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Summary
This article focuses on the analysis of the development of town twinning in East-Central 
and Eastern Europe (CEE countries) on the example of Poland. The study aimed to deter-
mine how the dimensions of intercity cooperation support the processes of Europeanisa-
tion and globalisation of a CEE country over the years in the face of major geopolitical 
events. We analysed the post-1945 partnerships of all 181 medium-sized towns in Poland. 
We used a triangulation of research methods, including quantitative and qualitative ones, 
to obtain more effective results. In the context of globalisation and Europeanisation, we 
proposed distinguishing three characteristic phases: initiation, development, and satura-
tion. The recently growing phenomenon of untwining was also identified.

Keywords:  Town twinning, sister cities, post-socialist country, Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, Poland

Zusammenfassung

Zwischen Initiierung und Sättigung. Die Entwicklung von 
Städtepartnerschaften in Mittel- und Osteuropa am Beispiel 
Polens
Dieser Artikel befasst sich mit der Analyse der Entwicklung von Städtepartnerschaften in 
Ostmittel- und Osteuropa (MOE bzw. CEE-Staaten) am Beispiel Polens. Ziel der Studie 
war es, zu untersuchen, wie die unterschiedlichen Ausformungen und Konzepte der zwi-
schenstädtischen Zusammenarbeit die Prozesse der Europäisierung und Globalisierung 
eines MOE-Landes im Lauf der Jahre und angesichts großer geopolitischer Ereignisse 
unterstützen. In diesem Sinn analysierte das Autorenteam die Städtepartnerschaften aller 
181 mittelgroßen Städte in Polen nach 1945 unter Verwendung unterschiedlicher Erhe-
bungs- und Analyseansätze, einschließlich quantitativer und qualitativer Methoden, um 
effektivere Ergebnisse zu erzielen. Im Kontext der Globalisierung und Europäisierung kön-
nen drei charakteristische Phasen der Entwicklung von Städtepartnerschaften unterschie-
den werden: Initiierung, Entwicklung und Sättigung. Außerdem wurde als in letzter Zeit 
zunehmendes – gegenläufiges – Phänomen auch eine gewisse Entflechtung identifiziert.

Schlagwörter:  Städtepartnerschaften, Schwesterstädte, postsozialistische Staaten, Mit-
tel- und Osteuropa, CEE-Staaten, Polen

1 Introduction

The idea of establishing partnerships between cities in their current form appeared as a 
result of the experience of the drama of World War II. The damaged building stock and 
infrastructure of many cities and the traumatic experiences of societies brought about 
the need for partnerships across Europe. The process of creating links between cities in 
this part of the world was not only to prevent future conflicts but also to help rebuild and 
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regenerate cities through the exchange of experience and cooperation (Zelinsky 1991; 
Grosspietsch 2009; Brakman et al. 2016; Jayne et al. 2017). 

It should be noted that the idea of twinning has a long tradition, whereby the first ever 
official city association was the formal partnership between the cities of Bristol (UK) and 
Hanover (Germany) (De Villiers et al. 2007) and the partnership between Montbéliard 
(France) and Ludwigsburg (Germany) (Zelinsky 1991), both concluded in 1947.

Although the cooperation of European cities has a tradition spanning more than 70 
years, the different geopolitical situation after 1945 resulted in a divergent development 
of international contacts of Western and Eastern European countries. As Couperus and 
Vrhoci (2019) note, establishing international contacts between cities of Western and 
Eastern European countries between 1945 and 1989 was extremely difficult. On the one 
hand, Western local authorities perceived cities of the CEE countries as a threat due to the 
potential influence of communist thought through the exchange of residents. On the other 
hand, communist authorities also showed no desire to establish partnerships with Western 
cities (Couperus and Vrhoci 2019). 

It should be emphasised that local authorities played a secondary role in the twinning 
process for CEE cities that established international cooperation (Pasztor and Jarosz 
2018). Decisions were made by state and party institutions. In this area, twinning devel-
oped through the “World Federation of Twin Cities”, established in 1957, and later outside 
its structures. In the CEE countries, all international relations were strictly controlled at 
the central level. There was a noticeable difference in these relations when comparing the 
twinned cities of the so-called “real socialist” countries and those of Western Europe. The 
former was developed more willingly to the limited contacts with the latter (Pasztor and 
Jarosz 2018). Poland was an example of a country that found itself in the socialist bloc 
under the protectorate of the Soviet Union (USSR).

As Beauvois et al. (2000) and Antonyuk (2018) point out, the region of East-Central 
and Eastern Europe (CEE), comprising countries such as Poland, Hungary, the Czech 
Republic, Slovakia, as well as Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine, 
which later emerged as a result of the break-up of the USSR, is special due to historical 
and cultural links. Therefore, as Kłoczowski (2004) explains, CEE is a specific region, 
bringing together countries with historical and economic similarities that depended on the 
Soviet bloc during the Cold War.

The development of town twinning in Poland is particularly interesting because of the 
geopolitical situation after the end of the Second World War. Firstly, due to the fall of the 
Iron Curtain in 1989 and the simultaneous opening up to Western flows: As Bussmann 
and Nickel (2018, p. 281) describe: “The fall of the Iron Curtain opened avenues for 
the establishment of new contacts after 1989/1990.” Secondly, due to the strong Europe-
an integration crowned by the European Union (EU) accession of Poland in 2004. Both 
events allowed for the emergence and development of processes of Europeanisation and 
globalisation and the integration of a post-socialist country into the free world, through the 
development of town twinning.

Therefore, the analysis of the development of the twinning process in Polish cities 
allows us to indicate the general trends and features that characterise a post-socialist 
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country in the context of establishing international cooperation after World War II. It 
seems that the fact of the functioning of CEE countries after 1945 in the realities of a 
centrally planned and Soviet-controlled economy and similar transformation processes 
that took place after 1989 in the CEE countries allow us to assume that in terms of the 
development of twinning, Polish cities may constitute an exemplification of the situation 
in CEE countries.

This study aimed to determine how the dimensions of intercity cooperation support the 
processes of Europeanisation and globalisation of a CEE country over the years in the face 
of major geopolitical events (end of the Second World War, collapse of the USSR, acces-
sion to the European Union). We used a quantitative data set that identifies many twinning 
arrangements within a nation to determine changes over time in terms of the dynamics and 
directions of cooperation, while a qualitative data set was used to analyse the dimensions 
of cooperation.

To achieve our goal, we took two main steps. First, we reviewed important strands 
of literature on the history of the town twinning movement in CEE countries on the ex-
ample of Poland, Europeanisation and globalisation, and analysed the interfaces of town 
twinning. On this basis, we made a second step, which concerned the conceptualisation 
of the three previously mentioned strands (see Figure 1). This allowed us to capture the 
relationship between the cooperation planes and the processes of Europeanisation and 
globalisation over time.

The aim of the study set in this way made it possible to complete and organise the knowl-
edge concerning the development of town twinning in CEE. So far, there have been no 
in-depth studies on town twinning from the perspective of a post-socialist country only 
(Langenohl 2015). Poland’s status is a representative example for many CEE countries 

Source:  Authors. Own design

Figure 1:  Conceptualisation of the study
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in terms of twinning. Moreover, the proposed phases of town twinning in CEE sort out 
the historical development concerning the process of Europeanisation and globalisation. 
In addition, the study will show the potential development paths of town twinning after a 
country regains its independence.

Europeanisation, globalisation and city twinning are key elements in the analysis of 
the twinning process in Poland and and the CEE countries. The conceptual framework 
used in the study links these processes, showing their intertwining and influence on the 
development of inter-city cooperation.

2 Historical Context of Town Twinning in CEE and Poland

Within the framework of the countries “associated” with the Eastern Bloc, Polish cities 
after 1945 concluded partnership agreements, mostly imposed from above by the po-
litical apparatus, which in principle did not lead to real cooperation. It means that no 
joint action was taken between the cities (Kalitta 2008). In Poland, the first state-con-
trolled town twinning began to form in the mid-1950s when large Polish cities began 
to establish contacts with cities in the Eastern Bloc from Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, and 
the USSR. Twin city unions were controlled using the state apparatus, and the contacts 
themselves were often meetings of communist party members (Furmankiewicz 2004). 
In the 1970s, Polish cities were allowed to establish contacts with municipalities from 
Western European capitalist countries, e.g., Belgium, France, or the former Federal Re-
public of Germany (Furmankiewicz 2004), but these contacts were strictly controlled 
(Nijander-Dudzińska 2014).

In the next decade, Poland’s borders were closed as a result of the introduction of mar-
tial law in 1981, which resulted in the complete disappearance of international contacts at 
the local government level.

It was not until the turn of the 1990s (the period of system transformation in Poland) 
that significant changes were brought about. Polish cities, gaining independence by cre-
ating their own partnership policy, started to establish new partnerships. A significant 
upsurge in this process was noted at that time (Nijander-Dudzińska 2014). Another 
important event was Poland’s accession to the European Union in 2004, which had two 
crucial consequences in the context of twinning. The first is the transformation of the 
importance of partnerships for individual cities. While before Poland’s accession to the 
European Union, Polish cities were beneficiaries of broadly understood material and 
administrative assistance from their Western twins, in recent years Polish local govern-
ments have become mentors for cities from Eastern Europe, offering support in the field 
of municipal management, municipal economy, or social assistance (Szewczyk 2007; 
Kalitta 2008). 

At the same time, Poland’s accession to the EU strengthened city diplomacy in inde-
pendent policy, including the international arena. The number of concluded partnerships 
confirms this – Polish cities are among the most active in Europe, just behind French 
and German municipalities (Council of European Municipalities and Regions 2010). The 
process of Europeanisation could, therefore, proceed dynamically. In this initial stage, 
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geographical distance was the dominant factor in establishing agreements. Another conse-
quence is a drop in the dynamics of establishing partnerships two years after the EU acces-
sion (the saturation phase) and a change in the directions of establishing cooperation (e.g., 
with Asian cities). It seems that the EU accession influenced the credibility of Polish cities 
as potential partners in the international arena. In such a case, Europeanisation accelerated 
globalisation in the twinning of Polish cities.

3 Conceptual Framework: Europeanisation, Globalisation, and 
Town-Twinning

As Grosspietsch (2009) notes, town twinning is a concept that is difficult to define due to 
its complex structure, covering a broad spectrum of activities. In general, twinning can be 
referred to the establishment of official or social relations between two local government 
units (Akman 2016; Unkovski-Korica 2021), most often between towns (Grosspietsch 
2009). It is a certain social movement (Lofland 1989; Zelinsky 1991; Grosspietsch 
2009) through which long-term relations between cities are established and practised (Ze-
linsky 1991). Today, twinning is not only the creation of cooperative agreements to pro-
mote economic, cultural and educational ties (Jayne et al. 2013; Burksiene et al. 2020; 
Fulcher 2021) but also the production of proximity between geographically distant cities 
(Clarke 2011; Gabarta 2021) beyond national borders (Brakman et al. 2016; Hu et al. 
2021; Ryan and Mazzilli 2021).

When considering town twinning from the perspective of CEE cities, we must place 
this process in the context of Europeanisation and globalisation, which strongly shaped 
the emerging democracies in CEE after 1989. Europeanisation is defined as “the way the 
EU affects institutions, norms, and practices inside the member states” (Dimitrova 2002, 
p. 172). There are three types of Europeanisations: European integration, bottom-up Euro-
peanisation, and top-down Europeanisation (Radaelli 2005, p. 60). The last type of Euro-
peanisation particularly concerns the CEE countries and manifests itself as the imposition 
of different types of policies by the EU on the member states (Lightfoot 2010). This is 
also reflected in town-twinning – the EU supports cooperation between cities through pro-
grammes (Langenohl 2015; Pintsch 2020) such as INTERREG (Płoszaj 2013), from 
which large amounts of funding can be obtained (Binek et al. 2016). Thus, the EU consid-
ers town twinning supported by EU funds an important element of European integration 
(Joenniemi and Sergunin 2011). Similar conclusions are reached by Jańczak (2017), 
who observes that the main factor shaping twinning is the process of continental integra-
tion. Thus, Europeanisation in town twinning is mainly due to the created environment 
(fund, legal, and political) by the European Union (Jańczak 2017).

Different terms for Europeanisation are used depending on the adopted model of co-
operation between twinned cities. Thus, a model based on bottom-up Europeanisation is 
understood as a partnership established as a result of economic or social cooperation (Gi-
uliani 2000; Boerzel 2003; Alecu de Flers and Müller 2010; McCauley 2011; Wach 
2015). Top-down Europeanisation is characterised by the establishment of all modes of 
cooperation as a result of Poland’s accession to the EU, as evidenced by the significant in-
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crease in the number of partnerships, especially in the Central European region (Boerzel 
2003; Della Porta and Caiani 2006; Bandov and Kolman 2018).

The importance of the Europeanisation process was also indicated by the initial defi-
nitions of town twinning, which were Eurocentric in nature. Konrad (1982) consid-
ers twinning to be an established relationship of friendship between towns in different 
countries, aimed at creating a sense of European community and unity. This approach is 
inadequate today due to globalisation, which has allowed twinning to spread worldwide 
(Grosspietsch 2009). 

In the context of twinning in Poland, Europeanisation has created an institutional and 
financial framework for strengthening inter-city ties in Europe. Thus, on the one hand, the 
increased importance of the European Union and the addition of more member states at 
the beginning of the 21st century has allowed for even more European integration using 
town twinning (Grosspietsch 2009). On the other hand, due to strong globalisation move-
ments, definitions of town twinning take into account the process of globalisation (De 
Villiers et al. 2007). As Chung and Mascitelli (2008) point out, globalisation enables 
a broader spectrum of cooperation activities between cities than ever before. Moreover, 
it makes cooperation with cities in the most remote parts of the world possible. This is 
confirmed by the estimates of Bontenbal and van Lindert (2009), who show that nearly 
70 percent of cities worldwide are involved in cooperation initiatives.

Despite the dominant role of economic globalisation in global flows (Beauregard 
1995), it is not the only one that matters in city-to-city cooperation. In recent years we have 
seen the so-called globalisation of care (Clarke 2008), whereby twinning can be a tool 
for distance care (Clarke 2011). The “globalisation of care” is understood as spreading 
outreach activities through city partnerships (Clarke 2009; Yeates 2009; Kontos 2010; 
Jayne et al. 2017). Already defined by researchers, this process refers to the spread of 
health, political and economic care along the lines of the globalisation phenomenon, which 
is fundamentally responsible for its spread. Thus, globalisation in town twinning can be a 
process that supports the implementation of multi-level cooperation (Clarke 2011).

Town twinning should be considered in four intertwined planes: economic, political, so-
cial, and cultural (Dąbrowski 2020). Thus, the dimensions of town twinning are identical 
to the dimensions of Europeanisation indicated in the definition proposed by Hirschhaus-
en and Patel (2010, p. 2): “We understand Europeanization as a variety of political, social, 
economic and cultural processes that promote (or modify) a sustainable strengthening of 
intra-European connections.” Furthermore, as Palmowski (2011, p. 634) emphasises, “the 
contemporary history of the European state is marked by the regional, national, transna-
tional and supranational entanglement of its politics, economics, society and culture”. 
Consequently, it can be assumed that in the case of the CEE cities, the individual dimen-
sions of Europeanisation came into being and were strengthened to a large extent through 
the process of town twinning.

The economic sphere focuses on supporting the economic growth of cities or estab-
lishing trade relations between them (McLarty et al. 2014). One example is the numerous 
partnerships between Chinese and Australian (O’Toole 2000; Chung and Mascitelli 
2008) or New Zealand cities (Cross 2010), aiming to enter new markets.



152 S. Środa-Murawska, L. S. Dąbrowski, and P. Smoliński

An important level of cooperation is politics, especially local politics. The idea of partner-
ships in this aspect focuses on the exchange of local authorities’ experiences in the city man-
agement field (Clarke 2009). Cities from higher developed countries support cities from 
less developed countries. This support is mainly institutional, in terms of service provision, 
policy-making and organisational and financial management (Bontenbal 2009; 2010). 

The social plane, on the other hand, takes various forms, including the exchange of 
knowledge and experience between formal and informal organisations, as well as social 
education (Cremer et al. 2001). One example of such cooperation is the North-South part-
nership which developed in the early 1980s (Zelinsky 1991). Highly developed northern 
hemisphere cities became guides and offered social support to underdeveloped regions 
of the global South (Baycan-Levent et al. 2006; Bontenbal 2009). There are studies 
showing that town twinning is an effective way to transfer knowledge between cities from 
different corners of the world, which effectively influences the development of their social 
capital (Buckley et al. 2015). 

Among the indicated levels, the most developed is the sphere of cultural cooperation 
which includes the exchange of various social groups (Zelinsky 1991). This opportunity 
for residents to work together supports their understanding of the diversity of cultures 
(Grosspietsch 2009; Joenniemi and Sergunin 2011). More still, as Liu and Vince (1999) 
point out, such collaboration has cultural awareness and exchange as its primary goal. Re-
search by Baycan-Levent et al. (2008) on Euro cities members proved that, following 
the conclusion of partnership agreements, the number of visitors and cultural activities at 
transnational level increased by 50 percent, both in the analysed centres and in their sister 
cities (Baycan-Levent et al. 2008).

Such a view of the twinning phenomenon – through the prism of Europeanisation and 
globalisation – finds solid justification in its historical development and contemporary 
relations between cities. Europeanisation provides the institutional framework that sup-
ports twinning and underpins the values and goals that guide inter-city cooperation. Glo-
balisation, on the other hand, takes twinning to a global level, addressing the needs of 
contemporary cities in the face of growing economic, social and cultural interdependence.

This approach – focusing on Europeanisation and globalisation – allows us to under-
stand better the multidimensional nature of twinning and its significance in a changing 
world. The process of Europeanisation gives the phenomenon a regional context, globalis-
es the importance of integration within Europe, where cooperation between cities plays a 
key role in shaping interactions and influences local and regional policies. Globalisation, 
on the other hand, shows how twinning transcends continental boundaries, becoming part 
of broader global networks that enable cities to support each other in building sustainable, 
balanced development.

Framing twinning through the prism of these two processes is consistent with the his-
torical and current context of the phenomenon and takes into account its future potential. 
Europeanisation and globalisation point the way forward for intercity cooperation, which 
constantly evolves in response to the needs of local communities and global challenges. 
This approach highlights the strategic importance of twinning in building a more integrat-
ed, cooperative, and sustainable world.
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4 Methodology

The conceptual framework adopted (see Fig. 1) shaped the research process and includ-
ed several levels to address the complexity of the phenomenon. To achieve the research 
objectives, a mixed-methods approach was employed, integrating quantitative data to 
capture the dynamics and evolution of town twinning over time with qualitative insights 
into the socio-cultural and political dimensions of inter-city cooperation. This combined 
approach ensured a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon, reflecting its mul-
tidimensional nature and aligning with the framework’s emphasis on Europeanisation and 
globalisation.

In general, medium-sized towns receive far little attention in the literature, as high-
lighted by Cardoso and Meijers (2016), Servillo et al. (2017) or Sýkora and Mulíček 
(2017), even though they play a vital role in the sustainable development of a country or 
region. Meanwhile, the largest cities due to their size and the specificity of their func-
tioning nationally and globally are the subject of enormous research in various scientific 
fields. Similarly, small towns, whose scale and importance for local development are so 
important that numerous analyses are devoted to them. In contrast, medium-sized towns, 
often isolated from the main settlement networks, are the backbone of the whole economy 
(Sassen 2018). Moreover, it was medium-sized towns in Poland, as a result of the eco-
nomic transformation based on heavy industry, that were the first to face the challenge of 
creating a mechanism to prevent problems in society, leading to the initiation of multifac-
eted cooperation with cities, mainly from Western Europe (Castells 1993; Graham et al. 
1996; Sassen 2018). The analysed group of towns accounted for 19.8 percent of the total 
number of towns in Poland and 19.2 percent of the total population. Thus, considering 
the set of all medium-sized towns, it seems that this may be a representative sample for 
determining the characteristics of twinning in Poland.

There are numerous discrepancies in the literature due to the multiplicity of nomencla-
ture of medium-sized cities; the terms town and city are used interchangeably (Knox and 
Mayer 2013; Cardoso and Meijers 2016; Korcelli-Olejniczak et al. 2017; Servillo 
et al. 2017; Atkinson 2019; Środa-Murawska 2020). The size criterion is a frequent 
example of differentiation in using the terms town and city. Traditionally, ‘town’ refers to 
a smaller urban centre, characterised by less developed infrastructure and a smaller popu-
lation than a ‘city’. In contrast, ‘city’ refers to larger, more developed administrative and 
economic centres. In many countries, strict size standards are conditioning the correctness 
of the term used; however, as researchers point out, defining an administrative unit should 
be approached more holistically, looking at its socio-economic impact (Norman 2010; 
Loo and Cheng 2010; Konecka-Szydłowska 2014; Kwiatek-Sołtys 2015; Runge 
2016; Hamdouch et al. 2017; Senetra and Szarek-Iwaniuk 2020).

The urban planning literature emphasises that ‘city’ and ‘town’ also differ in the func-
tions performed in the socio-economic structure. Lefebvre (1996) points out that the ‘city’ 
performs functions of global importance related to integration into the world system, 
while the ‘town’ has a relatively local character. Brenner (2004) takes a similar view, 
emphasising that the status of the ‘city’ goes beyond a simple demographic category, and 
also includes the role of an administrative and cultural centre (Lefebvre 1996; Brenner 
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2004; Schmid 2013; Kipfer et al. 2008; Storper and Scott 2016; Brenner and Schmid 
2017; Leary-Owhin and McCarthy 2019).

In the contemporary context, globalisation and the development of urban networks 
have contributed to blurring the boundaries between ‘city’ and ‘town’. However, academic 
and administrative documents maintain a precise distinction between these terms, which 
allows for a more accurate study of urbanisation processes (Batten 1995; Sassen 1996; 
Short et al. 2000; Castells 2002; Derudder et al. 2003; Sassen 2004; Robinson 2011; 
Taylor et al. 2011; Newman and Thornley 2011; Farías and Bender 2012).

Due to the nature of the partnerships described, the authors decided to use the concept 
of a town in the study, which corresponds better with small and medium-sized cities and 
is a concept commonly used about the numerous considerations of partnerships about 
European cities (Vion 2002; Furmankiewicz 2005; Grosspietsch 2009; Clarke 2011; 
Brakman et al. 2016; Joenniemi and Jańczak 2017).

We used content analysis for this purpose. Web searches were conducted in Polish using 
the terms “town twinning”, “partner cities”, “international cooperation + name of the 
city” using the Google search engine. The first 20 retrievals for each term (and the city) were 
reviewed. In most cases data were obtained from the official websites of Polish towns. In 
other cases, data was obtained from the local online press. In total, over 3,000 websites were 
screened. While obtaining information on the partners of Polish towns, we also determined 
the year in which a given partnership was established. In total, 927 dates (partnerships) were 
obtained and collated. This allowed us to determine the development over time (periodi-
sation) of the twinning process in the context of Europeanisation and globalisation and to 
prepare graphs showing the number of partnerships established after World War II.

To distinguish the phases of town twinning for the analysed area, in the next stage we 
determined the dominant spatial directions of partnerships established at the level of indi-
vidual countries in the determined periods (until 1989, 1990–2003, 2004–2019). The divi-
sion of the periods was based on significant historical events, i.e., the fall of the USSR and 
the Iron Curtain (1989/1990) and Poland’s accession to the European Union in 2004. This 
stage of the study was related to the need to verify the commonly accepted assumption 
that, geographically, twin towns are characterised by the so-called ‘neighbourhood effect’, 
meaning that towns choose as their twin towns those that are geographically accessible 
and culturally coherent (Brakman et al. 2016). The presented study proposed an analysis 
of countries’ involvement in the established partnership agreements. Additionally, dom-
inant directions of establishing partnerships were determined for the analysed group of 
towns in particular periods.

Furthermore, while conducting content analysis on Polish towns’ partners, we also 
diagnosed the process of untwining. To complete the image of twinning in CEE countries, 
we also decided to use content analysis to investigate untwining. We obtained data on why 
twinning agreements were broken and the years this occurred. In contrast to town twin-
ning data, we obtained information on all Polish cities at the stage of collecting data on 
untwining. For this purpose, we made web searches in Polish using the terms “termination 
of partnerships with Polish cities”, “breaking up partnerships with Polish towns” using 
the Google search engine. The first 50 retrievals for each term were reviewed. A total of 
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100 websites were screened. Data on untwining was sourced from online editions of na-
tionwide newspapers and local websites.

It should be emphasised that the collected data on town twinning were gathered from 
official municipality websites or, where information could not be obtained, from the local 
online press. These are highly reliable data sources. However, collecting data from such 
sources always implies the risk that the data may be out of date. Nevertheless, we have 
made every effort to ensure that the dataset is as up-to-date and reliable as possible, so we 
have screened over 3,000 websites. The same applies to untwining.

As the town twinning should also be analysed in the context of space and is often 
overlooked in considerations, the distances of individual twinning from a given town in 
Poland were determined. The calculated distances allow us to determine whether geo-
graphical proximity is still an important factor influencing cooperation (Zelinsky 1991; 
Baycan-Levent et al. 2006; Falkenhaim et al. 2012) or whether nowadays, in a glo-
balised world, it is no longer relevant (Kaltenbrunner et al. 2013).

Source:  Own elaboration. Own design

Figure 2:  Sister cities of the three Polish cities of Mielec, Chełmno and Leszno selected 
for in-depth analysis 
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Additionally, to identify the significance of the idea of sister cities for Polish towns, in-
terviews were conducted with representatives of municipal offices and companies in the 
three towns selected for the study: Mielec, Chełmno and Leszno (cf. Figure 2). 

The main task was to confront the very idea of establishing cooperation with its practi-
cal functioning in the social and economic life of the examined towns over the years. The 
list of respondents is presented in Table 1.

The interviews in both cases were semi-structured and were conducted in 2019. The ques-
tionnaire for interviewing officials consisted of 15 questions. They concerned the forms of 
cooperation, the nature of involvement of particular social groups in cooperation between 
towns, and the advantages and disadvantages of participating in the idea of sister cities. The 
interviews were conducted in person at the offices and lasted 30 to 60 minutes. The company 
questionnaire consisted of seven questions covering the cooperation issues of companies 
within the framework of sister cities. The conversations with the representatives of the com-
panies were carried out by telephone – their duration was about 20–30 minutes. 

The consent to conduct the interview was given by Leszczyńskie Centrum Biznesu Sp. 
z o.o. located in Leszno. The company’s objective is to stimulate the social and economic 
development of the city and the subregion and support entrepreneurship and the competi-
tiveness and innovation of existing enterprises. Consent was also received from Bury Sp. 
z o.o., the Polish branch of the German company Bury GmbH & Co. KG, which is one 
of the leading manufacturers and suppliers of hands-free sets and telephone holder sys-
tems for the automotive sector. The company has four locations and employs over 2,000 
people, including about 450 engineers. The Mielec houses the Production and Logistics 
Department, Quality Control Department, Prototype Construction Department, and Tool 
Construction Department, with over 1,800 qualified employees.

The collected data enabled the authors to identify the scale of networking of Polish 
towns and to determine the evolution of the idea of sister cities in post-socialist countries 
on the example of Poland.

Offices 

Chełmno Representative of the Chełmno Municipal Office 

Leszno Representative of the Leszno Municipal Office 

Mielec Representative of the Mielec Municipal Office 

Companies 

Leszno Representative of Leszczyńskie Centrum Biznesu Sp. z o.o. 

Mielec Representative of BURY Sp. z o.o. 

Source: Own interviews

Table 1: List of respondents interviewed in the three Polish cities selected for in-depth 
analysis
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The paper adopts an analytical framework that integrates Europeanisation, globalisation 
and urban cooperation. Europeanisation was included as a top-down and bottom-up pro-
cess of shaping town cooperation, and globalisation as the extension of these activities 
beyond the borders of Europe, enabling international transfers of knowledge, resources 
and values (Clarke 2008).

The structure adopted for the analysis takes into account three phases in the devel-
opment of intercity cooperation: initiation (1954–1989), development (1990–2003) and 
saturation (2004–2019). These phases were determined by key historical events such 
as the fall of the Iron Curtain and Poland’s accession to the European Union. Each of 
the phases is characterised by different dynamics and directions of cooperation, which 
allows for a multifaceted view of the phenomenon under study.

5 Results: Patterns and Trends in Town Twinning in Poland

5.1 Geographic Patterns of Cooperation

When assessing the scale of the analysed phenomenon it should be noted that as many 
as 174 out of the surveyed 181 Polish cities, i.e., 96 percent, have twin towns. However, 
taking into account the twinning ratio (number of partnerships per 10,000 inhabitants) 
ranging from 0.13 to 4.48, it can be indicated that the town’s most active in entering 
into partnerships (per 10,000 inhabitants) are located in central and southern Poland (cf. 
Figure 3).

Taking into account the distance between twin towns, it averaged 932 km (the me-
dian distance is 640 km). The shortest distance (1 km) separates Polish Zgorzelec from 
German Görlitz (border towns) and the longest combines Polish Jelenia Góra with Mex-
ican Tequila (9,203 km). Figure 4 shows the distribution of established partnerships by 
the distance between towns. Polish towns establish most relationships with towns from 
their closest geographical area (up to 500 km).

In the initial phase of establishing city-region partnerships, the capacity to establish 
contacts with towns outside the European region needed to be improved. This is per-
fectly visible in the following figures (cf. Figure 5). The underdeveloped international 
contacts of Poland-World relations determined the establishment of partnerships on a 
neighbourhood basis, so partnerships were concentrated in the European space. 

The situation was different after 1989 (cf. Figure 6) and when Poland became part of 
the EU (cf. Figure 7 and Figure 8) when the number of new partnerships increased due to 
numerous contacts.

The dynamics of the examined phenomenon in the case of Polish towns, on the other 
hand, indicate clear stages and trends in establishing cooperation. Thus, until 1989, the 
cooperation of towns was limited to a small group of 34 cities selected by the authorities 
and confined to the nearest geographical area (cf. Figure 9).

The end of the Cold War marked the formation of a new geopolitical order. Many 
countries had to reorganise their diplomacy to adapt to the new situation in the world. As 
a result, countries were rebuilding a network of diverse relationships to implement foreign 
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Source:  Own elaboration. Own design

Figure 3:  Twinning ratio in 2015 (number of partnerships established per 10,000 inhabitants)

Source:  Own elaboration. Own design

Figure 4:  Distribution of partnerships established according to the distance between towns
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Source:  Own elaboration. Own design
Figure 5:  Partnerships concluded by the analysed Polish towns in the years 1954–1990
Figure 6:  Partnerships concluded by the analysed Polish towns in the years 1991–2000
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Source:  Own elaboration. Own design
Figure 7:  Partnerships concluded by the analysed Polish towns in the years 2001–2010
Figure 8:  Partnerships concluded by the analysed Polish towns in the years 2011–2019
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policy objectives (Dietrichsen and van Niekerk 2021). The fall of the Iron Curtain has 
increased the momentum for partnerships. Since 1990 and until 2003, 432 partnerships 
were concluded, a 1,270 percent rise compared to the 1954–1989 period. The spatial scope 
of the partnerships also increased significantly, covering many European countries as well 
as the United States and the countries of Western and Central Asia. 

It should be noted that Polish towns were isolated until that point (1990). Then an 
intensive process of rapprochement with European countries began. Out of 432 new part-
nerships, as many as 231 were established with towns from EU countries. In the period of 
1990–2003, 154 out of the 181 analysed cities (85 %) entered into at least one new part-
nership agreement. On average, there were three partnerships per town. This high dynam-
ics of forming new partnerships, which characterised the period directly after the collapse 
of the socialist system in Poland, resulted in cooperation with a significant number of 
towns located to the east of the Polish border (188) and much more to the west (232). In-
terestingly, this intensive period of establishing cooperation with European cities preceded 
the moment when Poland joined the EU structures. Thus, on the one hand, pre-accession 
activities supported the conclusion of new agreements. On the other hand, rapprochement 
with European countries fostered a pro-European attitude among the Polish population.

The next period (2004–2019) was slightly less active in establishing cooperation. 
Eighty-two percent of the analysed cities started at least one new partnership agreement, 
and on average, each of them established three partnerships. Most partnerships began 

Source:  Own elaboration. Own design

Figure 9:  Partnerships concluded by the analysed Polish towns in the 1954–1989, 1990–
2003 and 2004–2019 periods
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in 2005 (following the year of Poland’s accession to the European Union) and it was on 
average one agreement per town. At the same time, the number of partnerships in the 
east began to significantly outnumber new partnerships on the western side of the border. 
While 215 new partnerships were concluded with towns in Eastern Europe (an increase 
of 14 % compared to the previous period), the number of new partnerships in Western 
Europe amounted to 136 (a decrease of just over 41 % compared to the previous period).

The significantly greater average distance between the twin towns in comparison with 
previous periods should also be emphasised. For comparison, while until 1989 the aver-
age distance to a partner town in the set of the surveyed towns was 869 km, in the years 
1990–2003 it was 746 km, whereas in the period 2004–2019 already 1137 km.

The latest data highlights the growing importance of Chinese cities. In 2005 the first 
partner city from China appeared. By the end of 2010 there were five more partnerships, 
and by the end of 2019 a total of 12 partnerships. Following tightening contacts in the 
European arena, Polish towns became increasingly bold in joining globalisation processes 
by actively seeking partners on other continents. We have therefore seen a saturation of 
Europeanisation. What is more, nowadays, it is not necessary to create formal networks 
to cooperate. The very fact of belonging to EU structures makes joint projects possible. It 
can, therefore, be assumed that the process of twinning with towns within the EU has been 
replaced by projectification (Środa-Murawska et al. 2019).

A lower intensity of new agreements with European countries accompanied the inten-
sive increase in the number of partnerships with Chinese cities. While the dynamics of 
new partnership agreements have not been as high in the last period, the difference in the 
direction of establishing cooperation has significantly widened. In the latter period, one 
should note the dominance of partnerships with countries located in Asia (33) compared 
to seven partnerships concluded in the 1990–2003 period.

5.2 Dynamics of Cooperation over Time

Based on the collected data, we distinguished three main phases of town twinning evolu-
tion in Poland: initiation, development, and saturation (cf. Figure 10). 

The first distinguished phase is the period of domination of state centralism and East-
ern bloc ideology. The creation of partnerships was limited to cities from geographically 
close socialist countries, confirming the theory of the ‘neighbourhood effect’ (Zelinsky 
1991). These partnerships were mainly propagandistic, limiting their actual impact on 
local communities.

In contrast, the next phase, after 1989, saw a sharp increase in the number of partner-
ships, mainly with Western European cities. The process of Europeanisation, supported by 
pre-accession funds and EU programmes, contributed to the development of democratic 
institutions and the transfer of technology and knowledge. Cooperation took on a practical 
dimension, clearly reflected in the role of cities as beneficiaries of European support. 

The last phase was highlighted when, after Poland acceded to the EU, the number of 
new partnerships declined, and cooperation expanded to the global level to include cities 
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from Asia and other continents. The phenomenon of ‘projectification’ (Środa-Murawska 
et al. 2019) indicates a shift in priorities from formal partnerships to implementing specific 
projects.

In the last phase, we identified a new phenomenon, namely a process of untwining. Un-
twining means stopping cooperation between existing twin towns for a fixed or indefinite 
time. In the case of Polish towns, we found two reasons for the cessation of cooperation. 
The first of these is the failure to respect human rights resulting in the creation of ul-
tra-right-wing local laws (resolutions of local governments in Poland against LGBTQ+ 
communities). This has caused the significant social exclusion of non-heteronormative 
people and the creation of LGBT-free zones, which have been sites of aggression caused 
by city policies (https://wiadomosci...; https://oko.press/wysylamy...; https://tarnow...; 
https://www.se.pl...; https://queer.pl...). In Poland, seven cities have been identified whose 
partners, despite their hitherto impeccable cooperation, have decided to discontinue their 
partnership. The OKO.press portal has also published a petition on this subject, appealing 
to all twinned towns to: “suspend or terminate cooperation while leaving the possibility of 
cooperation between citizens without the involvement of the authorities”.

Source:  Own elaboration. Own design.

Figure 10:  Dynamics of partnerships of Polish cities (1954–2022) by regions and devel-
opment stages
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The second type of untwining is connected to the latest wave of agreement breaking. This 
time, the roots of the phenomenon are related to the geopolitical situation in the region 
(Russian aggression against Ukraine) (https://samorzad.pap.pl...; https://regiony.rp.pl...; 
https://uml.lodz.pl...), as a result of which European cities terminate cooperation agree-
ments with their current partners from the territory of Russia or Belarus. In Poland alone, 
18 such acts of untwining were identified. On the one hand, these were the initiatives of 
local governments. On the other, they were encouraged by, for example, the recommenda-
tions on cooperation with partner towns published by the Association of Polish Cities. In 
its communication of 26 February 2022, we read that in connection with the escalation of 
hostilities in Ukraine, it is proposed to address condemnations to the Russian embassy in 
Poland and to terminate or suspend agreements signed with Russian towns. Similarly, the 
European Commission has indicated that “following the Russian invasion against Ukraine 
and in solidarity with the people of Ukraine, the Commission has decided to suspend the 
cooperation with Russian entities in research, science and innovation” (https://ec.europa.
eu...) which could also encourage the cessation of agreements.

5.3 Case Studies: Differentiating International City Cooperation

Concerning the areas of town twinning cooperation, characteristics were identified, re-
garding Polish towns. Shortly after 1989, towns benefited from assistance in creating dem-
ocratic foundations for the functioning of local communities and, above all, in terms of 
material aid. With time, this cooperation developed into more or less cyclical exchanges 
of representatives of the local government, students, or local groups active in the fields of 
culture, sport, and education. Also important were the stages of initiating modern solutions 
for the city’s functioning, a classic example “in which urban policies and knowledge are 
constituted and transferred from city to city via a focus on practices of ‘city twinning’” 
(Jayne et al. 2017).

The interviews showed that Polish towns transformed within town twinning at the turn 
of the 20th and 21st centuries, particularly after accession to the European Union in 2004 
(last period). Towns benefiting aid so far have started to actively disseminate democratic 
ideas or material support to twin towns in areas of armed conflict or other disasters (see 
supplementary materials). Thus, the cooperation priorities change corresponds to the town 
twinning periods. However, despite this change, the analysed Polish towns mainly repre-
sented three levels of cooperation: social, political and cultural. The economic dimension 
was significantly underrepresented, with either very limited or negligible activities (e.g., 
willingness to act or business exchanges).

Generally, interviews with companies indicated that their representatives in both towns 
had the opportunity to participate in trips to the “sister cities”. However, business cooper-
ation with companies from the “sister cities” had yet to be established. If there were such 
an opportunity, both companies would be interested in cooperation: “We plan to remain 
open to business cooperation within sister cities.” The main obstacle is the need for more 
institutional support from the town for the potential establishment of cooperation with 
companies from “sister cities”.
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During interviews with town representatives, the first stage was to establish schemes/
procedures they had for establishing partnerships. All towns indicated that there were no 
criteria for the selection of “sister cities”. In Leszno, the cooperation with the city of Suhl 
during the German Democratic Republic era was imposed top-down. Factors contributing 
to establishing cooperation can be divided into several types:
• family connections, e.g. Chełmno – Kaniv (Ukraine);
• business relationships, e.g. Mielec – Löhne (Germany); Leszno – Montluçon (France);
• scientific links, e.g. Leszno – Dunaújváros (Hungary);
• cultural links, e.g. Chełmno – Letovice (Czech Republic);
• educational and sports links, e.g. Mielec – Morlaix (France).
The next stage of the interviews focused on identifying which institutions and to what ex-
tent were most closely involved in activities related to cooperation within the framework 
of the sister cities idea. All towns indicated a shift in cooperation from official visits to 
school and cultural exchanges:

“Nowadays, we have fewer official (local government) visits, and the cooperation 
is based on exchanges of inhabitants and young people, cooperation of NGOs (e.g. 
Polish-Dutch Association Leszno-Deurne on the Polish side and Association of 
the Circle of Friends of Deurne-Leszno on the Dutch side), cooperation of interest 
groups (e.g. philatelists’ circle), schools (cooperation of music schools with Mont-
luçon) [...]. Cooperation also occurs in the culture and sports field” (representative 
of the Leszno Municipal Office).

Among the institutions actively cooperating within the network of “sister cities”, cultur-
al, centres and schools were indicated as the most active ones. In turn, children, young 
people, cultural institutions (local governments and NGOs), and seniors primarily par-
ticipated in exchange and cooperation. There were also employees of municipal offices, 
representatives of the fire service, police, and army who aimed to exchange experiences 
in city management.

In the case of Chełmno and Leszno, it was indicated that while cooperation in the 
socio-cultural field was highly developed, there was practically no cooperation in the busi-
ness field. An exception is the town of Mielec, where the company owner, Mr. Henryk 
Bury, was indicated as the initiator of cooperation due to his investment in the “sister city”.

Although quantitative data show that the vast majority of Polish towns actively maintain 
cooperation within their partnerships, interviews in Leszno highlight significant challeng-
es related to limited budgets. Town representatives emphasised that the lack of adequate 
funding often restricts the scope of cooperation, particularly in organising resident ex-
changes or cultural events. Despite these challenges, Leszno engages in low-budget initi-
atives, such as experience exchanges between schools or joint conferences, such as those 
held by Polish and international philatelist clubs. As noted by a representative of Leszno: 
“Over the years, cooperation has manifested itself in various fields: culture and art, sports, 
youth collaboration, and various interest groups – philatelists, police, fire services, sen-
iors, hoteliers, chefs, craftsmen, artists, and many others.”
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It was also emphasised that although towns saw the positive influence of residents’ par-
ticipation in events or international exchange on shaping their attitudes towards different 
cultures/nationalities, a lack of adequate funding prevented broader cooperation.

In the context of the evolution of cooperation, the example of Chełmno can be pointed 
out. At the beginning of the cooperation with Hann. Münden (Hannoverisch Münden), the 
town of Chełmno received concrete help (e.g. desks and computers for schools, ambulanc-
es, a car for the city guard, etc.). Later, the relations changed to joint assistance provided 
to other towns (e.g. humanitarian aid to Serbia). In turn, Leszno benefited from the expe-
rience of the Deurne local government in the field of city management:

“[...] in the 1990s, we drew inspiration and knowledge from the town of Deurne 
(the Netherlands) in the field of ecology (waste segregation, sewage treatment 
plants) and transport (planning bicycle paths)” (representative of the Leszno Mu-
nicipal Office).

The results indicate that indeed town partnerships are an instrument of local policy and a 
platform for building social and cultural ties. Although business cooperation is not fully 
developed, the potential for this exists, indicating the need for institutional support. Exam-
ples such as the humanitarian aid of Chełmno or the ecological inspiration of Leszno show 
that town partnerships can evolve from material aid to cooperation based on knowledge 
exchange.

Quantitative data indicate a significant increase in the number of partnerships in the 
years immediately following Poland’s accession to the European Union in 2004, which 
can be linked to access to European funds supporting international cooperation. In the case 
of Mielec, qualitative interviews revealed that EU funds were crucial for organising joint 
events, such as sports activities under the “Do We Sport” partnership project funded by 
EU resources, which further strengthened local ties with partner cities.

6 Discussion: Implications for CEE and Beyond

The obtained results organise and propose the operationalisation of concepts related to the 
development of CEE twinning. Our contribution to the existing knowledge was to identify 
the phases of twinning development, their dynamics and the dimension of cooperation 
of Polish towns after World War II in the context of the experience of CEE countries by 
treating the topic through quantitative and qualitative approaches. Moreover, knowledge 
concerning twinning development from a post-socialist country’s perspective was system-
atised. The proposed division of the twinning phases of CEE towns organise the historical 
development in relation to Europeanisation and globalisation.

Opening up to Western economic and cultural flows, and thus to the processes of Eu-
ropeanisation and globalisation, also allowed other Eastern Bloc countries to begin a new 
era of town twinning (Markuszewska et al. 2016; Bussmann and Nickel 2018; Coupe-
rus and Vrhoci 2019; Blossfeldt 2022). In a comparable situation with Poland, data on 
Belarus indicate the dynamic creation of new partnerships, where the democratic reforms 
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of the late 1980s and early 1990s increased the number of partnerships (Miatsezh 2012). 
A similar situation occurred in Moldova, which, on the one hand, intensified ties with Ro-
mania and the EU and, on the other, greatly reduced cooperation with other former Soviet 
Union countries, including Russia (Cantir 2023). Not only did the dynamics of the new 
partnerships established change, but also the geographical scope. Also, Odesa (Ukraine) 
was in an identical geopolitical situation as Polish towns and had no partners outside the 
eastern part of Europe until 1989 (see Boulineau 2015).

The results indicate that local administrative units primarily seek twin towns in neigh-
bouring countries, regardless of size. This, despite the omnipresent Internet and vast op-
tions of online collaboration, confirms what Zelinsky (1991) claimed about cities often 
succumbing to the “neighbourhood effect” and choosing as their twin towns those that are 
geographically accessible and culturally coherent (Brakman et al. 2016). However, this 
factor is weakening over time. We observed an increase in the number of twinning with 
other continents and a significant increase in the average distance, which confirms the 
indications of Kaltenbrunner et al. (2013) that, thanks to globalisation processes, now-
adays, geographical distance does not matter in establishing cooperation between cities.

In opposition to the evolution of twinning, one identifies the incidental official breaking 
of agreements or what Ryan and Mazilli (2021) call “silent untwining”: “The resources, 
officers and institutional knowledge required to maintain international relationships are 
repurposed and/or lost amid wider processes of restructuring and limitations.” A similar si-
lent untwining, although with a different genesis, was observed in CEE countries after the 
break-up of the USSR (Sapryka and Trawin 2017). This can be explained by the lack of 
authentic and lasting ties between the inhabitants of former partners (Hałas and Porawski 
2003). Despite this, a few of them have survived to this day, reinforced by the experience 
of the political situation in Europe after 1989 (Kalitta 2008). 

However, the reported last-phase contract breaking in relation to Poland can certainly 
not be called “silent”. Untwining, in this case, is the deliberate breaking of existing ties 
between two cities due to the unacceptability by one of them of the local law enacted by 
the partner or an extremely dangerous behaviour deviating from international norms. It 
is worth stressing that this phenomenon has global significance (cf. https://www.nytimes.
com....).

In summary, concerning the towns analysed and the literature studies, we indicate that 
the genesis of the start of the untwining process can be:
• change of political systems when the existing system is reorientated. Existing ties nat-

urally disappear in favour of newly established ones (silent untwining in CEE coun-
tries after the break-up of the USSR) (Ryan and Mazilli 2021);

• armed conflicts, when it is impossible to maintain partnership relations with represent-
atives of the aggressor state (untwining with Russian and Belarussian cities on the part 
of EU cities) (European Union 2022);

• cultural conflicts when any denial of the rights of any human being is unacceptable 
(disagreement with the significant social exclusion of non-heteronormative people and 
the creation of LGBT-free zones) (https://sip.lex.pl…; https://wiadomosci.dziennik.
pl…; https://oko.press/strefy…; https://rp.pl…);
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• socio-economic transformations, which can naturally lead to a reorientation of a city‘s 
socio-economic priorities (Ryan and Mazilli 2021).

It should be assumed that there may be new causes that will expand the list of the causes 
mentioned above of untwining in the future.

The identified phenomenon is highly alarming when untwining is juxtaposed with the 
idea of twinning, understood as involving “individuals and organized groups at all levels 
of society in citizen diplomacy, with the hope that personal relationships, fostered through 
sister city, county and state affiliations, would lessen the chance of future world conflicts” 
(Cremer et al. 2001) or increasing “international understanding and foster world peace 
by furthering international communication and exchange at the person-to-person level 
through city-to-city affiliations” (Sister Cities Convention 2001), so as a tool to prevent 
the world from repeating the experience of the Second World War.

Taking into account the dimensions of cooperation, the results show that the cooperation 
of individual towns with their twin towns concerns mainly the social sphere (e.g. human-
itarian aid) and cultural sphere (e.g. exchange of inhabitants, joint cultural events). The 
top-down model of Europeanisation, in which EU institutions and local governments play 
a dominant role, has fostered the development of socio-cultural exchange while marginal-
ising economic cooperation, which would require greater involvement from private enter-
prises. In the bottom-up model of Europeanisation, driven by local initiatives, the lack of a 
coherent strategy to support entrepreneurship within sister city partnerships has hindered 
the development of economic collaboration. The example of Mielec demonstrates that 
successes in this area are primarily the result of individual efforts rather than a systemic 
approach. 

Despite extensive support for cultural and infrastructural projects under EU funding 
schemes, the lack of financial frameworks dedicated to fostering economic cooperation 
has limited the potential to develop this dimension of city partnerships. Experiences from 
countries such as Germany, France, Great Britain and the Netherlands highlight that the 
involvement of the private sector and economic institutions can significantly strengthen 
sister city partnerships, which, in the case of Poland, remains underdeveloped (Furmank-
iewicz 2005; Archambault 2009; Hammerschmid and Ysa 2010; Cruz and Marques 
2011; Barlow et al. 2013; Jayne et al. 2013; Meijers et al. 2014; Kurowska-Pysz et 
al. 2018).

This is similar to the experience of Australian, New Zealand or Portuguese cities. As 
O’Toole (2000, p. 48) points out, for Australian cities “the commercial aspect of the SC-
TRs was not as significant as the associative and reciprocative”. For New Zealand cities, 
Cremer et al. (2001, p. 385) shows that “major findings from the research showed that 
while all cities responding to a survey attached a high importance to culture, international 
understandings and educational objectives, they were sharply divided over the importance 
of economic objectives, with almost one in three placing a low priority on economic ob-
jectives”. In the case of Australia, as in Poland, an increase in the importance of contacts 
for the economic development of towns has been observed, especially in partnerships 
established in recent years. Nevertheless, the economic sphere was the least stimulated 
within the studied towns.
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Most importantly, addressing the paper’s main aim, i.e., to find out how the dimensions of 
intercity cooperation support the processes of Europeanisation and globalisation of a CEE 
country over the years in the face of important geopolitical developments, we showed that 
spheres of cooperation could enhance Europeanisation and globalisation. Polish towns 
joined the process of Europeanisation after 1989 using twinning. Western partners sup-
ported the process of Europeanisation of Poland through cooperation with Polish towns 
in the social, cultural and political fields. Regarding the towns analysed, foreign partners’ 
technical, infrastructural or financial support directly to poorer towns can be considered 
an example of cooperation activities. 

However, as the years passed, including the progressive Europeanisation and glo-
balisation of Polish towns, it was they who became the carriers of these processes for 
their eastern neighbours. This can be considered an example of the globalisation of care 
(Clarke 2008; 2011), which not only needs to occur in a Global North-Global South di-
rection (Bontenbal 2009; 2010). The globalisation of care plays a key role in redefining 
contemporary inter-city cooperation, demonstrating how values such as care and soli-
darity permeate transnational relations between urban communities. Contemporary city 
partnerships go beyond the traditional ‘North to South’ model of aid, offering new forms 
of exchange that are based on reciprocity, balance, and shared responsibility. In this way, 
the globalisation of care is becoming a universal phenomenon, encompassing diverse lines 
of cooperation, both between developed and developing countries, as well as between cit-
ies with similar levels of development (Deacon 2000; Benatar et al. 2003; Saker et al. 
2004; Friedmann 2005; Robinson 2011; Labonté et al. 2011; Thornley and Newman 
2011; Eriksen 2020).

Cross-city partnerships serve technical, financial, or cultural exchanges and strengthen 
local democratic structures and civic communities. Cities become platforms for realising 
values such as inclusiveness, equality, and local engagement and building common spaces 
for sustainable development activities. The dynamic nature of cross-city cooperation al-
lows for a seamless transition of roles – cities that initially benefited from support become 
providers themselves over time, creating multi-level cooperation networks. This cycli-
cal approach illustrates that the processes of globalisation and Europeanisation are not 
one-sided but assume reciprocity and mutual benefit (Hudson and Hadjimichalis 2006; 
Cornelius and Wallace 2010; Polk 2011; Ravazzoli and Valero 2020; Stott and 
Murphy 2020; Weaver et al. 2021; Guilherme 2021; Huntjens and Kemp 2022; Gupte 
and Aslam 2022; Alfaro d’Alençon et al. 2023).

The globalisation of care also highlights the importance of caring as a core value in in-
ternational relationships. Inter-city partnerships have become a tool to promote solidarity 
in the face of global challenges such as climate change, migration, and social inequalities. 
These collaborations reflect an integrated approach in which cities act as local and global 
actors committed to building a more just and sustainable world. In this way, globalisation 
of care becomes not only an element of inter-city cooperation but also a model that pro-
motes accountability, mutual support and long-term commitment to the common good 
(Benatar et al. 2003; Hankivsky 2006; Bieler and Lindberg 2010; Amen et al. 2011; 
Eckenwiler 2012; Hampton 2015; Stout and Love 2018; Williams 2018; Faist 2018; 
Chatzidakis et al. 2020).
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It also appears that the relationship between the planes of cooperation and the processes of 
Europeanisation and globalisation is not one-sided. These processes can also support the 
spheres of cooperation (e.g. the European Union’s actions to support town twinning in Eu-
rope). However, establishing the complex relationship between all factors and processes re-
quires more in-depth analysis and research. Noteworthy, also in the initial phase in other CEE 
countries, there were attempts at a globalisation process through town twinning; however, 
due to communist ideologies, they were unsuccessful (cf. Rau und Rieckmann 2023). Thus, 
the changes in priorities in the cooperation of CEE cities resulted from the need to adapt 
to new political conditions (cf. Langenohl 2015). They reflect a shift from reconciliation 
efforts towards more pragmatic cooperation focused on projects and knowledge exchange. 

In the first phase highlighted (the “initial phase”), which was strictly controlled by the 
state apparatus, priorities were mainly limited to the propaganda nature of cooperation. Ties 
were limited to the Eastern Bloc countries as a result of the geopolitical isolation and ide-
ological dominance of the USSR. In the “development phase”, after the fall of the Iron 
Curtain and the systemic transformation, there was a sharp change in cooperation priorities. 
The towns analysed began to take advantage of opportunities for financial and technological 
support from EC partners. The focus shifted to Europeanisation through the development of 
democratic institutions and cultural and social exchange. Today (the “saturation phase” after 
2004), however, the aims of cooperation have changed. More global orientations prevail (cf. 
Figures 3–5), linked to globalisation processes. At the same time, a trend towards projection 
(Środa-Murawska et al. 2019) has emerged, meaning that the priority has become the 
realisation of concrete projects rather than the establishment of new formal partnerships.

Referring to Delanty and Rumford (2005) and Langenohl (2015), it has to be said 
that, with a delay of several decades, also CEE cities started to actively engage in globali-
sation processes by establishing partnerships first at the European and then at the global 
level. Town twinning in CEE is an extremely dynamic phenomenon, as indicated by the 
identified phases of twinning in Poland: development and saturation. The dynamics and 
scope of town twinning must now be considered based on a narrow western conception 
and including CEE countries.

7 Conclusion

The use of mixed-methods approaches has shown that while numbers may indicate the in-
tensity of cooperation, the interviews allow us to understand its actual impact on residents 
and local institutions, which confirms the results obtained by Grosspietsch (2009), who 
indicates that socio-cultural exchanges within city partnerships play a key role in building 
intercultural ties and promoting European integration.

The results suggest that the lack of criteria for selecting city partnerships and limited 
institutional support may hinder developing cooperation in new areas such as business. 
This aligns with Buis (2009), who points out that the lack of formal governance structures 
in city partnerships may limit their ability to develop cooperation in more challenging  
are as such as the economy. At the same time, the development of socio-cultural exchang-
es, especially among young people and seniors, points to the positive impact of partner-



 The Development of Town Twinning in Central and Eastern Europe 171

ships on local societies. The results also highlight the remarkably diverse experiences and 
trajectories of town twinning across different cities and periods.

In the end, it should be noted that, even though the development of town twinning 
of Polish towns is based on the experience of CEE countries, we are aware that not all 
countries in that area have had and/or are having identical partnerships. The directions for 
establishing partnerships and the years in which they were initiated may differ slightly (e.g. 
due to different years of accession to the EU or lack of accession), but research shows that 
currently most cities establish cooperation of that type. As other studies have shown, de-
spite the nuances between the individual CEE countries, the common history, particularly 
related to the collapse of the USSR, certainly forms a specific core of experience that caus-
es similar processes to occur over time.  To investigate the detailed differences between the 
CEE countries in relation to town twinning, research should be conducted on each of them.

The analyses indicate that town twinning in Poland not only reflects the Europeanisa-
tion and globalisation processes but also actively supports them. On the one hand, Europe-
anisation provided the institutional and financial framework, enabling a rapid opening to 
the West after 1989. On the other hand, globalisation has allowed for a further expansion 
of these activities, including cooperation with non-European cities. These processes are 
interrelated – Europeanisation created the conditions for globalisation, and globalisation 
enabled Polish towns to participate more fully in global networks. In the future, it is worth 
exploring how new international and local priorities, such as sustainable development, 
will influence the evolution of twinning. 

Furthermore, the research indicates that intercity cooperation in Poland has undergone a 
dynamic evolution from propaganda-like activities to pragmatic implementation of interna-
tional projects. This process reflects geopolitical transformations and shows how towns can 
actively influence globalisation and Europeanisation. The presented phases of twinning in 
Poland are an important contribution to understanding this phenomenon in CEE countries.
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