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Abstract
Agglomeration and urbanisation externalities accelerate the concentration of commercial activities in the urban space
and the creation of business districts. As a result, besides the usual central business district (CBD), large cities also have
more recent, peripheral, and specialised secondary business districts (SBDs). There is little substantial research on the
formation of SBDs in rapidly globalising, semi‐peripheral locations, especially in post‐socialist metropolises of Central and
Eastern Europe. This includes Warsaw, Poland, which is being transformed into an emerging global metropolis. The article
aims to determine the differences between the CBD and the SBD in Warsaw in terms of their attractiveness to compa‐
nies and employees and the spatial behaviours of employees, especially in terms of transport and shopping. The research
hypotheses indicate the differences between the two districts in terms of the type of agglomeration economies, transport
accessibility, and components of the competitive advantage, as well as the characteristics of companies in those districts.
The data are from a survey conducted in 2017–2018 among companies and their employees in both business districts, and
they are analysed using basic statistical techniques and discriminatory analysis. The results confirmed there are significant
differences between the twoWarsaw business areas,mainly in terms of their transport accessibility and urbanisation exter‐
nalities. In terms of transport, there is a greater role for public transport and rail in the CBD and for motorway and airport
proximity in the SBD. Urbanisation externalities are significantly diminished by the traffic congestion in the SBD. The study
also revealed that the development of commercial areas inWarsaw—a post‐socialist city with a neoliberal model of spatial
planning—follows only in some aspects the spatial patterns of business areas in other Western European metropolises.
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1. Introduction

The newdevelopment paradigmof the information econ‐
omy increases the role of information and communi‐
cation technologies (ICT), creativity, and innovation as
key factors of the competitiveness of an enterprise.
Despite the decrease in transport costs, the impor‐
tance of space—understood not so much as a specific
area or region, but as various forms of proximity and
relationships—increases in the processes of economic

development.Metropolisation, as a territorial dimension
of the information economy, creates a global network
of large cities that act as nodes for the flow of goods,
people, capital, information, and ideas (Castells, 1998).
Metropolises offer agglomeration economies favourable
for creating new knowledge, innovative technologies
(Hardt & Negri, 2000), and creative solutions (Florida,
2005; Wojnar, 2016).

Control and management functions of the global
information economy are often concentrated in urban
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centres and metropolitan regions (Castells, 1998), where
spatial structure is characterised by the deconcentra‐
tion of economic activity (Criekingen et al., 2007; Hall
& Pain, 2006). Such deconcentration and decentralisa‐
tion may take the form of a chaotic sprawl (Lang, 2003)
or a “concentrated dispersion” (Filion, 2000). The result
is a polycentric metropolitan structure. In this process,
new economic spaces are created, such as business dis‐
tricts outside the city centre or clusters of technologically
advanced and creative industries. The emergence of new
types of economic areas may eventually weaken the tra‐
ditional city centre and create polycentric metropolitan
structures in which traditional central business districts
(CBDs) still play an important role but are accompanied by
the secondary business districts (SBDs), also in the form
of edge cities (Garreau, 1991) or other urban or suburban
structures (Bole, 2010; Hall, 1999; Ratcliffe et al., 2009).

The new development paradigm of the fourth indus‐
trial revolution is related to decentralised and adaptive
management of the manufacturing process (Hermann
et al., 2016). In the knowledge‐based economy (Rutten
& Boekema, 2012), the dichotomy between the prod‐
uct and the service blurs (Kotler, 1994), while innova‐
tion is increasingly related to advanced business services
(Doloroux & Shearmur, 2013). These types of economic
activities become concentrated especially in central
and secondary business areas that become increasingly
important topics of contemporary urban development
research (Glaeser, 2011). CBDs and SBDs develop and
operate in different ways (Spencer, 2015). City centres
are usually more multifunctional and offer better access
to a range of cultural services and institutions. As a result,
they often experience gentrification. SBDs, in turn, usu‐
ally result from suburbanisation, are based more on indi‐
vidual transport, and are characterised by a clear separa‐
tion of places of work and residence.

The general aim of the article is to determine the dif‐
ferences between CBDs and SBDs in terms of their attrac‐
tiveness for companies and employees, as well as spatial
behaviours of the latter, especially in terms of trans‐
port and shopping. The selected case study in Warsaw,
Poland, allows such an analysis in the specific context of
a post‐socialist city (e.g., Stanilov, 2009) that has recently
been transformed into an emerging global metropolis
(Gorzelak & Smętkowski, 2012; Korcelli‐Olejniczak, 2007;
Taylor et al., 2010). Section 2 provides a review of the lit‐
erature relevant to the aim of this article and is followed
by Section 3, which is the presentation of both Warsaw’s
business districts. Section 4 contains basic information
about the researchmethodology anddata,while Section 5
presents the results of the analysis. The article closes with
a discussion and conclusion, which includes recommenda‐
tions for spatial development policy and planning.

2. Literature Review

The dynamic development of ICT fosters the polycentric‐
ity of contemporary urban regions (Hall & Pain, 2006).

Decreasing communication costs allow large advanced
producer services companies to locate routine functions
outside the city centre. This may lead to a decrease of
that area’s role and importance (Fujita & Thisse, 2002).
The process may create two labour markets: the pri‐
mary one concentrates front‐office functions in the CBD,
and the secondary one performs back‐office functions
in the SBD. The distribution of jobs in those business
areas determines commuting patterns and transport net‐
work load. The spatial structure and characteristics of the
office real estate market are crucial for the city’s exter‐
nal connections and its position in the global network of
metropolises. The location of business areas also affects
the scale and type of agglomeration economies they
offer. All these factors result in the significant importance
of the location and characteristics of business districts
for urban spatial and development planning and policy
(Smętkowski et al., 2019, 2020). In this context, European
edge cities differ from those in the USA because of the
greater involvement of the public sector in their develop‐
ment. That is, they are more planned than spontaneous.
European edge cites are also not fully independent of the
traditional city core; they are often nearer to the existing
CBD (Bontje & Burdack, 2005).

Agglomeration effects in the form of urbanisation
economies (Jacobs, 1961, 1969) offered by the CBD
result from access to infrastructure and business and
public institutions, proximity to other companies (includ‐
ing clients, suppliers, and collaborators), and the possi‐
bility of face‐to‐face contact (Hall & Pain, 2006). These
facilitate information flow and tacit knowledge exchange
(Polanyi, 1958). Access to other advanced services and a
highly qualified workforce (Martinelli & Moulaert, 1993)
is accompanied by greater control and management
functions in the form of headquarters (Śleszyński, 2004,
2007). While routine functions (at the metropolitan or
global scale) are deconcentrated (including offshoring),
the most advanced and strategic services still require
central locations (Halbert, 2007). Relations with clients
during the strategic phases of negotiations and adjust‐
ing services usually take place in the CBD, while contacts
during implementation phase may be less frequent and
remote. Thus, they are more appropriate for the SBD
(Fujita & Ogawa, 1982). Location preferences of compa‐
nies may therefore vary depending on their specialisa‐
tion (Soja, 2000).

Location factors and structural characteristics of the
SBD differ from the traditional CBD (Buisson et al., 2001;
Capelle‐Blancard & Tadjeddine, 2010; Criekingen et al.,
2007), although they are usually driven by the same
forces (Giuliano et al., 2012). Based on the results of prior
research, we might expect that a CBD is characterised
by the greater presence of headquarters and companies
preferring face‐to‐face business contacts, while the pres‐
ence of more routine services and companies using ICT
for business contacts is typical for an SBD. The CBD specif‐
ically offers greater diversity and density of activities and
functions providing the companies with positive effects

Urban Planning, 2021, Volume 6, Issue 3, Pages 431–443 432

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


of urbanisation economies. The SBD is expected to
exploit the role of location economies related to the prox‐
imity of same sector companies (location economies also
known as Marshall–Arrow–Romer externalities; Arrow,
1962; Marshall, 1920; Romer, 1986). The main compo‐
nents of the location attractiveness of the CBD are pres‐
tige, transport accessibility for clients, and access to pub‐
lic transport and rail. For the SBD, location attractiveness
is basedmore on the cost of office space, accessibility for
employees, and proximity to the airport and/or motor‐
way (Buisson et al., 2001; Capelle‐Blancard & Tadjeddine,
2010; Criekingen et al., 2007; Giuliano et al., 2012).

Table 1 presents the summary of differences
between business districts, including agglomeration
economies, transport accessibility, and components
of competitive advantage and company characteristics.
These differences are the basis for the research hypoth‐
esises for Warsaw as a specific case of a post‐socialist
city. Central and Eastern European (CEE) metropolises
provide interesting examples of location patterns that
resulting from a combination of post‐socialist heritage
and the neoliberal model of spatial planning (Tsenkova
& Nedović‐Budić, 2006). However, there has been no
comprehensive research on this topic to the best of
our knowledge.

There are several reasons to expect that Warsaw
might differ from other Western European metropolises
in terms of its CBD and SBD. The first premise (H1) is
related to the weakness of the city centre resulting from
theheritage of the socialistmodel of urbandevelopment,
which did not consider bid rent and offered poor quality
public spaces (Węcławowicz, 1996). As a result, compa‐
niesmight not find the prestige of inner‐city locations suf‐
ficient, and the potential benefits of face‐to‐face interac‐
tion might be seen as limited. The second reason (H2) is
related to development that depends on foreign capital
(Büdenbender & Aalbers, 2019). Foreign investors tend
to have specific preferences, like proximity to an inter‐
national airport. As companies may choose both types
of locations simultaneously, the type of external accessi‐
bility might not be a differentiating factor in the overall
evaluation of locations. This could also result in locating
both the back‐office and the Polish and macro‐regional
headquarters of CEE market in the SBD. Taking this into
account, we do not expect major differences between

the two areas in terms of the importance of transport
accessibility for customers and employees. The third
premise (H3) is related to the neo‐liberal spatial plan‐
ning environment (Smętkowski et al., 2020). It manifests
itself as a significant concentration of office space in
the Warsaw SBD (25%) while other major Western SBDs,
like La Défense in Paris, do not exceed 10% of overall
city office space. This massive concentration might hypo‐
thetically contribute to the occurrence of urbanisation
economies in the SBD as well. The last hypothetical dif‐
ference (H4) comes from the unique features of post‐
socialist cities, the greater significance of private cars for
commuting. Because of inner and outer urban sprawl
and a decline in the role of public transport, the car
is identified with greater reliability and social prestige
(Komornicki, 2011). Therefore, the car might be the dom‐
inant mode of transport regardless of the type of busi‐
ness district.

3. Business Districts in Warsaw

The post‐socialist heritage of the Warsaw metropolis is
an important point of reference for its contemporary
transformations, including the formation and dynamics
of the spatial structure and development of business dis‐
tricts. Themost important changes in post‐socialist cities
are the commercialisation of the city centre; deconcen‐
tration of shopping, entertainment, and office facilities
(Sýkora, 2009); revitalization of post‐industrial areas; and
commercial and residential suburbanisation. Neoliberal
and ineffective spatial planning often leads to the cre‐
ation of poorly connected monofunctional areas, includ‐
ing SBDs (Smętkowski et al., 2020; Sýkora & Bouzarovski,
2012). Warsaw is not only the capital and the largest city
in Poland: it is also an important regional metropolis that
plays a significant role in the CEE office market, exhibits
all processes mentioned above, and suffers from all their
negative consequences.

Warsaw is becoming increasingly important as a
global advanced producer services node, quickly advanc‐
ing from a gamma‐class city (Beaverstock et al., 1999)
to an alpha‐class world city (Taylor & Derudder, 2016).
Despite its strong regional position, the city, similar
to other post‐socialist metropolises, is still clearly infe‐
rior to the core European metropolises (ESPON FOCI,

Table 1. Key differences between CBD and SBD location/attractiveness factors based on the literature review.

Differentiating factors CBD SBD

Competitive advantage Prestige Price
Functional specialisation Control Routine services

Main form of business contacts Face‐to‐face contacts ICT
Agglomeration economies Urbanisation economies Location economies
Intraurban accessibility Transport accessibility for clients Transport accessibility for employees

Main mode of intraurban transport Public transport Car
Main type of external accessibility Rail Motorway, airport
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2010). Both the size and the internationalisation of the
largest corporations in CEE are much smaller than those
in highly developed countries (Gorzelak & Smętkowski,
2012; Raźniak et al., 2018). Despite the increasing impor‐
tance of the command‐and‐control functions in CEE cap‐
ital cities (Dorocki et al., 2019), significant dominance of
subsidiaries rather than headquarters of large interna‐
tional companies and increasing market penetration by
global corporations (CB Richard Ellis, 2011; Taylor, 2001)
are accompanied by much less advanced knowledge‐
economy functions. Thus, modern innovation districts
and technology parks are rather scarce (Benko, 1993;
Dyker & Radosevic, 1999; Komninos, 2008).

The distribution of office space in Warsaw is char‐
acterised by a very clear bipolar pattern (Smętkowski
& Celińska‐Janowicz, 2014). The CBD has developed
dynamically, especially in the 1990s (Śleszyński, 2004),
while the SBD began to develop in the first decade
of the 21st century in the post‐industrial areas of
Sluzewiec district about six kilometres from the city cen‐
tre (Smętkowski, 2009).

The total office space in Warsaw increased from
0.4 million m2 in the mid‐1990s to over 5.3 million m2 in

2016. Of this, 1.8 million m2 was in the CBD, and 1.1 mil‐
lion m2 in the SBD (Smętkowski et al., 2019). The spa‐
tial structure is thus clearly bipolar. Warsaw’s CBD cov‐
ers about 6.35 km2 and is located mainly in the central
districts of Srodmiescie and Wola (Figure 1). The core of
the SBD covers 3.36 km2 and is in the western part of the
Mokotów district (the largestWarsaw district, mostly res‐
idential) in the southern part of the city, near the airport
and the motorway ring road. Our delimitation of the two
areas was based on the cartographic distribution of mod‐
ern office space in Warsaw taking into account approxi‐
mately 500 office buildings or their complexes.

The development of the Warsaw SBD area was
not planned by local authorities. This is different
from cities such as Paris (La Défense), London (Canary
Wharf), Amsterdam (Zuidas), and Copenhagen (Ørestad).
An extensive volume of office space, comparable to the
CBD, emerged because of market forces and the deci‐
sions of developers who preferred very cheap and read‐
ily available land rather than more expensive CBD plots,
which often had undefined legal and ownership status.
Spatial planning in this context was a facilitating fac‐
tor since, during the SBD’s most dynamic development

0 kilometres105

Legend
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airport
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railways

district boundaries
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Figure 1. Location of the CBD and SBD in Warsaw.
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(2004–2013), no local spatial plans were in force for
the area, leaving significant freedom for developers
(Smętkowski et al., 2020). There is a large modern shop‐
ping centre in each business district: Złote Tarasy in the
CBD and Galeria Mokotów in the SBD. Both are similar in
size (ca. 65,000 m2 gross leasable area) and tenant mix,
but Galeria Mokotów is seven years older and has been
expanded three times since its opening in 2000.

4. Data and Methods

The empirical material for the quantitative analysis of
spatial behaviours and preferences of companies and
employees in two Warsaw business districts came from
surveys conducted in 2017–2018 (both questionnaires
are available on request; the key questions are presented
in Tables 1 and 2 in the Supplementary File).

The company survey was conducted online based on
the InfoCredit database of over 40,000 economic entities.
The survey had two rounds. In the first round, the survey
was sent to all companies. In the second round, compa‐
nies were selected to create a stratified sample, i.e., to
ensure a balanced geographical and branch structures.
Of the 338 completed surveys, 99 came from companies
in the CBD, and 62 from SBD. Of these companies, 76% in
each area were established before 2010. They employed
almost 27,000 employees in Poland and 6,854 inWarsaw
offices (4,268 at companies in the CBD, and 2,586 at
companies in the SBD). In both areas, 48% of companies
could be classified as micro‐enterprises (excluding sole
traders), hiring fewer than 10 employees. In the CBD, the
average office size was 583 m2, but 44.4% of companies
had office space of 100 m2 or less. In the SBD, the aver‐
age was 492 m2, and 35.5% had office space of 100 m2

or less.
Among the enterprises, the highest shares were

of advanced business services, both “traditional” (law,
accounting, consulting; 38% in the CBD, 29% in the SBD)
and “creative” (IT, advertising, architecture; 24% in the
CBD, 40% in the SBD). They also belonged to the finance,
insurance, and real estate sectors (17% in the CBD, 13%
in the SBD). Compared to the structure of the general
population in these business areas, the sample was over‐
represented by larger companies and companies that
have been in business longer, and a significant over‐
representation of companies provided advanced busi‐
ness services. This reflects the specificity of office ten‐
ants that, even if they represented traditional sectors of
the economy, were usually head offices, mostly in man‐
ufacturing, trade, or logistics companies. Furthermore,
it should be emphasised that the sample reflected very
well the specialisation of the two business areas; they
had location quotients very close to those in the gen‐
eral population.

The employee survey was conducted in a direct form.
At 10 locations in each business district, people who
were leaving office buildings during lunch breaks or after
workwere approached at randomand asked to complete

the survey. The return rate was similar in both areas:
99 responders from SBD and 97 from CBD. Of the respon‐
ders, 58% in the CBD and 67% in the SBDweremale; 68%
in CBD and 54% in SBDwere 30 years old or less; and 70%
in the CBD and 66% in SBD worked in their current work‐
place for less than two years.

The results of both surveys were analysed using
several statistical methods. A frequency analysis was
used to determine the most common features of the
companies and employees’ behaviours and preferences.
To identify differences between the two districts, a few
other methods were adopted, depending on the char‐
acter of the variables (dichotomous, ordinal, continu‐
ous): Chi‐square test, Mann–Whitney test, and t‐test of
independence. Advanced linear discriminatory analysis
(McLachlan, 2004) was used to identify the key factors
that differentiated the CBD from the SBD. The data used
in the discriminant analysis met assumptions specified
for this method (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2019).

5. Results

5.1. Companies

Based on the responses from the companies’ managers,
it was possible to identify the attractiveness of both
business areas for local companies. The t‐test showed
that the attractiveness factors of the CBD were its cen‐
tral location, greater public transport (especially subway)
and rail accessibility, the location’s prestige, and rich
culture and entertainment available (see Table 1 in the
Supplementary File). For the SBD, the most significant
advantage was proximity to the airport and the highway
ring road. The attractiveness of CBDs was also shaped
by greater access to shops and restaurants, while that of
SBDs was shaped by the availability of parking for clients
and employees andopportunities for expansion (possibil‐
ity to rent more office space in the same area or to move
to a larger office in the vicinity). In terms of company
characteristics, the only factor that significantly differen‐
tiated the two areas was the higher frequency of ICT con‐
tacts with clients at CBD companies. Both business areas
were assessed as similarly attractive in terms of the cost
of office space and proximity to suppliers, clients, and
same‐sector companies.

To determine the differences between the two busi‐
ness districts in more detail, a discriminant analysis
was adopted. The model that best defined differenti‐
ated the two areas had a relatively strong discriminant
power (Wilks’ lambda 0.419). The functions of themodel
enabled correct classifications based on the firms’ char‐
acteristics and the responders’ opinions for 91% of com‐
panies in the CBD and 85% in the SBD. This confirms
there were significant differences between the CBD and
the SBD in terms of location preference.

The results from the discriminant analysis model
showed that the main location advantage of the SBD
was proximity of the ring road and the airport. This
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was attractive to large corporations that often perform
control functions at headquarters. This indicated what
was important to foreign investors for restructuring and
development of this business area (Büdenbender &
Aalbers, 2019). Foreign companies valued access to a
skilled workforce who also lived in suburban areas in
the southwest part of the metropolitan area and good
external accessibility because of the international air‐
port nearby. On the other hand, the CBD was seen as
more attractive in terms of proximity to the railway sta‐
tion. This shows, first, the importance of accessibility
for employees across the metropolitan area and, sec‐
ond, the role of contacts within the national company
structures. The locations were chosen by large corpo‐
rations that might have had a complex organisational
structure in Poland with production facilities outside the
Warsawmetropolitan area, while their management and
commercial functions operated in the city (Smętkowski
et al., 2019).

The differences between the areas were also related
to agglomeration economies. The SBD was distinguished
by the proximity of suppliers. This may have been
because of the higher density of economic actors in this
economic area, while the central area was more exten‐
sive. This pattern corresponds with a higher frequency of
ICT use in contacts with clients in the CBD. Also, access
to cultural and entertainment facilities was considered
a more important location factor in this district. In this
case, however, the factor might have been perceived
by the responders as a determinant of the city cen‐
tre rather than a factor significant for their businesses
(similarly as public transport accessibility). This is also
shown by a study of the location preferences of “profes‐
sional” and “creative” advanced business services, nei‐
ther of which found this component to be important
(Smętkowski et al., 2019).

It is worth noticing that the variables that did not
differentiate the companies’ choice of location were
the company’s age, office size, and cost of office space.
Thus, the research did not support the incubation func‐
tion, although this could be because of sample selec‐
tion (excluding sole traders). On the other hand, the
lower rental prices, on average, in the SBD (€15 per m2

compared to €22 per m2 in CBD) seem to have com‐
pensated for weaker transport accessibility and lower
availability of urban services. Therefore, the companies’
assessment of the cost attractiveness of both districts
was similar. It was quite surprising that the importance
of face‐to‐face contacts with customers did not differen‐
tiate the areas. This might reflect a change in the model
of those contacts because of the technological revolu‐
tion. As the research showed, despite the higher pres‐
tige attached to CBDs, that advantage over SBDs was
quite small. This was a result of the weakness of the
post‐war reconstruction of the city centre, and it also
reflected the assessment of the aesthetic value of the
central city expressed by employees, presented in the
next section.

5.2. Employees

The three main aspects in the questionnaire given to
employees were modes of transport in daily commut‐
ing, use of local retail and service facilities including a
local shopping centre, and opinions about the workplace
neighbourhood (see Table 2 in the Supplementary File).

Because of poorer transport accessibility, time travel
to work was higher for SBD employees. For almost 20%
of them, it was between one and one and half hours,
while more than half of the responders from the CBD
declared the time was less than 30minutes. The share of
those who travelled between 60 and 90 minutes was sig‐
nificantly higher for employees in the SBD. Employees at
both areas commuted from various city districts and the
suburban zone. There was a stronger preference for the
SBD in the southern districts (34.4% compared to 26.7%)
and a higher share of the suburban zone in the case of
CBDs (12.2% compared to 7.6%).

When asked about the most important mode of
transport in their daily commuting, most responders in
both areas indicated some sort of public transport, usu‐
ally bus and subway, but there were more in the CBD.
In the SBD, the most popular mode was a car (27.7%);
this was in third place for employees in the CBD (14.9%),
after bus and subway. Statistically, there was a significant
difference in employees’ preference for rail; it was much
more popular among employees in the CBD.

In both business areas, employees visited local shop‐
ping centres with a similar frequency, and in both cases
almost one fourth said they do not visit the local shop‐
ping centre at all. More popular were service and retail
outlets close to their workplace but outside the shopping
centre. Almost 23% of responders in the SBD declared
that they do not visit such outlets, while in CBD the share
was only 5%. On the other hand, every third respondent
from the CBD visited local shopping and service outlets
at least once a day, while in the SBD it was only one
in ten. In both areas, the most popular time to visit a
local shopping centre during workdays was on the way
home from work. In the CBD, such behaviour was cited
by 31%of responderswhile in the SBD itwas 57%. In addi‐
tion, the shopping centre in the city centre was also fre‐
quently visited on theweekends (33%) and in employees’
free time during the workday (19%). In terms of visiting
local shops outside the shopping centre, the most pop‐
ular were visits on the way home from work. However,
workers from the SBD also made such visits during work‐
ing hours. Those in the CBD made such visit on their way
from home to work. Similar to the case of the local shop‐
ping centres, visits in free time during working days were
significantly more popular among responders working in
the CBD (14%) than in SBD (4%).

Shopping visits in the local centre were longer in the
SBD: 69% of the responders said they spent between 15
and 60 minutes in the shopping centre. In the CBD, the
analogous value was only 44%, and 24% said that their
average visit took less than 15minutes (compared to only
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8.1% from those in the SBD). There were no statistically
significant differences between the two districts in terms
of time spent shopping in stores nearby the workplace
outside the shopping centre.

The stores in the local shopping centres visited most
often by employees in both areas were fashion shops
(clothes, shoes, accessories) visited by 47% of all respon‐
ders. Shopping centre hypermarkets and restaurants
were much more popular among employees in the SBD.
This disproportion can be explained by the rich and
diverse service and retail offers outside the local shop‐
ping centre in the city centre and a significantly smaller
number of alternative shopping locations outside the
shopping centre in SBD. This was confirmed by the dif‐
ferences between the two business areas in terms of the
frequency of visits to service and retail outlets outside
the shopping centre. In all retail categories, employees
of the CBD visited such stores more often than respon‐
ders from the SBD. In almost all types of stores, the dif‐
ferences between the two areas were statistically signifi‐
cant (the exceptions were fitness clubs, restaurants, fast‐
food restaurants, and other food and beverages units).

The greater service and retail offerings outside the
shopping centre in the CBD was the reason for the more
frequent visits to stores outside the shopping centre than
inside. The exceptionswere fashion and electronic equip‐
ment stores and cinema. Those in the city centre shop‐
ping site were visited much more often than those out‐
side the shopping centre since the latter were rather
scarce. In the SBD, the situation was much more diver‐
sified. While the cinema, fast‐food restaurants, book‐
stores, fashion stores, and electronic equipment shops
were visitedmore often in the local shopping centre, out‐
lets like grocery stores, pharmacies, newsstands, restau‐
rants, fitness clubs, banks, and ATMs were visited signifi‐
cantly more often outside the shopping centre. It is also
worth noting that for the SBD, the analysis did not reveal
a division between employees who visited the local
shopping centre and those who prefer stores outside
the shopping centre. Instead, the division was between
those who shopped near their workplace (67.7%) and
those who did not (14.6%), regardless of the stores’
location. In the CBD, the situation was slightly different:
77.4% of responders shopped in the local shopping cen‐
tre and the stores outside the shopping centre, while
17% shopped only outside the shopping centre.

Despite high popularity as a shopping destination,
in both business areas the local shopping centre was
not perceived as an appropriate or convenient place
for business meetings (including working meetings with
co‐workers). However, the shopping centre in SBD was
significantly more popular in this respect than the shop‐
ping centre in CBD. In both areas, restaurants and cafes
near the workplace were much more popular.

The quality of workplace surroundings was assessed
more highly by employees from the CBD. Out of nine cri‐
teria, in only one (availability of green areas) was the
SBD assessed higher than the CBD. The largest differ‐

ences were in the organisation of transport; the avail‐
ability of restaurants, cafes, shops, service units and pub‐
lic services; and public realm supporting and encourag‐
ing leisure and social interactions. However, since half
of the CBD responders lived within 30 minutes travel
time of their workplace, it is possible that they used the
city centre retail and service often regardless of where
they work. This factor may increase the share of posi‐
tive assessments of the CBD. The city centre also gained
more positive assessments from employees in terms
of safety, although police statistics reveal that central
districts have the highest number of reported crimes.
On the other hand, poor transport arrangements in SBD
might have decreased perceived levels of safety because
of numerous unregulated interactions between pedestri‐
ans and vehicles.

The discriminant analysis of the questionnaire results
enabled building a model with a strong discriminant
power (Wilks’ lambda 0.737, p < 0.000). That indicates an
even greater differentiation between the areas in terms
of the spatial behaviours and preferences of employees
than of the companies. The model allowed the proper
assignment of responders to one of the business areas
for 70.6% of employees from the SBD and for 88.2% for
the CBD.

The model indicates that the key differences
between the two areas resulted from their diverse
transport accessibility and different levels and types of
agglomeration economies, which translated into differ‐
ent roles for the local shopping centres (see Table 2).
Employees of companies in the CBD benefitted from
better organisation of transport in the city centre. Thus,
they spent less time on commuting, used rail more often,
and assessed the area as better organised in terms of
transport. They also visited electronic equipment stores
outside the shopping centre significantly more often and
the local shopping centre on weekends, and they organ‐
ised business meetings in cafes and restaurants outside
the shopping centre. On the other hand, the frequency
of visits to grocery stores in the local shopping centre
was significantly higher among SBD employees.

6. Discussion

The results of the analysis reveal a complex picture of
the business districts in Warsaw. In terms of the differ‐
ences between the CBD and the SBD, the city resembles
metropolises in highly developed countries only partially.
In addition, some of the research hypothesis based on
the review of literature about the post‐socialist metropo‐
lis could not be fully confirmed.

In terms of the assumed impact of the weak city
centre (H1)—its insufficient prestige and limited poten‐
tial for creating benefits from face‐to‐face interactions—
the research revealed that the prestige advantage of
the CBD was statistically significant but relatively poor.
This was especially the case in the context of negative
associations with the SBD because of traffic congestion.
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Table 2. Classification functions of the discriminatory model.

Classification function CBD SBD

Transport accessibility

Commuting time 3.351 3.744
Rail −1.974 −3.843
Workplace surroundings well organised in terms of transport 2.803 1.875

Agglomeration economy

Shopping outside the shopping centre on weekends 1.503 1.267
Shopping in a grocery store in the shopping centre 1.089 2.647
Shopping in electronic equipment stores outside the shopping centre 0.842 −0.538
Business meetings outside the shopping centre 2.213 1.608
Constant −13.313 −10.207
Model summary Wilks’ lambda = 0.73694;

F (7,188) = 9,5872, p < 0.000

The analysis did not reveal any greater presence of head‐
quarters or companies preferring face‐to‐face contacts
in the CBD. This was indeed a result of the weakness
of the post‐war reconstruction of the city centre, and it
was also reflected, among others, in the assessment of
the aesthetic value of the central city area expressed by
employees. Therefore, we consider the first hypothesis
confirmed to a large extent.

The research partially confirmed the second hypothe‐
sis (H2) regarding the impact of the dominance of the for‐
eign capital companies on the development process and
structure of business districts in Warsaw. The analysis
did not reveal any greater presence of control functions
in the CBD or the prevalence of more routine services
in the SBD. The importance of the availability of park‐
ing for employees and clients was similar in both areas,
and—contrary to expectations—it was evenmore impor‐
tant for companies in the SBD. However, the accessibil‐
ity of diverse types of transport indicates very clear dif‐
ferences in the relations of companies in both business
areas. In the CBD, the role of national contacts, based on
rail accessibility, plays a greater role, while in the SBD,
more significant are international relations, based on air
transport. Proximity to the airport proved to be espe‐
cially attractive for the SBD location of the headquarters
of international companies and also for the CEE region.

The third hypothesis (H3), regarding the lack of dif‐
ferences between business districts in terms of urbanisa‐
tion and localisation type of agglomeration, is also only
partially confirmed. On the one hand, specific precon‐
ditions of urbanisation economies in the SBD could be
considered confirmed, since in both business areas cer‐
tain urbanisation economies were visible based on the
opinions of the enterprises. On the other hand, urbanisa‐
tion economies took different forms in the two districts.
The CBD offered greater diversity and density in terms of
services, retail, culture, and entertainment availability as
well as vivid public spaces facilitating leisure and informal

social interactions, while the SBD had greater proximity
to suppliers and a local shopping centre.

The last hypothesis (H4), underlining the similar sig‐
nificance of private cars in commuting, has not been con‐
firmed. The CBD had a substantial advantage in terms of
public transport and rail accessibility, while the SBD was
more accessible by car because of the greater availability
of parking for employees and proximity to the highway
ring road. The superiority of the CBD in terms of trans‐
port accessibility was mainly caused by the unplanned
and poorly organised spatial structure of the SBD, char‐
acterised mainly by significant negative agglomeration
externalities in the form of traffic congestion, which had
critical effects on both private cars and public transport.
Despite the traffic and because of poorer public trans‐
port service, employees from the SBD commute by car
more often than those from the CBD. Thus, the availabil‐
ity of parking becomes a significant attractiveness factor.
The popularity of the car is increased by proximity to the
highway ring road, which allows commuters to bypass
the congestion. However, this applies only to employees
who live in districts served by the highway, i.e., about
15% of the SBD responders. As a result of access to
diverse forms of transport, the two areas operate with
different ranges of labour markets defined by the daily
commuting. It is metropolitan in the case of the CBD, and
sectorial focused on the southern part of the city and the
southern suburban zone in the case of SBDs (JLL, 2016).
This transport specificity of the SBD is quite uncommon
for business districts in Europe, since such areas are usu‐
ally planned and designed in line with transit‐oriented
development (TOD; Calthorpe, 1993). Another example
of such unusual organisation of transport in the SBD is
Dublin (Smętkowski et al., 2020). As a result, both cities
(Warsaw and Dublin) face similar traffic congestion and
significant commuting time. It is of course not surprising
that disobeying the TOD rules reduces the accessibility
of transport and increases the costs for companies and
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employees. As a result, and despite living and working in
the same city, they spend up to three hours every day
commuting. Lack of effective spatial planning and neolib‐
eral market‐driven development of the whole reveals
negative agglomeration externalities (Büdenbender &
Aalbers, 2019).

Several other factors did not differentiate the two
areas: proximity to clients, competitors, and same sec‐
tor companies; the sources of the location attractiveness;
and company characteristics such as age, office space
size, and orientation on business‐to‐business clients.
There were no significant differences in terms of the
cost of office space. This does not mean that the prices
in both areas were at the same level. In the CBD, they
were significantly higher. It does mean that, in both
districts, the prices were commensurate with the busi‐
ness conditions offered to companies. In the city cen‐
tre, higher prices for office space were an acceptable
cost for greater transport accessibility, while less expen‐
sive office space in the SBDwas partial compensation for
worse traffic conditions. Furthermore, the role of “soft”
location attractiveness was similarly low in both areas,
especially for companies. This probably results from
the fact that employers focused on providing an ade‐
quate working environment in the form of office space
rather than broaderworkplace surrounding (Smętkowski
et al., 2019).

7. Conclusions and Recommendations

The two business districts in Warsaw manifest both sim‐
ilarities and differences, although the latter are more
numerous. The similarities and trade‐offs for location
attractiveness (cost of office space, soft location factors,
proximity to clients and competitors, and basic com‐
pany characteristics) suggest that there is no hierarchi‐
cal relation between the CBD and SBD and the latter
is a functional extension of the city centre rather than
a competing business area. The most significant differ‐
ences between the two Warsaw business areas were
their perceived attractiveness, company characteristics

and employees’ behaviours and opinions with respect
to space. The two main domains of the differences are
summarised as transport accessibility and agglomera‐
tion economies (see Table 3).

While the central business area was quite accessi‐
ble by rail and public transport, the SBD was struggling
with serious traffic congestion. Its employees were to
a large extent dependent on car transport while exter‐
nal accessibility was provided mainly by the nearby ring
road and airport. In terms of agglomeration economies, a
diversified city centre provided a rich offer of services for
both businesses and employees. For employees, it also
offered access to many retail and catering opportunities,
as well as vivid public spaces that enabled social interac‐
tions and leisure. In the SBD, such infrastructure was sig‐
nificantly less available. This was only partially compen‐
sated by the local shopping centre.

The analysis of the two business districts in Warsaw
revealed that the development of business areas in
a post‐socialist city with a neoliberal model of spatial
planning only partially follows the development of spa‐
tial patterns and characteristics of business areas in
Western European metropolises. The main similarities
between the models in the literature and the Warsaw
case were access to transport and the attractiveness of
the city centre based on the urbanisation of economies.
In other aspects, the Western European model was not
confirmed in the reality of the post‐socialist metropolis.
In addition, only part of the hypothesis that the differ‐
ences between the CBD and the SBD were because this
is a post‐socialist metropolis was confirmed, specifically,
those related to prestige and car accessibility for cus‐
tomers and employees of both areas and urbanisation
economies in the SBD.

The Warsaw case shows many negative conse‐
quences of ineffective and highly liberal spatial planning
policies in an emerging metropolis exposed to globalisa‐
tion and market forces. Apart from the general recom‐
mendation to direct and guide the development of busi‐
ness areas by consistent and properly equipped spatial
planning policy, we also developed some specific rec‐

Table 3. The main differences between the two business areas in Warsaw.

CBD SBD

Transport accessibility

Internal (relations within the metropolitan area) Public transport Parking for employees,
highway ring road

External (relations with other cities) Rail Airport, highway ring road

Agglomeration economies

Business Urban services availability Proximity to suppliers

Public realm Wide offer of retail, services, catering Shopping centre
Public space that enables social
interaction and leisure
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ommendations for urban planning policy and practice
aimed at providing more sustainable and coordinated
urban development. In planning the creation and/or the
development of secondary SBDs, adopting the approach
of TOD is recommended to avoid car traffic congestion
which may create significant financial and time travel
costs, mostly for the offices’ employees.

The study shows that rich retail and service offers and
high‐quality public space might not be the most impor‐
tant factors of a business district’s attractiveness to com‐
panies and employees. However, deficiencies in these
areas might significantly diminish such attractiveness.
It is thus important to promote mixed‐use development
with appropriate volume and distribution of quality pub‐
lic spaces in SBDs (Booth et al., 2002). This may create
an attractive working environment not only for employ‐
ers but also for employees who would not be forced to
use shopping centres as the most accessible—or even
the only—substitute for public space (Karrholm, 2016).

The study also proved the significant and increas‐
ing role of air transport in business relations. Cities that
are important locations for regional headquarters or for
subsidiaries of international companies especially could
benefit from well‐planned business districts and creat‐
ing favourable conditions for service companies close to
airports (Freestone & Baker, 2011) in areas that usually
exclude residential development.

It is still difficult to indicate the most appropriate
or beneficial spatial structure of the urban commercial
space. Although the concentrated, cluster type of urban
business district may create significant traffic congestion,
especially when they are not properly planned, it also
brings considerable agglomeration economies. Despite
the development of ICT tools, face‐to‐face contact and
proximity to clients or suppliers still play a significant role
in increasing the attractiveness of a business areas’ loca‐
tion. It is also worth noting that the Covid‐19 pandemic
may change this picture by increasing the importance of
remote work and ICT‐based contacts with clients.

Although this research provides many valuable con‐
clusions, it also has some limitations that should be con‐
sidered. The results refer to Warsaw, so they can only be
extrapolated to other post‐socialistmetropolises to a lim‐
ited extent. A post‐socialist heritage is not the only fac‐
tor that determines the trajectory of the development
of a city’s business areas. The role of spatial planning pol‐
icy, as well as such factors as the shape of the transport
network and the location of airports (which in Warsaw is
located relatively close to the city centre) cannot be omit‐
ted.We are also aware that we present a static picture of
a phenomenon that is very dynamic in nature and that,
since 2018, the situation in both business areas (includ‐
ing their relative attractiveness) might have changed.
In addition, both survey samples were not representa‐
tive. Thus, their results cannot be treated as a universal
illustration of the behaviours and opinions of the com‐
panies and their employees in the two business areas
of Warsaw. The size and differentiation of the employee

sample did not allow for the control of variables that
might have had some impact on the responders’ opin‐
ions, e.g., age, place of residence, or job position.

The analysis of the two business districts revealed a
broad area of possible future research, ofwhich themost
obvious are studies that compare the results for Warsaw
with similar analysis conducted in other CEE countries.
Especially valuable might be comparisons with other
post‐socialist capital cities and countries in terms of their
approaches to spatial planning. It would also be worth
comparing the opinions of managers and employees in
the same company about the office’s location attractive‐
ness. Interesting results may also come from a more
detailed analysis of companies (and their employees)
that have recently changed their location. They might
have more in‐depth insights about the attractiveness of
available office locations. A promising expansion of our
research would be to add a dynamic aspect, i.e., to ana‐
lyse changes in the characteristics and attractiveness of
the two business areas over time. Finally, as alreadymen‐
tioned, (post‐)pandemic reality may bring a significant
change in terms of the role of specific location factors,
such as transport accessibility or proximity to the airport,
clients, and suppliers.
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