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Slovakia is experiencing population ageing, declining fertility, and structural changes in the 
spatial distribution of young adults. This study examines demographic shifts among individu-
als aged 20–40 between 2011 and 2022 and evaluates how these trends align with the stated 
residential preferences of young adults. Using administrative data from the Slovak Social In-
surance Company covering more than three million employed individuals, the study involved 
analyzing changes in population size, gender composition, employment, and housing type 
across urban cores, commuter zones, micropolitan centers, and rural municipalities. The re-
search concentrates on the age group of 20–40-year-olds, as it is pivotal in terms of economic 
activity and child-rearing. The results were compared with long-term qualitative research on 
housing, family, and work preferences derived from the student essays collected since 2011. 
The findings reveal a substantial decline of the 20–40-year-old population, particularly in urban 
centers and socialist-era housing estates, alongside a relative demographic stability in com-
muter zones and selected rural areas. Gender imbalances persist, with the female-dominated 
urban regions and male-dominated rural areas influencing local fertility patterns. Overall, the 
findings show a persistent preference for suburban, low-density housing – characterized by 
detached housing and access to private outdoor spaces. These preferences remain stable 
across analyzed generations Y and Z) and are in contrast with the prevailing planning agendas 
that prioritize compact cities and inner-city densification. The main contribution of this rese-
arch is its empirical challenge to the widely held assumption, common in urban economics 
and spatial planning, that demographic change among young adults necessarily reinforces 
urban concentration. The study concludes that housing and spatial policies should better 
reflect demographic realities and residential aspirations in an ageing post-socialist society.
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1	 Introduction

Classical demographic transition theory conceptualizes population ageing and fertility 
decline as structural outcomes of modernization processes, linking mortality decline, fertility 
reduction, and long-term population ageing into a coherent evolutionary sequence (Notestein, 
1945). Demographic trends in Europe are currently being shaped by an ageing population, 
falling fertility rates and diverse migration flows (England and Azzopardi-Muscat, 2017). Over 
the past three decades, demographic transformations in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) 
have been characterized by a trend towards reduced and delayed fertility, smaller family sizes, 
increased life expectancy and diminished mortality rates, along with significant outmigration 
to more affluent regions of Europe (Sobotka and Fürnkranz-Prskawetz, 2020; Marinković, 
2022). Ageing represents a global phenomenon impacting countries worldwide (Johnson Jr 
& Parnell, 2017; Balsalobre-Lorente et al., 2021; Gu et al., 2021; Zvezdanović Lobanova et al., 
2025), inclusive of post-socialist nations. In the Czech Republic, a substantial shift in fertility 
patterns, family formation, and living arrangements commenced post-1990, culminating in 
an ageing populace (Sobotka et al., 2003). Similarly, in Slovakia, the process of population 
ageing is projected to be irreversible over the forthcoming decades, extending at least until 
2050 (Pilková and Mikuš, 2020).

Most research concerning ageing and demographic transitions primarily examines eco-
nomic aspects such as economic dependency and pension schemes (Pekarek, 2018; Cooley 
et al., 2019; Šebo et al., 2020), as well as variations in demand for education and healthcare 
(Zrinščak and Lawrence, 2014; Fong et al., 2016; Spitzer and Reiter, 2024; King et al., 2021). 
Projections available up until the year 2050 suggest a decline in the working-age population, 
followed by a consequent reduction in the (native) workforce, alongside an increase in the 
number of retirees (Muenz, 2007). Various determinants drive demographic change across the 
examined regions and countries, including family policies, economic conditions, the impact of 
educational differences, and attitudes towards marriage (Willekens, 2015). This paper offers a 
distinct perspective by integrating two research strands: 1) demographic shifts in Slovakia in 
terms of age and employment based on statistical data, and 2) future expectations of young 
adults regarding residential preferences pertaining to housing and family, grounded in survey 
data. As young adults, categorized as individuals aged 20–40 or those in early post-education 
adulthood, they establish patterns in terms of family, employment, and place of residence. 
The paper seeks to explain the discrepancies between the stated expectations of young 
adults and the actual demographic changes related to the population of municipalities and 
commuter zones, including issues of gender imbalance.

A further element of this investigation is the evolving perspective of family formation in 
relation to housing types, transitioning from the socialist era to contemporary expectations 
that are more closely associated with a suburban lifestyle. In low-fertility societies, housing 
regimes interact with demographic behavior, with constrained access to family-suitable 
housing reinforcing delayed fertility and long-term sub-replacement reproduction patterns 
(Mulder and Billari, 2010). Over 60% of the existing housing stock in Slovakia consists of either 
concrete panel apartments erected between the 1960s and late 1980s, or brick apartments 
built from the late 1940s throughout the 1960s. Housing from the socialist era garners limited 
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admiration, and even the former president of Czechoslovakia, Havel (1978), described these 
apartment blocks as “rabbit hutches for people”. Nevertheless, the prospect of their removal 
and replacement is unlikely. Through retrofitting, the lifespan of these apartments may be 
prolonged to 80–100 years, or beyond (Malazdrewicz et al., 2022).

The residential units from socialism were administered by housing cooperatives and 
employers, prioritizing families with children (Remeta et al., 2015). During the 1970s, the 
government implemented favorable policies for newlywed couples, which included extended 
maternity leave and state-provided loans. This period, characterized by a significant increase 
in birth rates, is colloquially referred to as the era of Husák’s children (Maňák, 2009), referring 
to G. Husák, the communist leader of that period. Regarding family life, the Husák genera-
tion generally accepted the living conditions of the socialist era. Concerning family planning, 
there arises a debate on whether this era should be viewed as an anomaly that is unlikely to 
reoccur, suggesting that high-density housing may serve as a demographic impediment and 
an erroneous solution to address the fertility crisis.

The aim of this research is to analyze the demographic changes within the crucial work-
ing-age cohort (individuals aged 20–40 years), i.e., those in the early stages of post-education 
adulthood. These demographic changes are influenced by the Second Demographic Transition 
(SDT) in fertility and marital life (family structures), migration and employment preferences, 
and residential choices. This paper highlights the differences between the revealed prefer-
ences of young adults concerning housing arrangements and the actual demographic shifts 
pertaining to the populations of municipalities and commuter zones, with particular attention 
to gender imbalance. To fulfill this aim, four research questions (RQ) were set:

RQ1: How have the selected municipalities evolved in terms of population within the 
20–40-year-olds age demographic? This encompasses both the urban core and the surround-
ing commuter zone.

RQ2: What transformations have occurred in the housing composition, specifically 
concerning neighborhoods with older socialist apartments and standalone housing, for the 
20–40-year-olds age group?

RQ3: What are the patterns of gender disparity and birth rates in the selected munici-
palities within both rural and urban contexts? (For clarification, the euphemisms ‘man camp’ 
and ‘female camp’ will be employed to indicate an imbalance exceeding 10%).

RQ4: How are the expressed preferences of students concerning urban–rural living 
opportunities being met by the data-based reality?

2	 Literature review

Europe, along with Asia, is anticipated to experience a distinctive demographic shift 
characterized by population decline, or depopulation (Nikitović et al., 2024). This depopulation 
trajectory is expected to continue throughout the remainder of the 21st century, influencing 
European demographics. By 2100, Europe’s population is projected to decrease by approxi-
mately 120 million inhabitants, equating to a reduction of 15% (Newsham and Rowe, 2023). 
Over the past three decades, European population growth has decelerated, evidenced by 
a consistently diminishing surplus of births over deaths. In response to reductions in pop-
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ulation size and aging demographic structures, numerous eastern European countries are 
implementing family-friendly policies with the aim of increasing fertility, a strategy that, if 
successful, holds the greatest relevance for addressing the long-term age dependency.

Gender imbalance is a consideration that needs addressing when discussing demo-
graphics. Ravenstein (1885), an early contributor to demographic studies, articulated his 
migration law and identified that females exhibited higher migratory tendencies than males, 
particularly over short distances, thereby affecting sex ratios at regional level. As early as the 
1960s, Bourdieu (1962) observed that a significant number of men in rural France remained 
single, attributable to the migration which involved more women than men. Gulczyński (2023) 
noted that within Europe, regions with lower population densities experienced a larger deficit 
of young women. This pattern is the most prominent in Germany, where former East Germa-
ny exhibits the most pronounced gender imbalance in Europe. Schacht and Kramer (2016) 
determined that in contexts where women were scarce, men were more inclined to marry, 
engage in family life, and maintain sexual exclusivity with a single partner. Their findings do 
not corroborate assertions that male-skewed sex ratios result in adverse family outcomes 
due to an excess of unmarried men.

Population ageing is an inevitable outcome of the demographic transition. Primarily, 
because of the declines in fertility and, secondarily, mortality declines, the age structure of a 
population becomes older, with a growing number and proportion of elderly people (United 
Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division [UNDESA], 2023). 
Josipovič (2024) introduces the tentative concept of deep aging referring to a situation when 
the overall ageing effects of the SDT are enhanced due to fertility below replacement level, 
as well as with the excessive emigration of the fertile population.

Building on the classical transition theory, Van de Kaa (2001) conceptualized the SDT as a 
qualitatively distinct phase characterized not merely by declining fertility, but by value-driven 
transformations in family formation, partnership patterns, and individual life-course strate-
gies. The SDT predicts a directed transformation towards significantly reduced fertility rates, 
coupled with a diversification in union types and family structures. The fundamental driving 
force behind these transformations is a profound, unavoidable, and irreversible shift in soci-
etal attitudes and norms aimed at promoting enhanced individual autonomy and self-realiza-
tion (Zaidi and Morgan, 2017). These transformations are accompanied by a restructuring of 
the transition to adulthood, characterized by prolonged education, delayed family formation, 
and increasingly individualized life-course trajectories (Billari and Liefbroer, 2010).

The SDT is marked by fertility rates consistently below-the replacement level, a variety 
of living arrangements that extend beyond traditional marriage, the separation of marriage 
from procreation, and a non-stationary population (Lesthaeghe, 2014). CEE post-socialist cities 
embody a hybrid form of urban development, which remains largely regarded as a unique 
case and is infrequently addressed in the ongoing European city discourse. Post-socialist cities 
exhibit hybrid spatial structures in which socialist-era housing forms, market-driven suburban-
ization, and selective re-urbanization coexist, producing complex demographic redistribution 
patterns (Gentile et al., 2012). A significant challenge facing future urban development lies in 
addressing the effects of demographic shifts. Aging populations, evolving fertility behavior 
patterns, and increasingly diverse household compositions in accordance with the SDT will 
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exert profound effects on urban configurations and housing markets within post-socialist 
nations, reflecting the recognized trends in Western Europe (Steinführer and Haase, 2007; 
Josipovič, 2024). Since the 1990s, inner-city residential zones in CEE post-socialist cities have 
undergone notable physical and social transformations: a progressive refurbishment of in-
ner-city housing and the replacement of lower-status groups with individuals of middle and 
higher social status (Kährik et al., 2015; Slavíková and Šprocha, 2023), as exemplified by the 
displacement of the Romany population from urban centers to smaller rural communities.

At the macro level, the SDT provides an analytical perspective on the evolution of so-
cieties over time, highlighting the significance of ideational change in promoting a range of 
demographic and familial behaviors, e.g. the ‘Marriage Equality Referendum’ in Ireland in 
2015 stimulated a broader, continent-wide trend towards lower fertility, less marriage, and 
more diverse families and living arrangements (Sobotka and Berghammer, 2021). At the 
micro level, the SDT framework suggests that individuals’ value orientations are the primary 
determinants of personal fertility decisions and family behavior. Although individual choice 
is considered crucial, the challenge of societal sustainability emerges with phenomena such 
as the ‘death cross’, where mortality rates surpass birth rates, and a ‘half-life crisis,’ where 
a nation’s future population could be reduced by a half due to demographic momentum 
(Lutz et al., 2001). Becker´s (1960) theory explains paradox in fertility behavior by separating 
the effects of rising income into a pure income effect that affords the acquisition of normal 
goods and a price effect reflecting increases in the opportunity cost of raising children. As 
the income rises, the opportunity cost of children rises faster than the cost of other goods 
and services, and the “demand” for children may fall if the price effect outweighs the income 
effect. Kährik et al. (2015) delineate supply-side factors, such as the condition of the urban 
spatial fabric, and demand-side factors, which they classify as a combination of household 
socio-economic conditions, life course, and lifestyle factors. In their analysis, specific factors 
were examined, including residential preferences (in terms of location and housing type), 
aspects of family life (such as marital status and family size), and employment preferences 
of young adults when they are at a critical juncture for making significant life decisions.

All regions in Europe are experiencing aging of their population with some countries 
having the added burden of high rates of unemployment among the working age popula-
tion (England and Azzopardi-Muscat, 2017). The availability of new work arrangements has 
significantly influenced preferences for working and living, markedly shifting towards rural 
areas (Cole et al., 2025a). Meyerding (2018) investigated the job preferences of 568 agri-
cultural students in Germany, highlighting gender differences and identifying ‘income’ and 
‘future perspective’ as the most crucial job characteristics influencing their career choices. 
Furthermore, these students exhibited a preference for improved ‘work-life balance’ and a 
‘less urban location’ for their prospective employment. Moreover, many post-socialist coun-
tries are characterized by a very long transition period from school to the first suitable job 
(Kovač Orlandić, 2023).

In terms of employment preferences, Oliveira and Cordeiro (2025) identified through a 
quantitative survey conducted with 241 Brazilian individuals aged 18 to 29 that substantial 
differences in job preferences emerge when analyzed by gender, race, and educational at-
tainment, although no such differences were observed for the generational group. Scholars 
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challenging this view advocate for the recognition of individual differences in this context. For 
instance, Rauvola et al. (2019) maintain that caution is warranted in generational research 
partly because it overlooks individual variances. Additional scholars concentrate on employ-
ees’ benefit preferences beyond standard demographic categories, as seen in findings where 
family-supportive benefit preferences are influenced predominantly by factors such as marital 
status, number of dependents, and employment status (Aguinis et al., 2005). Demel et al. 
(2019) examined the preferences of students at five universities in Spain, the Czech Republic, 
and Germany, determining that the paramount job attribute, universally across countries and 
universities, was the prospect of a long-term career within the company.

Brink and Zondag (2021) investigate whether preferences for job attributes vary among 
three generational cohorts, specifically cohorts of undergraduate students at United States 
(US) universities from the years 1995, 2004, and 2013. Their findings indicate that salary/
benefits, career progression, and flexible working arrangements have gained significance 
across all three generational cohorts, while gender/racial equality gained prominence only 
between 2004 and 2013. Esser and Lindh (2018) analyzed differences and similarities in job 
preferences across eight central value dimensions in nineteen countries from 1989 to 2015. 
Their research reveals that secure and stimulating employment is the most sought-after job 
quality, deemed universally significant by nearly all employees throughout the surveyed years. 
Furthermore, a substantial majority simultaneously values work autonomy, high income, ad-
vancement opportunities, and roles perceived as beneficial to society or others, suggesting 
that individuals generally exhibit both intrinsic and extrinsic orientations toward work, with 
some variations based on gender.

2.1	 The Second Demographic Transition and job preferences  
	 – context of Slovakia

The Slovak Republic is administratively divided into eight regions. The Bratislava region, 
incorporating the national capital, uniquely serves as the only area that can legitimately be 
classified as a metropolitan area. This region comprises merely 4.7% of Slovakia’s total land 
area. The remaining seven regions of the country can be broadly categorized into western, 
central, and eastern sections, which facilitate our delineation of the national territory. Slova-
kia, with a population of approximately 5.4 million inhabitants, includes only two cities with 
populations exceeding five figures: Bratislava (476,000) and Košice (229,000). Additionally, 
there are eight other cities with populations surpassing 50,000. Slovakia is also characterized 
by 62 micropolitan towns with populations ranging from 10,000 to 45,000, of which 42 are 
situated outside the commuter zones of larger cities. These smaller municipalities function 
as urban centers on a smaller scale.

After 1989, and especially following the independence in 1993, the Slovak Republic un-
derwent substantial demographic transformations comparable to those observed in other 
post-socialist countries (Mládek et al., 2009). Although several former Eastern Bloc states 
had already seen their total fertility rates fall below the replacement level of two children 
per woman during the 1980s, Slovakia continued to record some of the highest fertility levels 
in Europe. The decline below two children per woman occurred only in 1992, and it had a 



T
H

E
M

A
T

I
C

 
S

E
C

T
I

O
N

STANOVNIŠTVO, 2026, 64 (1), 23–48

D. Cole, M. Murray Svidroňová, J. Gubalova, P. Strnadova  | 29

markedly rapid pace. Within a single decade, Slovakia became one of the countries with the 
lowest fertility rates worldwide, dropping below the threshold of so-called lowest-low fertility, 
defined as 1.3 children per woman, in 2000. Fertility remained under this level for the follow-
ing eight years, reaching its lowest point in 2002, when the fertility rate fell to 1.18 children 
per woman (Bleha and Šprocha, 2020). In recent years, the annual number of births in Slova-
kia has fallen below 60,000, whereas during periods of peak fertility, specifically in the early 
1950s and the late 1970s, the figure exceeded 100,000 births per year. The sustained decline 
in fertility, together with the resulting reduction in births, has led to pronounced population 
ageing in Slovakia. A key structural change in fertility patterns has been the postponement of 
childbirth to later stages of life (Johnson, 2024) or from ‘a cornerstone to a capstone event’. 
In addition, there have also been changes in the character of fertility in terms of legitimacy. 
The close link between marital life and reproduction has relaxed, which has been reflected 
in a significantly increased proportion of children born outside of marriage, from less than 
8% to about 40%. Moreover, the mean age at first marriage has risen to 32 years in men and 
to 29 years in women (Bleha and Šprocha, 2020).

A reduction in fertility and an increase in life expectancy significantly altered the de-
mographic trajectory. The population policy is not just about pronatalist and family meas-
ures, but also about managing and influencing migration. In Slovakia there has also been a 
problem of the drain of skilled and less skilled labor, which has had both demographic and 
socio-economic consequences (Bleha, 2019). Slovakia has been losing young people, a skilled 
labor force. However, measures to prevent this undesirable situation have been scarce and 
inefficient. There is no comprehensive strategy that would offer more efficient solutions 
(Bleha and Šprocha, 2020; Malý et al., 2025)

Residential preferences of young individuals in Slovakia were investigated by Cole and 
Svidroňová (2021) and Murray Svidroňová et al. (2019). Their research shed light on the 
aspirations of approximately 700 students, encompassing their perceptions of work, home, 
and family. The findings revealed that students predominantly characterized their residential 
location as a small town situated on the outskirts of a city, thus contributing to the concept 
of suburban living. Among Generation Z (Gen Z), there has been a discernible increase in the 
proclivity to reside in hinterland towns, distant from any major urban centers. The preceding 
Millennial cohort frequently articulated the necessity of traveling abroad for brief periods; 
however, this trend has diminished as the current Gen Z cohort does not perceive the need to 
emigrate for employment prospects, possibly due to the decline in Slovakia’s unemployment 
rate from 15% in early 2010 to 5.1% as of January 2025.

Following the collapse of socialism, there has resulted in immediate aversion to social-
ist-era housing, particularly the panel flats, however, prospect of their removal and replace-
ment appears improbable. The panel flats were initially anticipated to serve as a provisional 
housing solution with a life expectancy of 50–60 years (Zarecor, 2011). Recent retrofits have 
extended the life span of these flats to 80–100 years, or possibly longer. Most of these flats 
have been subject to both external insulation and internal upgrades, rendering these older 
constructions viable alternatives to more recent buildings (Malazdrewicz et al., 2022). To 
assess the aversion to socialist-era housing, we examined housing estates in each regional 
city with a predominance of 1960–80s blocks of flats, focusing on the changes among the 
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20–40-year-old demographic cohorts (Table 1). The most substantial decline is observable 
in Petržalka, which represents the largest socialist-era housing estate in Slovakia, and even 
Czechoslovakia, with an area of 28.68 km2. This decline can partly be ascribed to decreased 
housing occupancy as a result of children maturing and moving out, as well as an increase 
in the divorce rate, prompting individuals to seek their own accommodation.

Table 1. Changes in 20–40-year-olds cohort, between 2011–2022, in the selected municipalities in Slovak 
urban centers with a predominance of socialist era blocks of flats

City Location Neighborhood 2011 total 2022 total % change

Bratislava capital Petržalka 53.9k 35k -35.1%

Trnava west Prednádražie 14.7 10.8 -26.7%

Trenčín west Juh* 9.1k 6.75 -25.7

Nitra west Chrenová 24.8k 18.2k -26.4%

Žilina central Vlčince 6.6k 4.1k -38.2

B. Bystrica central Sásová 7.4k 5.7k -22.2%

Prešov east Sekčov 14.6k 11.1k -24.1%

Košice east Nad Jazerom 7.4k 5.1k -32.0%

*10% more women in 2011

Source: authors relied on the data by the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic (2025)

3	 Method

The primary objective of this research is to examine the demographic changes within 
the crucial working-age cohort, specifically individuals aged 20–40, or those in the early stages 
of post-education adulthood. This demographic is poised to influence future trends in family 
structures, employment, and residential choices, thus constituting a significant focal point 
for this study.

A research sample of 21 representative micropolitan municipalities was selected for 
investigation (Table 2). Certain municipalities were combined to form a single micropolitan 
region, as they are in close proximity to each other and act as a unified economic system.

Table 2. Changes in 20–40-year-olds cohort, between 2011–2022, in the selected municipalities in Slovak 
urban centers with a predominance of socialist era blocks of flats

West Central East

Prievidza – Handlová – Bojnice Ružomberok-Liptovský Mikuláš Spišská Nová Ves – Levoča

Topoľčany – Bánovce nad Bebravou 
– Partizánske

Brezno Humenné – Snina – Vranou nad 
Topľou

Levice Lučenec – Fiľakovo Bardejov

Nové Zámky Rožňava

Komárno Michalovce

Source: authors relied on the data by the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic (2025)
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The data were sourced from the Social Insurance Company and include all employed 
individuals in Slovakia from 2011 to 2022. The dataset contains variables such as birthdate, 
gender, ZIP code of residence, ZIP code of employment, and type of work contract. The year 
2022 was specifically chosen to minimize data distortion attributable to the refugee influx 
prompted by the conflict in Ukraine. The term “work contract” refers to an individual engaged 
in a formal employment arrangement. From this dataset, individuals aged 20 to 40 years were 
extracted for the years 2011 and 2022. Using ZIP codes of residence, changes in the size and 
gender composition of this age group were identified within the area of each ZIP-code.

For the purpose of the comprehensive analysis, only data with the postal addresses 
that could be reliably geocoded were retained. Individuals residing outside of Slovakia were 
excluded, as were all the postal codes lacking a physical location within the country’s borders. 
This filtering process resulted in a reduction of individuals by 3.5% in 2011 and 4.6% in 2022. 
Considering the European Union’s (EU) open labor market, it can be inferred that a significant 
number of Slovaks reside abroad.

The data derived from the Slovak Insurance Company and the Statistical Office were 
subsequently compared with the preferences of students at the Faculty of Economics, Matej 
Bel University in Banská Bystrica, regional city in the center of Slovakia. These preferences–
outcomes comparison allows the paper to address the question that neither data source 
could answer alone: To what extent do stated living preferences of young adults materialize 
as observable demographic and spatial outcomes? I.e. administrative data capture revealed 
demographic behavior of individuals aged 20–40, including residential location, employment 
status, and gender composition across municipalities. In contrast, the essay data document 
stated future expectations regarding housing, family formation, and work among university 
students who were at an earlier life stage. The two datasets are not linked at the individual 
level. Instead, they are connected conceptually and temporally. The essays represent ex ante 
aspirations articulated by cohorts prior to entering full adulthood, while the administrative 
data reflect ex post demographic outcomes of comparable cohorts, approximately 10–15 
years later. This design allows for a structured comparison between intended life-course 
trajectories and their aggregate realization in space. Stated preferences and future intentions 
constitute analytically meaningful predictors of behavior, as individual aspirations shape deci-
sion-making pathways even when structural constraints limit their full realization (Ajzen, 1991).

The research team (who also teaches at this university) has been monitoring the pref-
erences and expectations of a cohort currently consisting of approximately 750 students 
from Matej Bel University, spanning the period from 2011 to the present. This investigation is 
conducted by one of the authors of this study in the form of written essays, wherein students 
are prompted to articulate their envisioned preferences in terms of employment, residential 
conditions, and family life, 10–15 years in the future (method by Cole et al., 2025b). During 
the review of these essays, key terms indicative of future expectations and preferences 
are documented. Over 2011–2024 period, these key terms have demonstrated remarkable 
stability. Although this research is confined to a single faculty, the diversity of students orig-
inating from across Slovakia (Figure 1) affords insights into the prevalent aspiration towards 
residences featuring outdoor spaces and environments conducive to child-rearing. The essay 
participants were approximately one-third male / two-thirds female. The average age of this 
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cohort has been approximately 19 to 21. The majority originate from small towns (classified 
as micropolitan), with approximately 15% being from Banska Bystrica and its environs.

Considering aspirations of the next generation, the focus of this research is on how 
these expectations have materialized among individuals aged 20–40. This demographic 
cohort aged 20–40 fulfills two essential criteria: firstly, participation in gainful employment, 
and secondly, being within the biological and social prime for reproduction. A natural de-

Figure 1. Origin of students in the essays research sample

Source: authors’ own elaboration

Figure 2. Trends in the population aged 20-40 in Slovakia

Source: authors relied on the data by the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic (2025)
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mographic shift towards an aging society has been observed, attributed to declining birth 
rates, with Slovakia having crossed a demographic threshold of more deaths than birth in 
2023. Assuming no significant migration movements, the Slovak population is projected to 
experience a decline of approximately 18,000 to 20,000 individuals annually over the next 
two decades (Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic, 2025). Because of this ageing trend, 
there has been an overall natural reduction in the 20–40-year-olds population segment by 
7.49%. Furthermore, the employed data set reveals an 18.9% reduction in work contract 
numbers, declining from 1.53 million in 2011 to 1.23 million in 2022 for this age group. The 
data accurately reflects the actual decrease in the number of employed individuals aged 20 
to 40 across various regions and does not account for the societal aging factor (Figure 2).

4	 Results and discussion

The examination of the population dynamics pertaining to the working age cohort of 
20–40-year-olds will initially be illustrated through cartographic representations, providing 
a visual comprehension of the sectors experiencing decline. The analysis encompasses the 
capital, Bratislava; urban areas exceeding 50,000 inhabitants; commuter zones; micropolitan 
centers ranging from 10,000 to 40,000 inhabitants; and rural regions. Subsequently, other 
findings will include gender disparities, fertility rates, and life-style expectations.

4.1	 Change in demographics

This research initially focuses on urban regional centers, with the concentration of the 
20–40-year-olds sufficient to assess the demographic decline in this age cohort (Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Changes in urban centers among the 20-40 cohort from 2011 to 2022.

Source: authors relied on the data by the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic (2025)
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Among the four regions analyzed, the western section of the country exhibits a more pro-
nounced reduction in this age demographic, as seen below. The recorded decline, ranging 
from 18% to 32%, indicates a trend of out-migration from the inner-city core.

The next measurement was focused on demographic changes in commuter zones sur-
rounding urban areas. The delineation of the commuter zone (Figure 4) was confined to a 
radius of 10 km from the city center, extending to 15 km in the municipalities linked to the 
urban core by a 4-lane highway. Although such a short referential distance from the urban 
nucleus might appear limiting for the research, it needs to be noted that Slovakia maintains 
a degree of compactness compared to Western Europe, with absence of suburban sprawl. 
Taking this into account, it was observed that the reduction in the population aged 20–40 
there was less pronounced than within the urban core. Notably, in Poprad, the municipality 
nearest the High Tatras, Slovakia’s most renowned tourist destination, there was no observed 
decline in the 20–40-year-old demographic. Again, a smaller decline is noted in the eastern 
regions. Bratislava experienced the most significant decline at 29%, likely attributable to the 
indistinctness of the inner suburbs from the urban areas within city boundaries, thus exhib-
iting a highly urbanized design.

The micropolitan centers (Figure 5) can be described as scaled-down variants of urban 
cities, each possessing distinct socialist-era municipalities. In these micropolitan centers, a 
significant decline is evident among the 20–40-year-old demographic cohorts. This trend is 
consistently observed throughout the country, with a majority experiencing a reduction of 
approximately 20%.

Finally, we conducted an analysis of towns and villages located in rural regions, with 
populations fewer than 10,000, situated beyond the commuter zones of regional centers 

Figure 4. Changes in commuter zones among the 20-40 cohort from 2011 to 2022

Source: authors relied on the data by the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic (2025)
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(Figure 6). Utilizing data from the Social Insurance Company, which included information 
on the zip codes of individuals’ workplaces, we sought to ascertain whether the individuals 
residing in rural areas were employed in urban centers. Nationally, 57% of the individuals 
residing in rural areas are engaged in employment linked to urban centers. Notably, 13.76% 
of institutional headquarters, encompassing both governmental and corporate entities, are 
positioned in or around the capital city of Bratislava, reflecting a significant level of primacy. 

Figure 5. Changes in micropolitan centers (10-40k pop.) among the 20-40-year-old cohorts from 2011 to 2022

Source: authors relied on the data by the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic (2025)

Figure 6. Changes in rural areas among the 20-40 cohorts from 2011 to 2022

Source: authors relied on the data by the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic (2025)
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This trend extends even to the two easternmost regions considerably distant from the cap-
ital, namely Prešov (11.10%) and Košice (12.10%). Our findings indicate a diminished rate of 
rural decline in the eastern part of Slovakia, with the Prešov region even exhibiting a modest 
increase. This outcome challenges the presupposed notion of rural decline. It is important to 
consider that Slovakia, being a small nation, benefits from an even distribution of cities and 
micropolitan centers, ensuring that individuals are seldom situated more than 30 minutes 
from an urban core, particularly when travelling by automobile.

Using Power Business Intelligence (PowerBI), we mapped the demographic shifts in 
rural regions by individual municipalities, or more precisely, by specific zip codes with the 
populations ranging from 200 to 10,000. This analysis resulted in a discordant map (Figure 7) 
where the decline in population was influenced by factors that extended beyond mere eco-
nomic considerations. The most significant rural demographic decline is observed in western 
Slovakia, outside of Bratislava. Some of these rural regions comprise feeder municipalities 
for erstwhile industrial economies that have vanished (e.g., coal production, arms manu-
facturing, textile, etc.). Individuals aged 20–40 may have redirected their interests towards 
service-oriented industries located outside these areas. It can be postulated that these areas 
are experiencing aging at a more accelerated pace compared to other regions of the country, 
accompanied by a slow rate of housing transfer from older to younger demographics. Al-
though these regions are not significantly removed from urban centers to justify such a sharp 
decline, such a phenomenon is evident. Thus, further research is warranted to investigate 
the underlying reasons for this situation. Conversely, population increases are predominantly 
observed in the eastern part of the country, characterized by a higher concentration of the 
Romany community, known for its higher birthrate. During socialism, there existed a policy 
aimed at assimilation and control of the Roma population through enforced resettlements, 

Figure 7. Change in rural zip-codes of the 20-40 cohorts in rural municipalities, pop. 200-10,000

Source: authors’ own elaboration
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predominantly in urban areas. In the post-socialist era, gentrification led to the reversal and 
re-establishment of Romany communities (Slovak term “osada”) in rural localities (Růžička, 
2018). After 1989, many Romas were incrementally displaced to segregated rural settlements 
as a consequence of post-socialist housing privatization and urban gentrification, which re-
inforced spatial and social exclusion across eastern Slovakia (Szilvasi, 2016).

The data were aggregated to examine the demographic declines in the capital region 
as well as the western, central, and eastern regions of Slovakia (Table 3). The findings indi-
cate an increasing tendency toward urban exodus. This phenomenon appears to be less 
influenced by the affordability of housing, as the prevalent concrete panel flats, remnants of 
the socialist era, are widely available in urban centers. These structures represent the most 
economical option for property acquisition when factoring in average income levels, mort-
gage commitments, and transportation facilities. The observed decline in the population aged 
20–40 is notably less pronounced in the East, which is geographically remote from the more 
cosmopolitan environments of the West, the capital, and the industrial corridor of the Bratisla-
va-Žilina-Nitra triangle. Furthermore, rural regions exhibit comparatively slower demographic 
decline, potentially attributable to the compactness of commuter zones. It is reasonable to 
infer that a degree of out-suburban and exurban commuting into urban centers occurs.

Table 3. Percentage changes among the 20–40 cohorts between 2011–2022

Bratislava West Central East Total

Urban -29.8% -26.7% -26.7% -21.8% -27.8

Commuter zone - 28.67 -19.0% -22.5% -6.47% -21.2

Micropolitan centers - -25.7% -19.3% -14.7 -21.1

Rural - -20.1% -9.1% -1.6% -12.7

Total 29.31% -22.1% -17.3% -10.9% -20.0%

Source: authors’ own elaboration

4.2	 Gender imbalance and fertility

This analysis aims to identify negative externalities within a municipality, facilitating 
the measurement of gender imbalances by zip code. Municipalities exhibiting a gender im-
balance exceeding 10% were designated as ‘man camp’ or ‘female camp’. Municipalities with 
a population under 200 were excluded from the study. These findings are illustrated in the 
subsequent figures 8 and 9.

Capital cities in post-socialist Europe display intensified socio-demographic selectivity, 
concentrating young, educated, and female populations while peripheral regions experience 
accelerated demographic depletion (Musterd et al., 2017). As anticipated, the Bratislava region 
exhibits the most significant gender disparity in favor of women, although this imbalance 
was reduced in 2022. “Female camps” are also located along the primary highway corridors 
between Bratislava and Žilina and Nitra. “Man camps” were predominantly situated in rural 
areas, particularly in the southern and eastern parts of Slovakia, where a markedly higher 
number of “man camps” was recorded, whereas western Slovakia featured a considerably 
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greater presence of “female camps”. The quantity of “man camps” experienced a decline of 
16.7% between the specified time periods, whereas the number of “female camps” witnessed 
an increase of 5.4%.

A concluding analysis examined the female reproductive rates in Slovakia, with the ca-
pability to be scrutinized at the district or county level. The Eastern region of Slovakia exhibits 

Figure 8. 2011 ‘man camps’ and ‘female camps’ for 20-40-year-old age group

Source: authors’ own elaboration

Figure 9. 2022 ‘man camps’ and ‘female camps’ for the 20-40-year-old age group

Source: authors’ own elaboration
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a marginally higher birth rate, ranging from approximately 1.65 to 1.7 births per woman. This 
elevated level of fertility is attributed to a larger Romany population, which tends to have a 
higher average of 2.1 children per woman (Szabó et al., 2021). When excluding the eastern 
regions (Prešov, Košice), the birthrate in the western and central regions decreases to approx-
imately 1.45 children per woman. In comparing ‘female camps’ to fertility rates, an anomaly 
was identified in three districts, demonstrating both high rates of ‘female camps’ and elevated 
birth rates (as indicated in figures 8–9). Námestovo (~1.9–2.0 births) and Tvrdošín (~1.7–1.8 
births) are mountainous municipalities in northern Slovakia, characterized by strong cultural 
and religious family norms associated with the Orava region. It is generally presumed that 
when the female population significantly exceeds the male population, the fertility rate would 
decrease (Schacht and Kramer, 2016; Pettay et al, 2021). However, this minor anomaly con-
tradicts this assumption, suggesting the influence of additional factors. Senec (approximately 
1.7–1.9 births), an urbanized suburb of Bratislava, presents a distinctly different dynamic.

4.3	 Expectations of young adults versus reality of demographic shifts

These findings are confirmed by the articulated preferences of students as described 
in the essay survey conducted from 2011 to 2024. Given the long-term nature of this essay 
survey, being conducted every year since 2011, it allows for the observation of contrasts 
between Generation Y (Gen Y) and Gen Z. Earlier iterations of the survey included inquiries 
regarding the aspiration to seek employment abroad. Gen Y students exhibited greater inde-
pendence and were more inclined to venture beyond Slovakia to secure gainful employment, 
or to engage in short-term work, particularly in the United Kingdom. However, post-2014, 
questions concerning employment abroad were omitted from the survey as most students 
no longer perceived a necessity for working in other countries.

Male students exhibit traditional tendencies, envisioning themselves as the primary fi-
nancial providers within familial settings, aspiring to occupy positions of substantial income, 
ideally falling within the upper quartile of earnings. While they anticipate managerial roles, 
there is a lack of specificity regarding the nature of managerial responsibilities. Notably, sur-
vey data reveal aversion to low-status occupations, despite higher remuneration associated 
with such roles. This preference leads to the selection of higher status jobs, albeit with lower 
financial rewards, thereby reflecting a discrepancy between aspirations and actual circum-
stances. Conversely, female students express the preference for mid-level positions, frequent-
ly in managerial capacities, or administrative domains such as accounting. Predominantly, 
women expect their spouses to fulfill the role of principal financial provider. Automobiles, 
predominantly associated with male interest, were deemed reasonable, but received less 
attention. Conversely, a single detached residence is characterized by an attractive garden 
and a swimming pool. This dwelling is to be situated outside a city in Slovakia, although not 
in the capital, Bratislava. In later years, newly constructed bungalows have been occurring in 
the description of residences, expressing a desire to have two children.

Female students, like their male counterparts, aspire to reside outside of a small city 
(excluding Bratislava) in a single detached residence with an appealing garden and a swim-
ming pool. They aspire to acquiring a managerial or administrative position, notwithstanding 
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potentially low remuneration. Despite the notion of gender equality, they do not foresee 
themselves as primary financial providers. They express a preference for two children, with 
the firstborn being male. This is in line with the research by Mariscal-de-Gante et al. (2023), 
who pointed out that despite changing demographic dynamics, which brought a more fem-
inized, aged, and educated working population, the occupational profile of women was still 
polarized relative to men.

In summary, both female and male students articulate a preference for what can be 
classified as the typical ‘nuclear family’. They express a desire for low-density habitation in 
proximity to a small metropolitan area. Numerous students describe their professions as situ-
ated in a downtown context, while preferring residences in a smaller town (a suburb), thereby 
associated with the notion of car commuting, which is not perceived negatively. They aspire 
to possess their own land with a house on it. The exterior of the house is most frequently 
described using terms such as garden, swimming pool, and barbecues, among others. The 
term “garden” is the most common ‘descriptive’ word employed by both Millennials (born 
from 1981 to 1996) and Gen Z (born between 1997 and 2012). In terms of the second most 
prevalent term, Millennials favored “swimming pool,” whereas Gen Z preferred “bungalow.” 
The swimming pool, albeit impractical in Slovakia’s relatively cold climate, reflects a desire for 
an outdoor focal point for children and visiting friends. It also represents an appealing play 
space for children. The bungalow is indicative of the aspiration to reside in a ‘nuclear family’ 
setup, consisting of husband, wife and two children. Additionally, it signifies the preference 
for easy maintenance and low upkeep, alongside energy efficiency. This sought-after housing 
style contrasts with the previous baby boomer generation, who were more inclined towards 
vast multi-generational residences in small towns, or panel flats in larger towns or cities. 
A  minority of students (approximately 5%) indicated the preference for urban living, and 
when they did, it pertained to luxury apartments or penthouses. This aligns with the findings 
of Cole and Svidroňová (2021) and Cole et al. (2025b), who also identified the prospective 
ambition of young individuals to reside in more rural, small-town settings rather than urban 
environments.

The combined analysis of administrative data and the long-term essay-based evidence 
reveals both a strong alignment and notable mismatches between the young adults’ stated 
life-course aspirations and the demographic outcomes observed across Slovak municipalities.

A clear point of alignment concerns residential location. The student essays collected 
between 2011 and 2024 consistently express a preference for low-density living in suburban 
or small-town settings, typically outside major urban cores and explicitly excluding the capital 
city of Bratislava. These preferences are strongly reflected in the administrative data, which 
show a more pronounced decline of the 20–40-year-old population in urban centers than in 
commuter zones, micropolitan towns, and selected rural areas. The demographic contrac-
tion of inner cities, alongside comparatively slower decline or stabilization in surrounding 
municipalities, suggests that suburbanization is not merely a residual outcome of housing 
constraints, but corresponds closely to long-articulated residential aspirations.

The second area of alignment is housing type. The essays repeatedly emphasize de-
tached housing with private outdoor space (most frequently described through the term 
“garden”), while expressing limited enthusiasm for high-density apartment living. The ad-
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ministrative data corroborates this pattern by revealing accelerated ageing and declining 
representation of young adults in socialist-era panel housing estates, where housing turnover 
remains low and intergenerational replacement is limited.

However, important mismatches also emerge. The housing aspirations expressed in 
the essays, usually involving detached homes with gardens, swimming pools, or newly built 
bungalows, often exceed what is realistically attainable given the income levels, mortgage 
conditions, land availability, and construction costs. While demographic redistribution toward 
commuter zones is evident, the scale and quality of housing achieved by the 20–40-year-old 
cohort fall short of the idealized visions articulated during the student years. This suggests 
that suburbanization reflects constrained adaptation, rather than full realization of one’s 
preferences.

Further divergence is visible in employment expectations. The essays frequently de-
scribe vaguely defined, high-status, office-based occupations compatible with remote or hy-
brid work, whereas administrative data show a substantial decline in formal work contracts 
within the same age cohort. This discrepancy highlights structural labor-market constraints 
and signals potential over-optimism in early career expectations.

Overall, the comparison demonstrates that young adults’ preferences provide a mean-
ingful directional signal for demographic change, even if economic and institutional con-
straints moderate their full realization. The alignment between aspirations and spatial out-
comes challenges assumptions of inevitable urban concentration, while the mismatches 
underscore the importance of housing affordability and labor-market conditions in shaping 
demographic trajectories.

5	 Concluding remarks

During the socialist era in Czechoslovakia, the two nations were characterized by two 
dominant patterns: urban centers defined by high-rise panel apartments and older mid-
rise brick apartments on one hand, and rural areas consisting of individual houses, many 
of which being large multi-generational residences on the other. As the post-transitional 
period progresses, newer housing solutions can be found, including both contemporary ur-
ban apartments and suburban bungalow-style homes designed for high efficiency and low 
maintenance.

This study has several limitations. First, the dataset sourced from the Social Insurance 
Company encompasses only formally employed individuals, thereby excluding informal em-
ployment, self-employed persons without contracts, and Slovak citizens working abroad. As 
a result, the findings primarily reflect the behavior of economically active residents and may 
underrepresent more mobile or economically precarious groups. Second, the qualitative 
component based on the essays collected from students at Matej Bel University, while being 
extensive and long-term, is a single institutional example and not fully representative of the 
national youth population.

This research draws on the expressed preferences of university students, who, based 
on a multi-year essay assignment, expressed the desire for a dwelling suitable for a nuclear 
family with two children. In an age of low fertility, examining demographic changes of the 
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20–40-year-old age group becomes particularly relevant. The Social Insurance Company data 
reveal a trend within this cohort that challenges the prevalent assumption of continual ur-
banization growth. At the same time, the student essays suggest a disagreement with urban 
planners and their ideas of residential aspiration of young adults.

The central contribution of this paper is its empirical challenge to the widely held 
assumption, common in urban economics and spatial planning, that demographic change 
among young adults necessarily reinforces urban concentration. The flawed assumption 
among geographical economists is that continued urban growth reflects individual resi-
dential preferences. Insights from the students’ essays challenge this view, given the word 
‘garden’ being the main descriptor every year. Coupled with the demographic changes be-
tween 2011 and 2022, these findings reveal a more pronounced decline in the 20–40-year-
old population within urban cores compared to commuter zones, towns, and rural areas. 
This observation addresses RQ1 and indicates a redistribution of young adults away from 
urban centers. This finding suggests that observed urban growth in some contexts may 
reflect institutional, regulatory, or housing supply constraints, rather than real residential 
preference of young people.

Panel flats in urban areas are experiencing a decline in young residents, largely due 
to low housing turnover, as long term residents prefer to remain and age in one place. This 
finding responds to RQ2 regarding the changes in the housing mix for 20–40-year-olds. During 
the socialist period, alternatives to panel flats were in villages, where large multi-generational 
homes were common. From the 1980s, housing policies shifted away from centrally planned 
communities, permitting individual homeownership and construction (Faltan and Dodder, 
1995), aligning with Slovak social norms emphasizing family cohesion and intergenerational 
support. Multi-generational housing facilitated shared responsibilities and economic efficiency 
(Cohn, 2010). By design, villages inherently promote greater intergenerational sharing and 
transition, potentially increasing the presence of young adults. Empirical evidence consistently 
shows that suburban and low-density residential environments are associated with higher 
fertility levels than dense urban cores, reflecting the interaction between residential context, 
family aspirations, and childbearing behavior (Kulu and Boyle, 2009).

RQ3 provides evidence of persistent gender imbalances (“man camps” and “female 
camps”) across municipalities and shows how these imbalances intersect with fertility pat-
terns. This adds to the SDT theory by demonstrating that local sex ratios can amplify or mit-
igate low fertility outcomes. Historically, urban centers have attracted female populations, 
exacerbating gender imbalances; our current findings corroborate this, albeit to a lesser 
extent in the eastern regions. Predictably, Bratislava and the tri-state area adjacent to the 
Czech/Polish/Slovak border host a substantial concentration of ‘female camps’, while ‘man 
camps’ predominate in agricultural regions. Fertility rates are notably influenced by the sig-
nificant presence of the Romany community in Eastern and Central Slovakia. When focusing 
solely on western Slovakia, the suboptimal birth rate reveals an unfavorable demographic 
trend for the future. Overall, these patterns are consistent with findings by Josipovič (2024) 
on post-Yugoslav countries, where deep population ageing has become widespread, with 
Slovenia as a partial exception. Results also align with the SDT prediction (Aassve et al., 2024), 
suggesting an eventual convergence of fertility behavior across all European countries.
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With respect to RQ4, the expressed preferences in the student essays indicate a shift 
from socialist era housing blocks. By integrating revealed demographic behavior with long-
term qualitative evidence on the young adults’ stated preferences, the paper shows a per-
sistent aspiration for low-density, suburban living – characterized by detached housing and 
access to private outdoor spaces. These preferences remain stable across generations (Gen 
Y and Gen Z) and contrast with the dominant planning agendas that prioritize compact cit-
ies and inner-city densification. The declining presence of young adults in panel housing, 
combined with new suburban development suggests that housing policy should prioritize 
flexible zoning, faster issuance of construction permits and support for small scale residential 
development in commuter zones and micropolitan towns.

The novelty of this study lies in its integration of administrative microdata, capturing 
the revealed demographic behavior with qualitative evidence on the stated life-course aspi-
rations, and finally allowing a rare comparison between the intended and realized spatial-de-
mographic outcomes.

From the policy perspective, these findings highlight the need to align work locations 
and housing supply with residential preferences of young adults. Further research should 
examine the intersection of demographic behavior with housing affordability, access to mort-
gages and how future work will be performed. Comparative studies across CEE countries 
along with census data, migration statistics, and mobile phone data could improve under-
standing of population distribution.

Expanding qualitative research beyond a single institution would provide a more nu-
anced understanding of youth’s aspirations and constraints.
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