUCTION 

Long‑term challenges to which organisations must currently respond 
include climate change, technological progress, education and skills, 
economic competitiveness, and poverty (Locke, 2013; Finnegan, 
2022). These organisations also include public administration units 
established to carry out certain state functions, and, as a result, are to 
varying degrees vulnerable to the difficulties that confront the entire 
state or its individual regions (Bricker & Ibbitson, 2019). An example 
of such a challenge is the risk of depopulation, which, both at the 
national and local level, can lead to several negative consequences, 
such as the relocation of companies (Wiechmann & Pallagst, 2012); 
overdevelopment of residential and industrial infrastructure and in‑
creasing maintenance costs (Sobotka & Fürnkranz‑Prskawetz, 2020); 
financial deterioration of the city (Carbonaro et al., 2018); weaker so‑
cial relations and disintegration of the local community (Rybczyński 
& Linneman, 1999). 
 Poland’s population is expected to fall by 12% (4.55 million people) 
by 2050, with cities accounting for 8% of the predicted population 
decrease by 2050 (CSO, 2014). In 64 medium‑sized cities, a substan‑
tial depopulation concern has been identified. These are cities with 
a population of more than 20,000 that are not centres of voivodeships 
(provinces), as well as those with a population of 15,000 to 20,000 
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that are the seats of poviats (county authorities), where population 
decline will directly impair the functions of major administrative 
units (Śleszyński, 2016). Depopulation in Polish cities has notable 
social, economic, and environmental impacts. Socially, it leads to an 
ageing population and increased isolation, straining healthcare and 
social services. Economically, it reduces the labour force, increases 
unemployment, and lowers property values, shrinking the tax base 
and deterring investment, thus worsening economic decline and 
infrastructure deterioration. Environmentally, it results in urban de‑
cay and safety hazards but can reduce pollution and environmental 
footprints.
 Specific dilemmas or tensions are highlighted about public poli‑
cies aimed at solving long‑term challenges (cf. Goetz, 2014; Pot et al., 
2022), for example, a choice between responsive versus responsible 
democratic politics (Goetz, 2014), i.e. actions with quick effects vs. 
sustainable actions (pursued over a longer timeframe, considering the 
benefits and costs of a given intervention). An undeniable dilemma 
of policies in the first half of the 21st century is the orientation to‑
ward long‑term or short‑term outputs. The latter viewpoint, rooted 
in a mindset typical of New Public Management (NPM), focuses on 
achieving measurable results in a relatively short time (Gieske et al., 
2020; Jelonek & Mazur, 2020).
 The topic of the article is embedded in the scientific discourse on 
strategies to solve long‑term dilemmas. The primary scientific aim 
is to examine the array of strategies available to urban policymakers 
for mitigating the challenges posed by depopulation. This investiga‑
tion is anchored within the theoretical framework provided by the 
typology of long‑term policy problem‑solving dilemmas as outlined 
by Pot et al. (2022).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND RESEARCH METHOD

This paper is based on the findings of qualitative research involving 
in‑depth interviews with mayors of cities at risk of depopulation 
and their immediate subordinates (e.g. city treasurers and secre‑
taries) conducted between February and September 2021. Based 
on the findings of the study titled Delimitation of medium-sized cities 
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losing socioeconomic functions (Śleszyński, 2016), 64 medium‑sized 
cities in Poland were selected as being most vulnerable to depopu‑
lation. According to the assumptions adopted for this study, these 
were cities with a population of more than 20,000, which are not 
centres of voivodeships (provinces), and those with a population of 
15,000 to 20,000, which are the centres of poviats, where depopula‑
tion was found to entail a significant loss of administrative functions 
(Śleszyński, 2016). 
 A total of 25 in‑depth interviews were conducted with the rep‑
resentatives of these cities 1. Among these, 21 were carried out in an 
optimal configuration, involving the mayor and a minimum of two 
subordinates. Two interviews included only subordinates, and two 
were conducted with the mayor alone. This structure was deemed 
ideal as it provided insights from two perspectives on the mayor’s 
approach to resolving depopulation dilemmas: the decision‑maker’s 
viewpoint and that of his or her immediate subordinates. This dual 
perspective enhances the reliability of the obtained results.
 The article aims to answer the following research question: How 
do the mayors of cities at risk of depopulation deal with a long‑term 
policy problem (such as depopulation)? The question is further subdi‑
vided into the following subquestions: RQ1: What dilemmas do city 
officials face when addressing depopulation as a long‑term policy 
problem? RQ2: Can any patterns be identified in the prevailing solu‑
tions to the dilemmas of depopulation? To answer these questions, 
the article relies on the findings of qualitative research ‒ in‑depth 
interviews (IDI) conducted with mayors of Polish cities at risk of 
depopulation and their direct subordinates (e.g. city treasurers and 
secretaries).
 The main problem that emerged during the study was the re‑
cruitment of interviewees for the IDI, both mayors and their subor‑
dinates. The challenges identified at this stage were mainly related 
to issues such as a difficult period of the year related to the heavy 
reporting burden, accounting and planning work for municipalities, 
and the involvement of decision‑makers in the search for solutions 

1 The survey covered municipalities mainly from the south of Poland: Mielec, 
Rydułtowy, Starachowice, Chrzanów, Ciechanów, Wadowice, Jastrzębie Zdrój, 
Braniewo, Tarnowskie Góry, and Hajnówka. 
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minimising the negative effects of centrally introduced measures 
under the government’s social and economic programme known as 
the Polish Deal. In other municipalities, both mayors and their sub‑
ordinates expressed reservations about the interview topic, especially 
the expectation to comment on the behaviour of their immediate 
supervisor. These concerns, depending on the situation, were mini‑
mised using different strategies tailored to individual interviewees. 
In general, active or direct strategies involving person‑to‑person 
interactions were used: reassuring about the confidentiality of the 
research and anonymising the results; matching the moderators to 
the respondents’ expectations regarding the timing and length of 
the interviews; emphasising the importance of the research for the 
local authorities’ self‑knowledge, etc. (cf. Bonisteel et al., 2021; Porter 
& Lanes, 2000). Furthermore, respondents were encouraged to engage 
in the study by the researchers, who relied on their extensive net‑
work of so‑called gatekeepers (Thomas et al., 2007) and the snowball 
technique (cf. Noy, 2008). 
 Due to the pandemic, the interviews were conducted remotely 
using platforms such as Teams or Zoom while adhering to the IDI 
implementation criteria (cf. Brinkmann, 2013). The principal research‑
ers and moderators, who were properly trained in the subject topic, 
conducted the interviews. Structured in this way, the surveys en‑
sured several key benefits. They provided flexibility and accessibility, 
 enabling participants from diverse geographic locations to engage 
without the constraints of physical presence. This approach also 
promoted cost and time efficiency by eliminating travel and logistic 
expenses associated with face‑to‑face interviews. Additionally, the 
method increased respondent anonymity and comfort, potentially 
leading to more candid responses. However, one significant challenge 
identified during the moderation of the interviews, which aligns with 
widely reported findings in the literature, was the loss of non‑verbal 
cues (cf. de Villiers et al., 2022). This limitation occasionally impeded 
the comprehensive evaluation of respondents’ statements, as the 
absence of body language and facial expressions restricted the depth 
of understanding and interpretation of the participants’ responses.
 To improve the quality of the data obtained, it was believed that 
the mayor and his/her direct subordinates should be handled by 
the same interviewer. This allowed for a more effective comparison 
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of two perspectives: that of the decision maker and that of his/her 
superior. The interviews were transcribed, coded according to a pre‑
prepared codebook, and analysed using MaxQda based on CAQDAS 
(computer‑assisted qualitative data analysis) principles.

DEPOPULATION AS A LONG‑TERM POLICY 
QUESTION 

Long‑term policy problems are defined as challenges that affect at 
least one generation, are characterised by a high level of uncertainty 
about both the prospects for their resolution and the consequences 
of action taken (unforeseeable alleviating or aggravating factors) 
(cf. Foxon et al., 2009). Long‑term policy challenges extend beyond 
traditional public policy planning cycles (Boston, 2017; Bührs, 2012), 
usually cannot be solved within one to two legislative periods, and 
the actions taken for them usually have long‑term effects and hence 
are less attractive from the vantage point of achieving the current pol‑
icy goals (Lempert et al., 2009; Ferraro et al., 2015). At the same time, 
these problems raise serious societal issues that can be addressed 
with the help of public policy solutions, but over a longer period 
following the targeted intervention. Furthermore, these are issues 
that produce ambivalence among public actors: they are crucial for 
a region’s well‑being and quality of life, and they rank high on the 
public debate agenda; however, because they are difficult to address 
in the short term, they appear unappealing to decision‑makers whose 
operational timeframes are constrained by election cycles. Depopula‑
tion is one of such issues.
 Depopulation may have the characteristics of a long‑term policy 
concern if all three of its defining features are met. It frequently affects 
several generations (gradual population shrinkage), any interven‑
tions to combat it are fraught with ambiguity as to their effectiveness, 
especially considering that a substantial proportion of them targets 
the quantitatively limited resource of potential residents (some in‑
terventions intended to attract new residents to a given area cause 
outbound migration from other regions). Depopulation is also a dif‑
ficult problem to overcome within the confines of a single election 
cycle. Actions performed at a certain time may have consequences 
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only in the long run. As such, it has the traditional characteristics of 
a meta‑problem, namely multidimensionality due to the multitude of 
causal elements and the plurality of individuals engaged in resolving 
the issue. (cf. Seidl & Werle, 2018; Trist, 1983).
 Long‑term policy issues can be perceived, defined, and communi‑
cated to audiences differently. For example, Pot et al. (2022) in their 
Dutch water authority study identified the following four mean‑
ings of the term: 1. as part of the external environment; 2. associated 
with a long‑time horizon; 3. as long‑term objectives; and 4. as future 
developments. In the first case, the problem is defined as a typical 
external factor, which entails treating the issue as a national rather 
than local trend, a certain supra‑local factor that harms the function‑
ing of a city or region. These problems are also often seen as issues 
which are very likely to occur in the future. The authors also point 
out that long‑term policy problems tend to be treated as “autonomous 
developments,” or things that simply will happen regardless of any 
interventions designed to prevent or combat them. 
 When it comes to long‑term policy issues, actors face several di‑
lemmas. The typology of strategies to solve them proposed by the 
same authors was used in this study as a framework to categorise the 
findings of qualitative research conducted among Polish municipal 
leaders to the strategies used to address the problem of depopulation. 
According to Pot et al. (2022), how policymakers approach certain 
long‑term problems depends, among other things, on how they re‑
solve the following critical dilemmas.

Investing in the realization of objects or objectives

This task entails determining how to best invest in long‑term policy 
concerns, whether through physical (material) investment or through 
organisational and targeted changes, as well as leveraging opportuni‑
ties from the external environment. In the former case, infrastructure 
efforts, the implementation of which is subordinated to addressing 
immediate concerns, are employed in practice to address long‑term 
policy issues. In the latter, there is a non‑organisational external ini‑
tiative that can be exploited to achieve a long‑term aim. Strategies 
intended to achieve objectives include emphasising long‑term goals, 
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mapping all planned and anticipated long‑term investments and ac‑
tivities, and seeking collaboration to align strategies with long‑term 
thinking (Pot et al., 2022, p. 13).

Adopting a stable or responsive approach 

In this case, the question is whether to devote consistent attention and 
funding to long‑term problems during budget and election cycles or 
to remain sensitive to external impulses by attempting to solve long‑
term policy problems through inter‑organisational agreements that 
are not always based on the organisation’s budget. For example, using 
political venues to highlight long‑term concerns or presenting long‑
term plans and tactics to the existing administration demonstrates 
a consistent approach. The responsive method is characterised by 
the differentiation between ambition levels (hierarchy of objectives) 
and the linking of actions to a particular and politically attractive 
long‑term objective (Pot et al., 2022, p. 13). 

Taking a proactive or reactive stance towards the external 
environment 

The dilemma is whether to proactively target the long‑term goals of 
the organisation and prioritise resources for long‑term challenges or 
to reactively accept opportunities and ideas about long‑term policy 
issues from outside. The reactive approach combines strategies such 
as co‑investment in developing new technologies, leaving the pri‑
mary responsibility for the long‑term challenges with other organ‑
isations, co‑development of joint long‑term visions and plans, and 
using collaborative platforms to gain knowledge about the long‑term 
outcomes. In contrast, the proactive approach consists of the follow‑
ing actions: seeking collaboration to achieve long‑term objectives, 
setting criteria for external initiatives based on fit with long‑term 
obligations, and emphasizing formal responsibilities towards the 
long term (Pot et al. 2022, p. 13). 
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FROM STRATEGIC TO META DILEMMAS 

To answer the research questions, the main dilemmas to be addressed 
as part of long‑term policy problems were framed according to Pot 
et al. (2022) and further characterised based on the findings of the 
qualitative research.
 To begin, it is important to note that identifying a single ‘correct’ 
response to any of the dilemmas is next to impossible. Conversely, 
long‑term policy problems necessitate flexibility in action strategy 
selection and a combination of frequently divergent approaches, de‑
pending on the context and circumstances. The examples of qualita‑
tive research reveal the fact that frequently combination strategies are 
chosen, or certain circumstances tend to be associated with preferred 
solutions, therefore a range of common patterns can be identified. 
Examples of such circumstances are shown in Table 1 and discussed 
below. 
 It should be added that a municipality’s choice of a particular strat‑
egy for solving the dilemma may have been influenced to some extent 
by the unfavourable legal provisions (i.e. declining local revenues), 
modifications to the funding model of municipalities causing their 
financial uncertainty, and an increase in the burden of spending on 
education. Financial issues and budgetary constraints arising from 
changes in national legislation appear to be one of the most crucial 
contextual aspects for understanding the adopted solutions to the dif‑
ficulties. Apart from the deteriorating financial status of local govern‑
ments, an equally discouraging factor preventing effective action is 
the emerging climate of centralisation of the state governance system. 
Given the associated high financial and political risks, the ensuing 
volatility and uncertainty pose a considerable obstacle to implement‑
ing any long‑term initiatives (Jaworska‑Dębska et al., 2019).
 To a greater or lesser extent, almost all of the municipalities 
 studied invested in objects. They usually involved infrastructure, 
housing (e.g. construction of rental flats, ‘starter flats’ for the young), 
and cultural, recreational, and sports facilities (to improve overall 
quality of life). In part, this phenomenon may be interpreted as an 
instrumental adaptation to the logic of distribution of European funds 
prevailing among territorial local government units, consisting in 
prioritising the implementation of investment tasks. On the one hand, 
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this is due to the genuine need to improve the quality and accessi‑
bility of technical infrastructure; on the other, material investment 
brings immediate popularity, moreover, spending European funds 
earmarked for investment is fairly simple.
 These actions were pursued by both those who declared that did 
not believe that any efforts on their part could make a difference and 
those who felt partly in control of the situation. According to one 
interviewee, investing in facilities appeared to be the most natural 
course of action, given it was part of the municipality’s institutional 
functions. Although this was not always associated with addressing 
the issue of a shrinking population, interviewees frequently recog‑
nised it as part of their policy’s rationale. As a result, it appeared to 
be an ex‑post reframing of the municipality’s actions from “discharg‑
ing public mandates” (improving the quality of life) to “conducting 
development policy” (by way of reducing depopulation).
 Some municipalities favoured investing in objects, whereas others 
built a coherent vision for the achievement of long‑term objectives, 
including infrastructure investment. Naturally, most municipalities 
found themselves between both extremes. Some of them attempted 
to structure the process of attracting new residents by planning long‑
term activities and investments, involving external partners both to 
jointly implement certain activities and to identify future goals and 
strategies for achieving them. Typically, in the case of such actors, 
the problem of depopulation was perceived as a multidimensional 
one and was directly related to the need to improve the quality of life 
of (current and future) residents. High‑quality infrastructure invest‑
ments included, among others, formulating development plans, des‑
ignating new areas for housing development, bicycle paths, sports, 
recreational, and cultural (leisure) facilities. These activities were 
often carried out jointly with private entities or non‑governmental 
organisations, rarely involving only the municipality itself.
 Some interviewees mentioned collaboration with other munici‑
palities aimed at obtaining funds for improving the quality of trans‑
portation to and from urban agglomerations, direct settlement incen‑
tives (e.g. crèche vouchers), tax exemptions, and efforts to improve 
the quality of education for children. Some municipalities have also 
implemented soft initiatives intended to improve their city’s image 
(e.g. promotion of regional assets, raising its profile, emphasis on the 
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friendliness of the local administration), build social (local) identity 
and a sense of belonging to a given region, and develop a sense of 
empowerment among residents (e.g. through a civic budget). The 
multidimensionality of effective “investment in objectives” was noted 
by one interviewee: 

Yes, we have succeeded in reversing this trend. There was a moment 
when the number of inhabitants went down. Local plans certainly 
accelerated the investment process. And the second thing is that we 
tried to emphasise all these assets. That is, the green city, the cycle 
paths. We built sports and recreational infrastructure together with 
the association. All this was written down somewhere in the strategy 
and was a certain range of activities. Not just one action, but a whole 
package. […] The UNESCO title is also the final icing on the cake. 
Here, it gives such a multifaceted character that we have something 
with which to distinguish ourselves from others (IDI, Deputy Mayor).

 As previously stated, the studied municipalities regard depopula‑
tion as a major issue that jeopardises their capacity to operate (not 
only due to declining revenues and increasing financial burdens, 
but also to the shrinking human capital potential in the region). Ad‑
dressing this problem, however, is not directly codified in the legal 
provisions that the municipalities would be required to implement. 
Even though it undermines the feasibility of establishing a fully stable 
approach with a clear policy and a goal‑oriented budget, it also miti‑
gates the potential of conflict between the strengths and abilities of 
politics and bureaucracy as articulated by Peters (2001). As a result, 
the situation compels municipalities to choose a responsive approach 
in which the opinions and financial, human resources, as well as 
conceptual involvement of external players, must be considered. 
The municipalities’ orientation toward a responsive approach is also 
aided by their financial situation and budget constraints, which force 
actors to be more open to external opportunities, prioritise, and be 
flexible in terms of their timetable and strategies for achieving their 
set objectives. Flexibility can be demonstrated, for example, in the 
scenario where the prospect of funding activities from outside sources 
serves as a catalyst for refining the objectives and establishing the 
timescale for their completion as part of the strategy: 
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In March, we are supposed to approve a strategy for the development 
of our city, so the first question that was asked and we were asked 
was ‘Are we going to include something specific in this strategy?’ I am 
saying, precisely, that we have already worked out the assumptions 
for local development and it seems to me that this is really a milestone 
for the actions that we have set for ourselves. And what happens if 
we don’t get the funds? If we don’t, these activities will fit beautifully 
into our development strategy. And in small steps, we will not do it 
as quickly as we would if our project won the funding. But we will 
implement it in small steps (IDI, Mayor).

 The adopted responsive‑stable approach is to some extent related 
to the last dilemma, i.e. proactive vs. reactive stance towards the 
external environment. It is worth recalling that the former approach 
is associated with strategic planning (formalising objectives, seeking 
cooperation to achieve tasks, and subordinating external initiatives to 
these objectives) and responsibility for achieving long‑term goals. The 
reactive approach, on the other hand, demands greater flexibility of 
action and sensitivity to external impulses, identification of ‘windows 
of opportunity,’ and taking advantage of them as they arise. The reac‑
tive approach manifests itself primarily in sharing responsibility in 
both the conceptual and investment spheres ‒ in jointly developing 
long‑term visions and plans and in co‑investing in the development of 
new solutions and technologies to help reduce long‑term policy prob‑
lems. Interviews with representatives of municipalities experiencing 
depopulation revealed examples of reactivity in the formulation of 
goals and action plans that take advantage of opportunities provided 
by external sources. Such reactivity was also evident in attempts to 
reinterpret constraints as opportunities for local development. One 
such option involved repurposing areas damaged by mining into 
socially attractive spaces.
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Table 1. The intensity of strategies for solving key dilemmas related to depo‑
pulation as a long‑term policy challenge typically adopted by the studied 
municipalities (actions involving a specific kind of solution: ++ numerous 
actions, + a few actions, ‒ no actions, +/‒ actions in both a given and opposite 
direction)

Municipality 
number

Investing 
in objects

Investing 
in objectives Stable Responsive Proactive Reactive

G2 + ++ + ++ + ++

G4 + ++ + ++ + ++

G6 +/‒ ‒ Unsolved 
dilemma

Unsolved 
dilemma

Unsolved 
dilemma

Unsolved 
dilemma

G7 + ++ + ++ + ++
G8 +/‒ +/‒ ++ + ++ +
G9 ++ + + ++ ++ ++

G10 ++ ++ + ++ + ++

Source: own study.

 However, these are not the only dilemmas faced by municipal 
authorities in Poland. Two other challenges, which we call meta‑
dilemmas, are particularly important for them: the meta‑dilemma 
of defining local government functions, and the agency dilemma. 
The prefix meta‑ is used to emphasise that this dilemma is distinct 
from the others, and its resolution may influence the choice of a solu‑
tion to the previously outlined fundamental problems.
 The meta‑dilemma of defining local government functions in the 
context of depopulation is typically handled by choosing between an 
emphasis on contracted tasks or development policies and reflects 
the underlying issue of the state’s territorial and functional organisa‑
tion. In this context, two mutually contradictory perspectives emerge: 
one sees local government as a geographical community of citizens 
with a high degree of autonomy, while the other perceives it as an 
exponent of the state’s functional organisation subject to the qual‑
ity of public service provision. The state becomes an omnipresent 
organisation under the latter approach, monopolising development 
resources while also bearing responsibility for resolving socioeco‑
nomic problems that arise in territorial systems.
 The above‑mentioned questions are indirectly related to the agency 
dilemma, the solution to which consists in determining the possibilities 
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(or lack thereof) for the local government to effectively solve a given 
problem. We deliberately call it a dilemma, because the choice of 
strategy to solve it not only results from objective premises but is also 
deeply rooted in the personal beliefs of the interviewees. At the same 
time, it inevitably gravitates toward specific answers to the funda‑
mental issues of depopulation. As previously said there appears to 
be a scale of agency ranging from absolute disbelief in the ability of 
local governments to deal with depopulation to enormous optimism 
in this regard. The most common sentiments, which might be labelled 
as limited optimism and limited pessimism, are found in the middle.
 In general, identifying a clear pattern in the relationships between 
the strategies to solve these three dilemmas remains a challenge. Mu‑
nicipal policies are influenced by the characteristics of the long‑term 
problem of depopulation, the context in which they have operated 
in recent years, and, possibly as a hypothesis for future research, the 
leadership style demonstrated by the community leader. A mixture 
of three solutions appears to predominate: investment in objectives, 
responsiveness, and reactiveness (G2, G4, and G7). G10 also shows 
a similar approach, with a clear preference for responsive and reac‑
tive solutions, but no obvious preference for investing in objectives 
over investing in objects. The solution patterns of G6 and G8 munici‑
palities are worth exploring in more detail ‒ their uniqueness rests 
in the declared limited belief in the municipality’s ability to solve 
a particular problem. In the case of these two communities, local 
leaders expressly admit that depopulation is a natural impediment 
to development, but they see no opportunity or point in taking steps 
to address it. In G6, the mayor directly points to the central govern‑
ment as the party expected to play an active role in halting human 
resource shrinkage, but he declares no efforts to address the problem 
at hand. The representatives of G8 report a limited belief in the pos‑
sibility of fully solving the problem (partial disbelief), but still declare 
willingness to do something about it, partly based on the principle 
“because it is the right thing to do, and it is expected of us.” Two 
solutions predominate in this case: stable and proactive (activities 
are planned from own resources and, included in the strategy) with 
limited investment both in objects and objectives.
 G9 proved to be the least typical, preferring to invest in objects 
while also choosing responsive and both proactive and reactive 
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behaviours. Such an unconventional array of solutions may also be 
attributed to the city’s specificity, which is part of an agglomeration 
and currently is a mining monoculture, exploiting the labour market 
potential of the other neighbouring cities (as part of a strategy to 
overcome being a monoculture). At the same time, the leader sees 
him/herself and the municipal management as being accountable for 
addressing the problem by implementing a strategy that views con‑
straints as opportunities to promote the municipality’s development. 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Depopulation, as a long‑term policy problem, evokes ambivalent 
attitudes among politicians. They recognise its importance, but at 
the same time are aware that it cannot be solved quickly. The short 
political cycles discourage them from attempts to actively solve it (cf. 
Bührs, 2012; Boston, 2017). Undoubtedly, New Public Management 
reinforces such an attitude, which places a premium on actions that 
enable visible results to be achieved in the short term (cf. Höglund 
et al., 2018; Gieske et al., 2020; Jelonek & Mazur, 2020).
 The key question posed in this paper was how public adminis‑
tration responds to a long‑term policy problem, specifically how 
mayors of cities at risk of depopulation deal with this challenge. 
Understanding the responses to this question requires a grasp of the 
context in which Polish cities function. They are battling an uncertain 
legal and financial condition as well as rising costs of education, their 
anxiety being compounded by the increasing centralisation of the 
state governance regime. Given the substantial financial and political 
risks, the ensuing instability and unpredictability make long‑term 
actions difficult. It should be emphasised that aspects of investment 
in objects were found in all municipalities. A small percentage of 
them developed a clear vision to achieve long‑term goals, such as 
infrastructure investments. Most municipalities chose a solution that 
lay somewhere between the first and second scenarios. The apparent 
emphasis on investment in objects may be viewed as an instrumental 
adaptation to the logic of allocating European funds by prioritising 
the implementation of investment tasks. It is also linked to the popu‑
lar acceptance of infrastructure investments and the ease with which 
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funds designated for this purpose can be spent. This strategy, in 
part, reflects the principles of rational choice institutionalism, which 
analyses the behaviour of individuals capable of rationally calculating 
and optimising decisions that lead to the most effective and efficient 
ways of attaining their goals (cf. Olson, 1971; Peters, 2005). 
 In Poland, municipalities do not have a clear legislative mandate 
to combat depopulation. To some extent, this hinders their ability to 
adopt a fully stable approach with well‑defined policies, objectives, 
and funds for their implementation. This seemingly negative sce‑
nario, however, has the beneficial effect of driving municipalities to 
adopt a responsive approach, in which it becomes vital to consider 
both the ideas and participation of external actors. The responsive‑
ness is also influenced by their financial condition and budgetary 
constraints, which compel them to be more open to collaboration with 
external parties. Both proactive and reactive responses to the external 
environment were noticed in the studied cities. While the former is 
more prevalent in planning efforts, the latter tends to dominate in 
action. What is significant, however, the level of consistency between 
the two is not always high.
 It is difficult to clearly identify dominant patterns of solutions to 
depopulation dilemmas. The strategies adopted by individual mu‑
nicipalities in this regard are strongly affected by contextual factors 
such as the financial situation, the nature of the city and its links with 
other urban centres, the relationship with the government, or even 
the leadership style represented by the mayor. However, in general, 
a combination of three approaches seems to predominate, i.e. invest‑
ing in objectives, the responsive, and the reactive ones.
 The article highlights three issues that may inspire a more in‑
depth examination of the problem of depopulation in the context of 
long‑term challenges. The first theme concerns the reality conjured 
up as a result of investment. Investment in infrastructure develop‑
ment is considered as a reasonable response to population shrinkage 
by both local officials who believe in the municipality’s ability to 
combat depopulation and those who do not. This has two possible 
outcomes. The first is the belief that investment is the most effec‑
tive strategy for combating depopulation, whereas the other one 
perceives it through the prism of increasing maintenance expenses, 
which can exacerbate the municipality’s financial problems. In such 
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a setting, tools originally designed to combat depopulation appear 
to aggravate the situation. The second issue concerns the rationale 
behind the selection of main patterns of anti‑depopulation measures. 
Our research shows the importance of contextual elements in the 
selection of depopulation techniques, such as the type of leadership. 
Further exploration of this thread, in our opinion, has the potential 
to considerably broaden the capacity for the scientific study of this 
topic.
 The final issue to consider involves the so‑called meta‑challenges 
in the analysis of dilemma‑solving strategies for long‑term policy 
problems, that is, dilemmas whose resolution dictates the orientation 
of responses to specific challenges. In the context of the depopulation 
problem, one example of a meta‑challenge is the approach to estab‑
lishing the extent of agency of local decision‑makers. This refers to 
the initial belief (or lack thereof) in the feasibility of taking effective 
action on a long‑term challenge, which determines the resolution 
of the dilemmas outlined by Pot et al. (2022). The previous remark 
implies that an analysis of anti‑depopulation strategies should be 
incorporated into a larger study framework and debate with a focus 
on questions concerning the local government’s position and agency 
in the modern state.

References 

Bonisteel, I., Shulman, R., Newhook, L.A., Guttmann, A., Smith, S., 
& Chafe, R. (2021). Reconceptualizing Recruitment in Quali‑
tative Research. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 20. 
DOI: 10.1177/16094069211042493.

Boston, J. (2017). Governing for the Future: Designing Democratic 
Institutions for a Better Tomorrow. Emerald, 25. DOI: 10.1108/
S2053‑7697201725.

Bricker, D., & Ibbitson, J. (2019). Empty Planet: The Shock of Global Popu
lation Decline. London: An Hachette UK Company.

Brinkmann, S. (2013). Qualitative interviewing. Understanding qualitative 
research. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Bührs, T. (2012). Democracy’s Myopia: The Search for Correction 
Aids. Australian Journal of Political Science, 47(3), 413–425. DOI: 
10.1080/10361146.2012.704349.

https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211042493
https://doi.org/10.1108/S2053-7697201725
https://doi.org/10.1108/S2053-7697201725
https://doi.org/10.1080/10361146.2012.704349


302

Magdalena Jelonek, Stanisław Mazur

Carbonaro, G., Leanza, E. McCann, P., & Medda, F. (2018). Demographic 
decline, population ageing, and modern financial approaches to 
urban policy. International Regional Science Review, 41(2), 210–232. 
DOI: 10.1177/0160017616675916.

Central Statistical Office of Poland (CSO) (2014). Studia i Analizy Staty
styczne. Warszawa: GUS.

de Villiers, C., Farooq, M.B. & Molinari, M. (2022), Qualitative research 
interviews using online video technology – challenges and opportu‑
nities. Meditari Accountancy Research, 30(6), 1764–1782. DOI: 10.1108/
MEDAR‑03‑2021‑1252.

Ferraro, F., Etzion, D., & Gehman, J. (2015). Tackling Grand Challenges 
Pragmatically: Robust Action Revisited. Organization Studies, 36(3), 
363–390. DOI: 10.1177/0170840614563742.

Finnegan, J.J. (2022). Institutions, Climate Change, and the Foundations 
of Long‑Term Policymaking. Comparative Political Studies, 55(7), 1198–
1235, DOI: 10.1177/00104140211047416.

Foxon, T.J., Reed, M.S., & Stringer, L.C. (2009). Governing Long‑Term 
Social‑Ecological Change: What Can the Adaptive Management 
and Transition Management Approaches Learn from Each Other? 
Environmental Policy and Governance, 19(1), 3–20. DOI: 10.1002/eet.496.

Gieske, H., Duijn, M., & Arwin, V.B. (2020). Ambidextrous Practices in 
Public Service Organizations: Innovation and Optimization Tensions 
in Dutch Water Authorities. Public Management Review, 22(3), 341–363. 
DOI: 10.1080/14719037.2019.1588354.

Goetz, K.H. (2014). A Question of Time: Responsive and Responsible 
Democratic Politics. West European Politics, 37(2), 379–399. DOI: 
10.1080/01402382.2014.887880.

Höglund, L., Caicedo, M.H., Mårtensson, M., & Fredrik, S. (2018). Stra‑
tegic Management in the Public Sector: How Tools Enable and Con‑
strain Strategy Making. International Public Management Journal, 21(5), 
822–849. DOI: 10.1080/10967494.2018.1427161.

Jaworska‑Dębska, B., Olejniczak‑Szałowska, E., & Budzisz, R. (Eds.) 
(2019). Decentralizacja i centralizacja administracji publicznej. Współ
czesny wymiar w teorii i praktyce. Warszawa–Łódź: Wolters Kluwer 
Polska, Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Łódzkiego.

Jelonek, M., & Mazur, S. (2020). Necessary Changes, Adverse Effects? 
The Institutional Patterns of Adaptation of Economics Universities 
to Changes Prompted by the Reform of Poland’s Science and Hi‑
gher Education System. Management Learning, 51(4), 472–490. DOI: 
10.1177/1350507620913896.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0160017616675916
https://doi.org/10.1108/MEDAR-03-2021-1252
https://doi.org/10.1108/MEDAR-03-2021-1252
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840614563742
https://doi.org/10.1177/00104140211047416
https://doi.org/10.1002/eet.496
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2019.1588354
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2014.887880
https://doi.org/10.1080/10967494.2018.1427161
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350507620913896


303

 Depopulation as a Long‑term Policy Problem

Lempert, R., Scheffran, J., & Sprinz, D.F. (2009). Methods for Long‑Term 
Environmental Policy Challenges. Global Environmental Politics, 9(3), 
106–133. DOI: 10.1162/glep.2009.9.3.106.

Locke, R.M. (2013). The promise and limits of private power: Promoting labour 
standards in a global economy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Noy, Ch. (2008). Sampling knowledge: The hermeneutics of snowball 
sampling in qualitative research. International Journal of Social Research 
Methodology, 11(4), 327–344. DOI: 10.1080/13645570701401305.

Olson, M. (1971). The Logic of Collective Action. Public Goods and the Theory 
of Groups. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Per Lægreid, P., & Christensen, T. (2017). Transcending New Public Mana
gement. The Transformation of Public Sector Reforms. London: Routledge.

Peters, B.G. (2001). The Politics of Bureaucracy. London: Routledge.
Peters, B.G. (2005). Institutional Theory in Political Science. The ‘New Insti

tutionalism’. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. 
Porter, E.J., & Lanes, T.I. (2000). Targeting intermediaries to recruit older 

women for qualitative, longitudinal research. Journal of Women & 
Aging, 12(1‑2), 63–75. DOI: 10.1300/ J074v12n01_05.

Pot, W.D., Dewulf, A. & Termeer, C.J.A.M.. (2020). Governing long‑
term policy problems: Dilemmas and strategies at a Dutch wa‑
ter authority. Public Management Review, 24(2), 255–278. DOI: 
10.1080/14719037.2020.1817531.

Seidl, D., & Werle, F. (2018). Inter‑organizational sensemaking in the 
face of strategic meta‑problems: Requisite variety and dynamics of 
participation. Southern Medical Journal, 39(3), 830–858. DOI: 10.1002/
smj.2723.

Śleszyński, P. (2016). Delimitacja miast średnich tracących funkcje społeczno
-gospodarcze. Opracowanie dla potrzeb Strategii na rzecz Odpowiedzialnego 
Rozwoju. Warszawa: PAN. https://www.power.gov.pl/media/66970/
Delimitacja_miast_srednich_tracacych_funkcje_spoleczno_gospo‑
darcze_2.pdf

Sobotka, T. & Fürnkranz‑Prskawetz. A. (2020). Demographic change in 
Central, Eastern and Southeastern Europe: trends, determinants and chal
lenges. In 30 Years of Transition in Europe. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
Publishing.

Thomas, M., Bloor, M., & Frankland, J. (2007). The process of sample 
recruitment: An ethnostatistical perspective. Qualitative Research, 7(4), 
429–446. DOI: 10.1177/1468794107082300.

Trist, E. (1983). Referent organizations and the development of in‑
ter‑organizational domains. Human Relations 36(3), 269–284. DOI: 
10.1177/001872678303600304.

https://doi.org/10.1162/glep.2009.9.3.106
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645570701401305
https://doi.org/10.1300/%20J074v12n01_05
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2020.1817531
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2723
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2723
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794107082300
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872678303600304


304

Magdalena Jelonek, Stanisław Mazur

Verwest, F. (2011). Demographic Decline and Local Government Strategies: 
A Study of Policy Change in the Netherlands. Delft: Eburon.

Wiechmann, T., & Pallagst, K. (2012). Urban shrinkage in Germany and 
the USA: A comparison of transformation patterns and local strate‑
gies. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 36(2), 261–280. 
DOI: 10.1111/j.1468‑2427.2011.01095.x.

Copyright and License

This article is published under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution – NoDerivs (CC BY‑ ND 4.0) License

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by ‑nd/4.0/

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2011.01095.x

