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Introduction 

What is a suburb? The word may conjure mental images of fence-lined streets with 

the car in the drive, shopping strips and centres growing families and the breadwinner 

heading off to work elsewhere in the city, but it is surprisingly difficult to define (Forsyth 

2012). While this suggests some uncertainty, the rise of suburbs as both a concept 

and part of cities in the late 19th century is a result of the separation of places of work 

and production from places of residence, enabled by transport systems, the telephone 

and changes the production methods for goods and services (Jackson 1985; Walker 

1981). 

From the perspective of a city’s economy, the function of a suburb is a place that 

provides residence and sustenance for workers who export their labour. The process 

of suburbanisation can therefore be seen as the change in an area’s population and 

economic profile, whether it includes an increasing number of workers who commute 

outwards and changes to local employment are in sectors associated with servicing 

population. While this definition includes a spatial distinction between where workers 

rest and replenish themselves from where they work, it is does not suggest that 

suburbs need to be part of a continuous, urbanised area.  

Moving to the Country or Expanding the City? 

Major cities have regularly enveloped smaller communities as they have expanded 

outwards, turning discrete settlements such as Parramatta and Pakenham into 

elements of the wider metropolises of Sydney and Melbourne at some point, and more 

recently Mandurah has become connected to Perth as a continuous urban region1 

However, if we consider suburbanisation as increasing numbers of out-commuting 

workers and an economy that services them and their households, it raises questions 

 
1 As defined by the ABS’s Perth UC/L 
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as to how we should consider the growth of regional cities such as Wollongong and 

Geelong, and smaller localities such as Mandurah, Caboolture, Elizabeth and Melton. 

When metropolitan workers relocate to places such as these, are the regions growing, 

or is the metropolis expanding? 

The distinction is borne out through the notion of functional suburbanisation, 

introduced here. Functional suburbanisation occurs when regional cities grow by 

providing workers for other places, and principally metropolitan areas, and also 

provided services to those workers, which implies that the metropolis expanding. Of 

course, this leads to questions about how that is exactly measured and how to 

distinguish economic change as a result of growth in out-commuters from other trends 

but indicators such as migration patterns, changing distributions of place of work and 

the industries where local employment is growing provide an evidence base for 

identifying functional suburbanisation. 

Suburbs Matter 

As much as suburb is not clearly defined either is the distinction between metropolitan 

and regional, a distinction that has various categorisations in Australian policy and 

debates (Select Committee on Regional Development and Decentralisation 2018). 

This lack of clarity is evident in the shifting offices to Parramatta under decentralisation 

initiatives intended for regional development (Mandarin 2018), arguments as to 

whether areas are included in metropolitan areas for funding purposes (e.g. PerthNow 

2016), and also barriers for lockdowns in Melbourne’s periphery during the pandemic 

(Preiss et al. 2020). Understanding processes of suburbanisation, and therefore 

metropolitan expansion, would provide greater clarity these circumstances. 

While these examples indicate the fluidity of what may constitute regional initiatives, 

functional suburbanisation provides a lens to assess the outcomes from development 

through what it means for the regional community. Projects such as faster rail, 

promoted as enabling people to live in the regions and maintain metropolitan 

employment (McCormack 2018) could be clearly seen as a call for metropolitan 

expansion rather than regional development. In the case of faster rail between 

Geelong and Melbourne, provided funding for development by both Victorian and 

Commonwealth Government, if the project stopped at Werribee on the existing 
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metropolitan fringe it wouldn’t be considered regional development, but 

based on evidence it is unclear how different the outcomes would be, except the 

location of additional housing supply (Denham 2018; Tomaney 2013). 

Conclusion 

The population growth of Australian metropolitan areas has led to a push for 

redirecting population growth to the regional periphery. These argument imply that the 

population growth is being directed to a regional ‘other’. The question that functional 

suburbanisation raises is whether the outcome is better understood as reducing the 

regional ‘otherness’ that is integral to argument. While there is more to be done in 

refining the concept its analytical implementation, functional suburbanisation offers a 

new lens on regional dynamics and by focusing on the implications for regional 

employment of policies, recentering regional development on regional outcomes, 

rather than an opportunity to resolve metropolitan problems. 
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