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The appreciation of rural areas and their contribution to young adults’ 
staying expectations☆ 

Henk Hofstede *, Koen Salemink, Tialda Haartsen 
University of Groningen, Faculty of Spatial Sciences (FSS), Department of Cultural Geography, Landleven 1, 9747 AD Groningen, the Netherlands   
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A B S T R A C T   

Decisions to live in a certain place or region are partly prompted by material and symbolic factors of that place or 
region. This paper focuses on the importance of these factors for rural young adults based on a household survey 
in three rural areas in the Netherlands, Northern Ireland and Germany. It examines how rural young adults 
appreciate material and symbolic factors, and to what extent they play a role in their expectations to stay in the 
area. The results show that the environmental characteristics of rural areas and senses of belonging to rural areas, 
and not so much the social network in those areas, are highly appreciated and important for expectations to stay. 
Symbolic factors are slightly more important than material factors, but this differs for specific geographical 
contexts. Furthermore, while a relatively low share felt part of their local community, a sense of community still 
played a major role in expecting to stay. Overall, this paper shows that some factors that play a role in staying 
expectations are already highly appreciated, whereas factors that show lower appreciations do not always play a 
role in staying expectations, and thus may be of less concern for policy makers.   

1. Introduction 

Rural areas increasingly face challenges of population decline and 
population ageing. Regional policymakers are worried about the net out- 
migration of young adults, aged 18–30 years old, because they fear that 
a lack of renewal of their population will undermine the viability of their 
regions. Traditionally, most studies examined migration of rural young 
adults in a discourse in which residential immobility is considered as the 
residual category of these who “failed to leave” (Looker and Naylor, 
2009). More recently, an increasing number of studies have focused on 
the process of staying as an interesting subject in itself (e.g., Forsberg, 
2019). 

Studies into the staying processes of rural young adults mainly stress 
the role of symbolic factors in staying (e.g., Gustafson, 2001; Boccagni 
and Baldassar, 2015), such as symbolic ties to place. This dominance 
limits attention for more material factors such as housing and work. In 
addition, studies which aim to combine both type of factors still focus 
more strongly on symbolic factors (e.g., Thissen et al., 2010; Theodori 
and Theodori, 2015). It is not surprising then that Stockdale and 

Ferguson (2020) raise the concern that the staying/immobility literature 
has given less attention to material factors. 

The appreciation of rural areas is operationalized by both material 
and symbolic factors to nuance the dominance of symbolic factors in the 
staying literature. A balanced focus on these factors ensures a higher 
validity of claims about the importance of either material or symbolic 
factors because they are equally controlled for. Moreover, analyzing the 
role of both material and symbolic factors in expectations to stay be-
comes especially relevant when young adults are in a transitional life 
stage in which they will face diverse life events which may result in 
residential moves. In this transitional phase, the residential decisions of 
young adults will be a result of negotiations between different domains 
of life, such as between an individual employment aspiration and a 
positive sense of belonging to the rural home region (Stockdale et al., 
2018). 

Another limitation in the staying rural literature is related to the 
connection between policy and research. Studies mostly focus on the 
significance of material and symbolic factors for the expectation to stay 
regardless how young adults appreciate these factors in the first place. 
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For instance, Theodori and Theodori (2015) concluded that belonging to 
the community is an important factor in predicting the migration 
expectation, yet they do not report the actual level of attachment. This 
limits a nuanced message to policymakers and makes it hard to decide 
whether policies should persuade people to stay or should preserve the 
positive residential appreciation of the ones who already expect to stay. 
Although policymakers do monitor how different factors are appreci-
ated, it would be helpful to also reflect on the appreciation of factors and 
what role they play in the expectation to stay. For instance, policy-
makers might want to focus on these factors which play a role in the 
expectation to stay and that also need to be addressed because of a 
negative appreciation. 

This paper presents the results of a household survey in three rural 
areas in the Netherlands, Northern Ireland and Germany into how rural 
young adults in these areas appreciate material and symbolic factors and 
what role these factors play in young adults’ expectation to stay. By 
examining three different rural areas, we address the need to include 
different geographical contexts because there is a limited number of 
studies that use the same empirical approach in different regions (a 
notable exception is Thissen et al., 2010). By using the same method-
ology, we aim both to generalize and to differentiate the importance of 
material and symbolic factors in three rural areas. 

This paper will start with a theoretical overview about the role of 
material and symbolic factors in rural young adults’ expectations to stay. 
It will also discuss socio-demographic and socio-economic characteris-
tics of young adults, that play a role in (non)migration decisions. These 
characteristics will function as control variables in the analyses. Then, 
the paper will explain the survey process, the operationalization of the 
factors and the steps of analysis. In addition, it will briefly describe the 
background of each area. After that, the paper will present how the 
material and symbolic factors are appreciated in each area and to what 
extent these factors play a role in the expectation to stay. Eventually, the 
discussion and conclusion provide a perspective in which the appreci-
ation and significance of material and symbolic factors are combined. 

2. Theory 

This section provides a theoretical overview of studies into young 
adults’ appreciation of residential factors in rural areas in Europe and 
North-America. Although this paper focuses on young adults in the age 
group of 18–30 years old, this theoretical overview also includes studies 
on rural adolescents because these can provide insights for our study 
population as well. 

Most important is to be aware that young adults stay in or feel 
attracted to rural areas for a diverse set of motives (e.g., Ni Laore, 2000; 
Thissen et al., 2010; Rerat, 2014; Matysiak, 2018; Wolfe et al., 2020). To 
make sense of this multiplicity, we distinguish material and symbolic 
factors. Material factors can be considered as more “objective” factors. 
They can be summarized as factors which evaluate the extent to which 
an area meets someone’s functional preferences. The following material 
factors will be highlighted: quality of life and environment, employ-
ment, housing availability and affordability, and services and facilities. 
Whereas material factors are more often based on evaluations of 
objective features of space, symbolic factors can be considered as more 
“subjective” factors. These can be summarized as the extent to which 
someone is attached to a place and its people. The following symbolic 
factors will be highlighted: general feelings of belonging to the area, 
senses of belonging to landscape, having local family and friends and 
being part of the community. A similar division was also applied by 
Erickson et al. (2018). They distinguished factors which refer to the 
extent to which a place satisfies someone’s expectations, comparable to 
our material factors, and factors which refer to the emotional rootedness 
of someone to a place, comparable to our symbolic factors. 

In general, material and symbolic factors are both relevant in pre-
dicting young adults’ expectation to stay in rural areas (e.g., Bjarnason 
and Thorlindsson, 2006; Theodori and Theodori, 2015). Yet, previous 

studies suggest that symbolic factors are better predictors for the 
expectation to stay than material factors. For instance, Mellander et al. 
(2011) found that social network and identity are more important than 
work-related factors. Furthermore, although employment can be a 
reason to commit to a place, it is considered to result in less commitment 
to rural areas on the long run as compared with symbolic factors (e.g., 
Ulrich-Schad et al., 2013). Similarly, Stockdale et al. (2018) indicated 
that material factors were mostly important for staying in the short term, 
whereas symbolic factors were relevant for staying on the long run. 
Nonetheless, several studies do not always control for material factors 
which makes the notion that symbolic factors are more important than 
material factors less certain. 

2.1. Material factors 

Rural areas are commonly evaluated by their environmental quali-
ties. The youth’s expectation to stay increased with a higher apprecia-
tion of quality of life in rural Queensland (Pretty et al., 2006) and with a 
stronger preference to reside in a clean natural environment in rural 
Pennsylvania (McLaughlin et al., 2014). In addition, young people 
positively evaluated purposeful leisure possibilities during their times of 
growing up in the rural (Kloep et al., 2003). Likewise, Leyson (2008) 
observed how young people emphasized their ability to make one’s own 
fun in rural places. Thus, young adults appreciate rural areas by its 
possibilities for activities in a free and healthy environment. 

Other studies have acknowledged occupational opportunities as a 
condition to stay in rural areas (e.g., White, 2012; McLaughlin et al., 
2014; Culliney, 2017). What is interesting here is that it seems to be 
about stable and purposeful jobs for society (Norman and Power, 2015; 
Forsberg, 2019). Studies described how the evaluation of occupational 
opportunities is a strong predictor for rural young adults’ migration 
expectations to urban areas (e.g., Bjarnason and Thorlindsson, 2006). 
For instance, the net-settlement rate of young adults worsens for Dutch 
villages located further away from the Dutch economic center (Elshof 
et al., 2017). Despite these observations, it is important to be aware that 
employment is considered to be not that important with regard to the 
preferred expectations to stay compared with most symbolic factors (e. 
g., Matysiak, 2018). 

With regard to the living costs, some studies stressed the attrac-
tiveness of low housing costs in rural areas. For instance, Elshof et al. 
(2017) showed that a positive net-settlement rate of young adults can be 
found especially in areas with lower housing costs, which also have less 
attractive landscapes. Young adults perceive the low housing costs as an 
advantage, especially in line with missed opportunities for higher paid 
urban jobs (MacMichael et al., 2015) or urban amenities (Looker and 
Naylor, 2009). It is important to be aware that also rural areas face 
difficulties in access to housing (e.g., Stockdale, 2002; McKee et al., 
2017). Especially for this paper it is relevant to mention that the British 
countryside does not provide similar affordable housing options as 
provided in the countryside of the Netherlands and Germany. In addi-
tion, Stockdale and Ferguson (2020) highlighted that the housing policy 
in Northern Ireland provides farm families a considerable insider 
advantage to stay over families. 

Finally, although the topic of services and facilities receives much 
attention in the public debate about rural population decline, there is 
limited attention for the importance of services and facilities for rural 
young adults apart from entertainment possibilities. Studies who do give 
attention to services and facilities mainly focus on primary schools and 
young families. This is perhaps because the availability of services and 
facilities is a much weaker indicator for rural staying in comparison to 
for instance community attachment (Erickson et al., 2018). In particular, 
Elshof and Bailey (2015) suggested that young families have already low 
expectations about services and facilities. 
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2.2. Symbolic factors 

In terms of symbolic factors, a general sense of belonging to the area 
is considered an important aspect of young adults’ residential appreci-
ation in rural areas. During their childhood, young adults develop a 
sense of belonging to the area where they feel at home (Wiborg, 2004; 
Thissen et al., 2010; Janning and Volk 2017). In addition to the iden-
tification to the area, they can also develop a rural identity against an 
imagined urban setting (Vanderbeck and Morse Dunkley, 2003; Leyson, 
2008). Forsberg (2019) showed that some rural pupils position them-
selves against urban lifestyles. They actively choose for a “resistance 
aspiration” in which they position against the dominant urban culture. 

In addition to the more objective evaluation of the quality of life and 
environment in rural areas, young adults can also have emotional senses 
of belonging to landscapes. This differs from general belonging to the 
area which entails a more abstract belonging to the existence of the area 
through for instance a regional identity. A sense of belonging to land-
scapes entails a relation to a more tangible aspect of an area. Haukanes 
(2013) found that pupils visualize rural life mostly with physical sym-
bolic images and less with social activities. Young adults may feel 
attached to the beautiful and simple rural landscapes and its nature 
(Wiborg, 2004; Flint, 2007), and young adults who moved to rural areas 
highlight the scenic villages (MacMichael et al., 2015). However, Elshof 
et al. (2017, p.46) showed that some young adults cannot afford to 
reside in villages which they perceive as most attractive villages because 
they face high housing prices here. In addition, Thissen et al. (2010) 
found that the Dutch region de Veenkoloniën, located adjacent to the 
Dutch case in this paper, was perceived as less attractive for residential 
use by young adults because of the negative image of the landscape here. 

Senses of belonging to rural areas can also be expressed through 
social networks. Numerous studies highlighted the importance of social 
support and relations with family and friends for young adult’s staying 
decisions (e.g., Kloep et al., 2003; Pretty et al., 2006; Looker and Naylor, 
2009; Rauhut and Littke, 2016; Matysiak, 2018). For instance, Jamieson 
(2000) found that some young adults in rural Scotland “were predis-
posed to accept lower aspirations concerning their work life because of 
benefits of being surrounded by family and friends who have no plans to 
leave” (p.218). In addition, Stockdale et al. (2018) observed that for 
some young adults “the obligation to linked lives has competed with a 
desire to leave and won” (p.5) which is in fact not solely limited to young 
adults in rural areas. For others, “staying in the home area is simply a 
family thing and just normal” (p.7). In particular, staying of young 
adults in rural areas is frequently motivated with the wish to reside near 
their parents (Stockdale, 2002; Bjarnason and Thorlindsson, 2006; 
McLaughlin et al., 2014). 

The final symbolic factor deals with the identification of being part of 
the local community. In general, stronger senses of being part of a local 
community are associated with higher expectations to stay in rural areas 
(e.g., Erickson et al., 2018). Numerous studies have acknowledged that 
the expectation to stay is more likely when young adults feel connected 
and feel that their contributions matter (e.g., Pretty et al., 2006; Bjar-
nason and Thorlindsson, 2006; McLaughlin et al., 2014; Wolfe et al., 
2020). Moreover, “an emotional connection and sense of membership 
may be critical to better retaining these people who feel the greatest 
sense of disconnection” (Wolfe et al., 2020, p. 235). 

2.3. Life-course and personal attributes: socio-demographic and socio- 
economic variables 

The perceived importance of material and symbolic factors evolves 
during someone’s life while residing longer, getting older and reaching 
new life course stages. For instance, the perspectives on work career will 
be different when people enter the labor market than when people have 
made several career steps. Such perspectives on careers, but also for 
instance perspectives on residing with a partner, have a central role in 
migration decisions (e.g., Rerat, 2014). In order to analyze the role of 

material and symbolic factors, we intend to control for 
socio-demographic and socio-economic variables. Socio-demographic 
variables include age, gender, time of residence and the life course 
stages of residing independently from parents and finishing education. 

A particular socio-demographic variable includes gender. Fischer 
and Malmberg (2001) indicated that women give more importance to 
symbolic factors than men which underlines the need to control for 
gender. Other studies found that young women are more likely to escape 
traditional roles on the countryside (Farrugia, 2016) or found that young 
men have a more positive representation of rural life than young women 
(Corbett, 2007). The explanation for these different outcomes must be 
found in the specific regional employment structure. After controlling 
for perceptions of job opportunities, Bjarnason and Thorlindsson (2006) 
found that the gender effect disappeared. This can be illustrated with 
rural areas which are dominated by male-dominated jobs in agriculture 
or small industries, whereas other rural areas have more jobs in the 
social welfare sector which are often female-dominated. Eventually it is 
about the interaction of the appreciation of employment opportunities 
and gender differences. Thus, also with regard to material factors, it is 
important to control for gender. 

With regard to socio-economic variables, there is a common belief 
that higher career aspirations and higher socio-economic backgrounds 
decrease the likelihood to stay in rural areas (e.g., Johnson et al., 2005; 
Demi et al., 2009). Especially employment is considered to be more 
important for young adults with higher career aspirations. There are also 
studies who found the opposite. Petrin, Farmer, Meece and Byun (2011) 
showed that low educated youth in the United States, although not 
controlled for social-ethnic background, were more likely to move away 
than high educated youth because low-competence youth were less 
attached and less satisfied with their rural home town. Overall, Wang 
et al. (2021) stressed that high educational aspirations, if relevant, can 
both coexist and conflict with staying rural. 

In addition to the ambiguous role of career aspirations, it is impor-
tant to note that socio-economic factors play a minor role in rural young 
adults’ residential choices (Johnson et al., 2005; McLaughlin et al., 
2014). Morse and Mudgett (2018) suggested that stayers, regardless of 
their age group, might place a high level of geographical attachment 
above their career aspirations. Moreover, Howley et al. (1996) showed 
that high achieving students were not at all more likely to leave in 
comparison to their lower achieving peers which might not reflect re-
ality because the study is based on a homogeneous research population 
with regard to socio-ethnic background. 

3. Summary 

In sum, material factors represent more tangible factors and refer to 
what extent a place satisfies someone’s expectations. The literature 
commonly agreed that quality of life and environment, and employment 
are very important for rural young adults in their residential apprecia-
tion and expectations to stay. Housing options are less important ac-
cording to the staying rural literature. The availability of services and 
facilities are least important, perhaps because young people accept 
lower levels of these amenities. 

Symbolic factors represent more intangible factors and refer to 
emotional rootedness of someone to a place. Overall, the literature 
indicated that symbolic factors are more important than material factors 
for rural young adults. Most studies stressed the role of having local 
family and friends and being part of a community. Also belonging to the 
area and belonging to rural landscapes are considered as important 
factors. 

Finally, we motivated the inclusion of several control variables. We 
made a distinction between socio-demographic variables, such as gender 
and life-course stages, and socio-economic control variables, such as 
income and education. 
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4. Methods 

To better understand the importance of material and symbolic fac-
tors for the residential appreciation and the expectation to stay, we 
conducted a survey in Oost-Groningen (the Netherlands), Clogher Valley 
(Northern Ireland) and Südharz (Germany). This survey was part of the 
STAYin(g)Rural project which included all age groups. In this section, 
we will first explain how the respondents were selected and how we 
gathered our data. Then, we will explain how we measured the appre-
ciation of material and symbolic factors. Furthermore, to understand the 
potential different importance of factors in our areas, this section will 
also describe distinctive characteristics of each area. Finally, we will 
explain the steps in analyzing the appreciation and significance of ma-
terial and symbolic factors. 

4.1. Survey process 

The survey was conducted during the summer-autumn of 2019. The 
survey covered 2,500 selected addresses in each area, which entailed 
one third of all addresses in each area. Random sampling was applied on 
street level for the built-up area and in randomly selected clusters 
outside the built-up area. Finally, out of all adults residing at one 
address, the adult who most recently had their birthday was requested to 
participate in the survey (Dillman et al., 2014). This means that the adult 
(aged 18 or more) in each household who had most lately had his or her 
birthday was requested to participate in the survey. This prevented a 
focus on the ‘head of household’ and ensured the participation of other 
adults including young adults. 

The data collection followed several steps. At first, the questionnaire 
and an information letter were handed over or deposited at the selected 
address in person. The aim was to give a one-on-one motivation of the 
survey. A maximum of two further visits were made in person to pick up 
the questionnaire. Visits were made on one or two working days and on 
a Saturday. Eventually, a postage-free return envelope was delivered 
after two unsuccessful follow up pickups. The response rate was 45–50% 
across the three areas with regard to the total dataset which resulted in 
3266 respondents. 

Out of these 3266 respondents, 206 were aged 18–30 years old, 
which is most generally applied to refer to young adults in the literature 
(e.g., Stockdale et al., 2018). The relatively low number of young adults 
correspondents with the relatively low share of only 7%–10% young 
adults in the populations of our case study areas. This explains the 
limited number of young adult respondents available. Finally, it turned 
out that women were over-represented in our dataset compared to the 
population of the areas, which required the use of a weight factor for 
gender. 

4.2. Operationalization 

To harmonize the questionnaire in the three different national set-
tings, it was linguistically validated. The questionnaire was initially 
created in English and then translated into German and Dutch. After 
translation, wordings and concepts which could not be translated clearly 
were adjusted in the English version until they fitted with the other 
languages and vice versa. The questionnaire covered the expectation to 
stay in the area, the appreciation of material factors and symbolic fac-
tors, socio-demographic variables and socio-economic variables. 

The expectation to stay in the area was measured with four cate-
gories: up to 2 years, up to 5 years, up to 10 years and the rest of my life. 
Initially, we created the short-term categories in line with the assump-
tion that young adults are not able to have already plans for the rest of 
their life. The categories of 5 and 10 years were chosen in line with the 
idea that young adults will likely be in another life-course stage within 
these periods. The category of 2 years was selected in line with what is 
commonly applied, such as by national statistics bureaus (e.g., CBS, 
2019), as the average period in which residential plans are executed. 

Surprisingly, it turned out that half of the young adults were able to 
make a prediction that they expect to stay for the rest of their lives. The 
other half of them were equally distributed with small shares to the 
short-term categories. This limits the statistical possibilities due to the 
low number of cases in each short-term category and that is why the 
short-term categories were merged. This ultimately resulted in a 
dichotomous measure of the expectation to stay for the rest of someone’s 
life or not. 

The way our respondents appreciated the material and symbolic 
factors was divided in the evaluation of material factors and the sense of 
symbolic factors. The evaluation of material factors was based on the 
rating of items in the area, on a five-point scale from very poor to very 
good. The material factors covered quality of life and environment, 
employment, housing availability and affordability, and services and facil-
ities. The sense of symbolic factors was based on the level of agreement 
with statements about the area, on a five-point scale from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree. The symbolic factors covered general 
belonging to the area, belonging to landscape, local family and friends and 
being part of the community. Factors were created from one statement/ 
item or from a combined score of more than one statement/item 
(Table 1). 

Before the regression analysis, factors were checked for multi- 
collinearity to ensure that factors do not correlate too much. It is 
important to note that, while the evaluation of quality of life and envi-
ronment and the sense of belonging to landscape could be interpreted as 
overlapping factors, there appeared to be very low correlations between 
them. This validated our theoretical approach to distinguish a functional 
evaluation from an emotional belonging while addressing the rural 
environment. 

Based on a reliability analysis it turned out that the factor services and 
facilities had a low to modest reliability. Removing one or more items 
resulted in a further decrease of the Cronbach’s alpha. The factor was 
maintained because the relatively low Cronbach’s alpha for services and 
facilities is likely a logic result of the characteristic of this factor. Services 
and facilities can be considered as a sum of different items whereas other 
factors can be more considered as a reflection of an underlying concept. 
We choose to maintain a diverse evaluation of services and facilities 
instead of using one item. The latter would have made the factor more 
reliable but would have also implied a narrow focus of amenities. 

With regard to socio-demographic and socio-economic variables, it is 
important to be aware of three aspects. First, with regard to the variables 
age, income and education, categories in these variables were combined 
based on the natural distribution and based on the low frequencies for 
certain categories. Second, income categories were operationalized in 
the context of the specific country as long as they fit within the distri-
bution of the European Social Survey to ensure harmonization of income 
categories in the combined dataset. Third, to control for the fact that 
young adults who are still in education have lower levels of education, 
we also included the variable whether a young adult was still in edu-
cation or not. 

4.3. Characteristics of the areas 

The areas in this paper share similar developments in terms of 
depopulation, ageing and out-migration of young adults. In addition, the 
areas are located in the periphery of their country and situated along the 
national border, with in the case of Südharz across the former border 
between West and East Germany. Yet, they also have distinctive char-
acteristics. Appendices C and D provide an overview of relevant char-
acteristics based on secondary data and based on data for all age groups 
from the extended household survey in our project. Here, we will 
highlight some distinctive characteristics. 

Oost-Groningen is characterized by an open and, especially, a flat 
landscape with villages along main roads with large-scale farming 
outside the built-up area. The area was traditionally known by a divide 
between land labor and families owning big farms. Compared with the 
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other areas, the current population of Oost-Groningen is characterized 
by a relatively high residential mobility. With regard to the housing 
market, the area has a relatively large share of public rent tenure and 
bought owner tenure, compared to respectively private rent tenure and 
self-built tenure or inherited tenure. With regard to employment, the 
area stands out with a relatively large share of people who are employed 
in health and social work. In addition, Oost-Groningen is relatively well 
connected to the nearest university. With regard to symbolic factors, the 
population of Oost-Groningen has a slightly lower feeling of belonging 
to the area in comparison with the other areas. Finally, Oost-Groningen 
has a relatively small share of people who are involved in community 
activities. 

Clogher Valley is characterized by a semi-open hilly and hedgerow 
landscape with small-to medium-scale farming. The population density 
is relatively low and the settlement pattern is relatively dispersed across 
the area. This might be a result of customs of self-built tenure on family 
farm land which is less common in the other areas. Recently, planning 
restrictions were introduced to limit the possibilities to build new houses 
in the countryside. With regard to demographics, the area stands out 
with a large share of people who have always stayed in the area or in a 
rural area in general. Surprisingly, the dispersed settlement pattern is 
combined with a positively perceived access to jobs and local amenities 
in comparison with the other two areas. With regard to employment, 
Clogher Valley stands out with a relatively large share of people working 
in the primary sector, most working in agriculture. With regard to 
symbolic factors, the population of Clogher Valley has a stronger sense 
of belonging to their landscape in comparison with the other areas. 
Furthermore, a substantial share is active in the community which is 
likely the result of the stronger position of the church in comparison 
with the other areas. 

Südharz is characterized by a relatively closed, forested and moun-
tainous landscape with a relatively high population density in the val-
leys with relatively large settlements. This is partly the result of a strict 
planning division between settlement areas and non-settlement areas 
which contain medium-scale farming and forestry. With regard to ma-
terial factors, people in Südharz have the lowest commuting time but 
also have a relatively low use of local services and facilities which in-
dicates longer distances for these amenities. Furthermore, the 

Table 1 
Share of young adults (%) with an expectation to stay in the areas and a positive 
evaluation of material and strong sense of symbolic factors of the areas.   

Oost- 
Groningen 
(NL) n = 52 

Clogher 
Valley 
(NI) n =
82 

Südharz 
(GER) n =
72 

Combined 
dataset n =
206 

Expectation to stay     
Young adults who 

expect to stay for 
the rest of their 
lives (%) ₂ 
Kruskal-Wallis H: 
5.545 Sig: 0.062 

43.4 48.2 *59.0 50.5 

Young adults with 
positive ₁₁ 
evaluation of 
material factors 
(%)     

Quality of life and 
environment₂ 
Kruskal-Wallis H: 
2.300 Sig: 0.325 

67.3 71.3 80.3 73.4 
₃ Cronbach’s 
alpha: 0.72 

Quality of 
environment ₄ 

4.0 4.2 4.3 4.2 

Quality of life in this 
area ₄ 

3.7 3.9 3.8 3.8 

Employment ₂ 
Kruskal-Wallis H: 
3.433 Sig: 0.180 

46.0 60.5 60.6 56.9 

Employment 
opportunities ₄ 

2.5 2.8 2.7 2.7 

Housing availability 
and affordability ₂ 
Kruskal-Wallis H: 
29.022 Sig: 0.000 

63.5 ***34.1 ***77.8 55.8 
₃ Cronbach’s 
alpha: 0.74 

Housing availability 
₄ 

3.4 3.0 3.7 3.3 

Housing 
affordability ₄ 

3.5 3.2 3.8 3.5 

Services and 
facilities ₂ 
Kruskal-Wallis H: 
2.764 Sig: 0.251 

34.7 22.2 18.3 23.9 
₃ Cronbach’s 
alpha: 0.54 

Availability of 
primary health 
care ₄ 

3.64 3.37 3.29 3.40 

Availability of 
shopping facilities 
₄ 

3.11 3.00 3.31 3.14 

Availability of 
community 
facilities ₄ 

3.59 3.30 3.32 3.38 

Young adults with 
positive ₁₁ sense of 
symbolic factors 
(%)     

General belonging to 
the area ₂ 
Kruskal-Wallis H: 
6.415 Sig: 0.040 

**55.8 69.5 74.6 67.8 
₃ Cronbach’s 
alpha: 0.76 

I feel I belong to this 
area ₄ 

3.4 3.8 3.9 3.7 

I feel at home in this 
area ₄ 

4.1 4.2 4.4 4.3 

Belonging to 
landscape ₂ 
Kruskal-Wallis H 
7.504 Sig: 0.023 

**61.5 70.4 ***85.7 73.4 
₃ Cronbach’s 
alpha: 0.71 

I liked [area specific] 
landscape of this 
area ₄ 

3.8 4.0 4.3 4.1 

I like the [area 
specific] 
settlement pattern 
in area ₄ 

3.7 4.0 4.2 4.0 

***38.5 *49.4 ***79.2  

Table 1 (continued )  

Oost- 
Groningen 
(NL) n = 52 

Clogher 
Valley 
(NI) n =
82 

Südharz 
(GER) n =
72 

Combined 
dataset n =
206 

Local family and 
friends ₂ 
Kruskal-Wallis H: 
16.838 Sig: 0.000 

57.1 
₃ Cronbach’s 
alpha: 0.76 

My main social circle 
are family/friends 
in this area ₄ 

3.2 3.5 4.3 3.7 

The friendships I 
have with others 
in this area mean a 
lot to me ₄ 

3.5 3.7 4.3 3.9 

Being part of the 
community ₂ 
Kruskal-Wallis H: 
3.101 Sig: 0.212 

46.2 59.3 54.2 54.1 

I feel part of this 
community ₄ 

3.2 3.7 3.6 3.5 

₁ A score of 4 or 5 was considered positive/strong. A dichotomous scale was 
applied to reflect the skewed distributions and meet regression requirements. 
₂ In case of significant differences in Kruskal-Wallis tests, Mann-Whitney tests 
were conducted for post-hoc differences between specific areas. 
Significance levels for Mann-Whitney tests: ***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10. 
₃ Cronbach’s alpha was consistent in all areas. 
₄ Mean score (rating of items/agreement on statements; 1–5 scale). 
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employment structure is characterized by a large share of jobs which are 
provided by local manufacturing industries and local government 
administration. With regard to the housing market, the area stands out 
with a large share of inherited tenure. In addition, similar to Clogher 
Valley, a substantial share has family and friends in the area and is 
involved in community activities. The latter is caused by the more 
formal position of village committees that are linked with municipality 
politics in rural Germany. 

4.4. Analysis 

The analysis consisted of two steps dealing with the appreciation of 
material and symbolic factors and the significance of these factors in 
predicting the expectation to stay. The first step involved a descriptive 
overview of the appreciation of material and symbolic factors in general 
and in each individual area (Table 1). The second step involved a logistic 
regression to predict the role of material and symbolic factors for the 
expectation to stay for the combined dataset (Table 2) and the individual 
areas (Fig. 2a–c and Appendices B.1-B1.2). 

The relatively small sample size in each country and the substantial 
number of missing cases increased the danger of dwindling degrees of 
freedom. Therefore, we also included a multiple regression which only 
included significant predictors (Appendix A) based on model 4 
(Table 2). The factor living independent from parents was included as an 
alternative for the factor high-income which had too many missing cases. 
Moreover, although living independent from parents was not significant in 
model 4 (Table 2), it had the highest Exp. (B) of all control factors. With 
regard to the individual areas, the low number of cases did not allow us 
to conduct a multiple regression. Instead, we applied single regressions 
to still include some geographical insights (Appendix B.1). Area specific 
insights from the single regressions are further interpreted by also 
considering the combined multiple regression (Table 2) and the 
robustness check for cross-area differences (Appendix B.2) while inter-
preting these area specific patterns. 

The material and symbolic factors were analyzed on a dichotomous 

scale because most factors were only based on one or two statements 
which does not meet the criteria to create an interval scale. In addition, 
most items and statements had a skewed distribution. This resulted in a 
dichotomous measure with a positive appreciation starting from a score 
of at least 4 on a five-point scale (Table 1). 

Finally, it is important to note that the significance interval of 0,10 
was added next to the 0,05 interval (Figs. 1 and 2a-c). This was done to 
give a more nuanced view on the different degrees in which factors play 
a role. Without the additional interval of 0,10 factors which play a 
moderate role will be overlooked. Still, factors which were only below 
the 0,10 interval were explicitly discussed as modest factors because the 
low number of respondents might imply that significant relations might 
in fact just be a coincidence. 

5. Results 

5.1. The appreciation of material factors and symbolic factors 

Table 1 and the horizontal axis in Fig. 1 show the shares of young 
adults who appreciate material and symbolic factors of their rural resi-
dential area in a positive way. The factors with the largest positive 
shares in the combined dataset were the evaluation of quality of life and 
environment (73.4%, Table 1), a sense of general belonging to the area 
(67.8%) and a sense of belonging to landscape (73.4%). Interestingly, 
from the symbolic factors, only the non-social factors were positively 
appreciated by a substantial share of our young adults. This means that 
our young adults feel stronger senses of belonging to the area than to the 
people in the area. This is further supported with a small share of young 
adults who had a positive sense of being part of the community (54.1%). In 
addition, only about half of the young adults positively evaluated 
employment and housing availability and affordability. It is important to 
note that these numbers were partly due to small shares in Oost- 
Groningen and Clogher Valley, respectively. Finally, the lowest share 
was found for services and facilities (23.9%). 

More specifically, Table 1 and the horizontal axis in Fig. 2a–c also 

Table 2 
Logistic regression to predict the expectation to stay in the combined dataset. Dependent variable: Expectation to stay for the rest of my life = 1.   

Single 
regression 
B 

Multiple 
regression 1 
B 

Multiple 
regression 2 
B 

Multiple 
regression 3 
B 

Multiple 
regression 4 
B 

Multiple 
regression 4 
Exp. (B) 

Evaluation of material factors in the area 
Positive evaluation of quality of life and 

environment 
***1.538 ***1.553 0.889 *1.112 **1.544 **4.684 

Positive evaluation of employment ***1.118 **0.795 0.499 0.853 *1.033 *2.808 
Positive evaluation of housing availability and 

affordability 
0.294 − 0.324 − 0.056 − 0.172 − 0.561 0.571 

Positive evaluation of services and facilities 0.167 0.123 0.012 − 0.069 0.028 1.028 
Sense of symbolic factors in the area 
Positive sense of general belonging to the area ***1.741 – 0.669 *1.450 *1.312 *3.715 
Positive sense of belonging of landscape ***1.899 – **1.195 **1.711 *1.445 *4.243 
Positive sense of local family and friends **0.695 – 0.354 0.298 0.224 1.251 
Positive sense of being part of the community ***1.118 – 0.828 **1.513 **1.822 **6.183 
Socio-demographic variables 
Time of residence in area as compared to age *− 0.007 – – − 0.012 − 0.012 0.989 
Age (years) ***0.191 – – 0.131 0.139 1.149 
Living independent from parents = 1 ***1.377 – – *1.308 1.285 3.615 
In education = 1 ***− 1.619 – – − 0.579 − 0.928 0.395 
Female = 1 0.224 – – 0.638 0.882 2.275 
Socio-economic variables 
Middle-income = 1 (ref: low) ** 0.648 – – − 0.393 − 0.170 0.844 
High-income = 1 (ref: low) ***− 1.194 – – *− 1.449 *− 1.592 *0.204 
Middle-education = 1 (ref: low) 0.117 – – 1.096 1.001 2.721 
High-education = 1 (ref: low) 0.254 – – 1.269 1.530 4.616 
Case study areas 
Clogher Valley (NI) = 1 (ref: NL) − 0.390 – – – **− 1.709 **0.181 
Südharz (GER) = 1 (ref: NL) *0.668 – – – − 0.232 0.793 
Nagelkerke R Square  0.18 0.33 0.57 0.61  

Cases included for bivariate tests = 206. Same cases included for all Multivariate tests = 129; listwise deletion. 
***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10. Regressions include a constant. Models are checked for multicollinearity. 
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show the differences between the areas. The dichotomous outcomes of a 
high appreciation of the eight factors were tested with the three areas as 
independent variables in Kruskal-Wallis tests (non-parametric alterna-
tive for ANOVA). In addition, Mann-Whitney tests were executed to 
further explore which area differed from the other areas. The back-
ground characteristics of the areas (Appendices C and D) will be used to 
interpret specific differences. With regard to material factors, a rela-
tively small share of young adults in Oost-Groningen, although just not 
significant, positively evaluated employment (46%). This may be related 
to the relatively long commuting time here. However, the reported 
commuting time in Oost-Groningen is only slightly longer than in 
Clogher Valley which suggests that young adults in Oost-Groningen 
might be more critical. Furthermore, differences in the evaluation of 
housing availability and affordability can be interpreted with character-
istics of the housing market in each area. In Oost-Groningen, the sub-
stantial share of young adults with a positive evaluation of housing 
availability and affordability (63.5%) can be partly explained by the 
possibilities provided by public affordable rent options which might 
ensure that young adults who were not able to afford to buy a dwelling 
still had access to housing. In Clogher Valley, the small share of young 
adults with a positive evaluation of housing availability and affordability 
(34.1%) can be explained by the fact that the planning limitations show 
the dependency on self-building customs. Moreover, the planning re-
strictions are not compensated with for instance public renting options. 
It could also be that young adults who are not from farm-families still 
experience a major disadvantage despite recent restrictions for self- 
building, compared to young adults from farm-families who have bet-
ter access of housing from vacant properties previously built by earlier 
generations. Gender may also play a role here since men mostly inherit 
these family dwellings (Appendix C). In Südharz, the large share of 
young adults who had a positive evaluation of housing availability and 
affordability (77.8%) is likely the result of inheriting practices which are 
more common here. Finally, the relative high use of local amenities in 
Clogher Valley by all age groups does not mean that a large share of 
young adults had a positive evaluation of services and facilities. 

With regard to symbolic factors, only a small share of young adults in 
Oost-Groningen had a positive sense of both general belonging to the area 
(55.8%) and being part of the community (46.2%). The latter share was 

however not unique in comparison to the other areas. This might be 
explained by the fact that Oost-Groningen is characterized by a rela-
tively small share of people who have always stayed in the area and who 
have a relatively high residential mobility. Such a context could un-
dermine the existence of a strong local network. However, a surprisingly 
small share of young adults in Clogher Valley had a positive sense of 
having local family and friends (49.4%) while the population of Clogher 
Valley is characterized by a low residential mobility. Finally, it is 
interesting to observe that more young adults had a positive sense of 
belonging to the less open landscapes in Clogher Valley (70.4%) and 
Südharz (85.7%) in comparison with the open landscape in Oost- 
Groningen. 

In summary, most young adults had a positive evaluation of the 
quality of life in the areas, a positive sense of their belonging to the area 
and the rural landscape. In contrast, a smaller share of young adults had 
a positive evaluation of employment opportunities and the availability 
and affordability of housing. In particular, the majority of young adults 
in all areas had a negative evaluation of the availability of services and 
facilities. Furthermore, only a limited share of young adults in all three 
areas had a positive sense of being part of the community. 

In addition, the results showed that each area showed different 
characteristics. Young adults in Oost-Groningen were distinctive with a 
small share of them having a positive evaluation of employment, and a 
positive sense of belonging to the area and its people. Young adults in 
Clogher Valley were distinctive with a small share of them having a 
positive evaluation of the availability and affordability of housing and a 
limited share of them having a positive sense of belonging to the area 
and its people. Young adults in Südharz were distinctive with a large 
share of them having a positive evaluation of the quality of life in the 
area and the availability and affordability of housing. In addition, a large 
share of them had a positive sense of belonging to the landscape and 
people in the area. 

5.2. Significant material and symbolic factors for the expectation to stay 

The vertical axis in Fig. 1 and Table 2 show the outcome of the lo-
gistic regression to predict the expectation to stay. Half of our young 
adults in the combined dataset expect to stay for the rest of lives. With 

Fig. 1. The importance of material and symbolic factors in the combined data set, n = 206.  
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59%, Südharz stands out with the largest share of young adults who 
expect to stay, while Oost-Groningen had the lowest share (43.4%). The 
regression indicated that symbolic factors had a slightly larger effect on 
the expectation to stay than the material factors. In particular, when 
controlled for the symbolic factors, the material factors quality of life and 
environment and employment are not important for the expectation to stay 
(Table 2; multiple regression model 2). These material factors are not 
significant together with symbolic factors but only become significant 
with including the control factors. This implies that the symbolic factors 
might be negotiated as more important at the expense of material 

factors. This supports the notion that symbolic factors are, although with 
small differences, more important than material factors with regard to 
the expectation to stay. As a robust-check for the small sample size and 
dwindling degrees of freedom, Appendix A provides a logistic regression 
with only the significant predictors from Table 2. It turns out that most 
predicting factors hold. Only the quality of life and environment and being 
part of the community are not significant in Appendix A. This is likely the 
result of an interaction with the control factors which are absent in 
Appendix A. The role of the rural quality of life and the local community 
might for instance increase with age. 

Fig. 2. a: The importance of material and symbolic factors in Oost-Groningen (NL), n = 52, b The importance of material and symbolic factors in Clogher Valley (NI), 
n = 82, c The importance of material and symbolic factors in Südharz, (GER), n = 72. 
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If we zoom in on the material factors, the model indicates that an 
expectation to stay for the rest of someone’s life was most likely among 
young adults who had a positive evaluation of the quality of life and 
environment. Although to a lesser extent, young adults had a stronger 
expectation to stay when they had a positive evaluation of employment. It 
is interesting to observe that young adults expect to stay regardless of 
their evaluation of housing availability and affordability and services and 
facilities. 

With regard to the symbolic factors, the model indicates that an 
expectation to stay for the rest of someone’s life was most likely among 
young adults who had a positive sense of being part of the community. It 
was also more likely among young adults who had a positive sense of 
general belonging to the area and belonging to landscape. It is interesting to 
observe that a strong sense of having local family and friends does not 
make young adults more likely to expect to stay. 

Although socio-demographic and socio-economic variables are not 
the focus of this paper, it is worthwhile to mention that the regression 
indicates that the shorter they have resided in the area, the more likely 
young adults are to stay for the rest of their lives. This may be the result 
of the long-term expectation to stay by young adults who just moved to 
the area as independent households without their parents. It is likely 
that they made a more definite choice than young adults who are still 
residing with their parents in the area, thus residing longer in the area, 
but who are still uncertain about their future and expectation to stay. 

The vertical axis in Fig. 2a–c visualizes the outcome in each area of 
the single logistic regressions to predict the expectation to stay (Ap-
pendix B.1). Appendix B.2 shows whether having a high appreciation of 
factors in one of the particular areas had an unique area-specific effect. It 
turns out that most factors seemed to have a unique effect when 
comparing Oost-Groningen with Clogher Valley and Südharz together. 
This should be used to interpret the vertical axis in Fig. 2a–c. Young 
adults in Oost-Groningen stand out because they are more likely to 
expect to stay when they positively evaluate services and facilities. At the 
same time, young adults in Oost-Groningen stand out because they are 
more likely to expect to stay regardless of whether they have a positive 
sense of being part of the community. 

Although the difference between Südharz and Clogher should be 
interpreted with care, some patterns for these two areas can be observed. 

The importance of employment is lower for the staying expectation in 
Clogher Valley than in the two other areas. Thus, young adults in 
Clogher Valley are more likely to expect to stay regardless of how they 
evaluate employment. In addition, it seems young adults in Clogher 
Valley seem to stand out because they are more likely to stay when they 
have a positive sense of having local family and friends. Nevertheless, 
Appendix B.2 indicates that this factor had no unique area effect. 
Finally, young adults in Südharz stand out because they are more likely 
to expect to stay regardless of whether they have a positive sense of 
belonging to landscape. Considering Appendix B.2, it seemed that espe-
cially Oost-Groningen had a unique effect where belonging to the 
landscape could be a condition for staying expectations. 

In summary, the following observations can be made for the com-
bined dataset. The expectation to stay for the rest of someone’s life was 
most likely among young adults who have a positive sense of belonging 
to the area and the community, and have a positive evaluation of the 
quality of life provided by rural areas. Despite differences in a particular 
area, the combined dataset indicated that young adults were more likely 
to expect to stay regardless of how they evaluate the availability of 
services and facilities, and the availability and affordability of housing. 
In addition, young adults were more likely to expect to stay regardless of 
whether they have a positive sense of having local family and friends. 
Overall, the symbolic factors were slightly more important than the 
material factors to predict the expectation to stay. However, it is 
important to be aware of the different geographical contexts such as in 
the case of the availability of services and facilities, and the perceived 
landscape. The next section will further analyze the implications of these 
geographical contexts for the importance of material and symbolic 
factors. 

6. Discussion: the importance of material and symbolic factors 

Figs. 1 and 2a-c enable us to simultaneously discuss the appreciation 
of material and symbolic factors, and their role in the expectation to 
stay. In general, the results showed that larger shares of young adults 
had a positive appreciation of symbolic factors than of material factors. 
In addition, symbolic factors played a larger role in the expectation to 
stay than material factors. However, both type of factors mattered. This 

Fig. 2. (continued). 
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underlines that the appreciation of rural areas and the expectation to 
stay depends on a mix of factors. Based on the results, we will discuss 
some observations. 

The most important observation is that the results confirmed that 
quality of life and environment (e.g., Pretty et al., 2006), belonging to 
landscape (e.g., Wiborg, 2004; Flint, 2007) and general belonging to the 
area (e.g., Thissen et al., 2010; Janning and Volk 2017) were positively 
appreciated by a large share of young adults and were also significant to 
predict the expectation to stay. This shows that environmental charac-
teristics and senses of belonging to the area, and less to the people, are 
very important. This was the case for the combined dataset and espe-
cially in the case of Oost-Groningen and less in the two other areas. The 
results showed that being part of the community was significant in pre-
dicting the expectation to stay in Clogher Valley and Südharz, however 
combined with a limited share of young adults who had a positive sense 
of this factor. This is in line with Wolfe et al. (2020) who stressed the 
need for young adults who seek to stay or leave to “cultivate higher 
levels of emotional connection and membership” (p.253). 

Despite the general finding that most young adults had a positive 
sense of belonging to the area, it is relevant to highlight some variation 
with regard to the particular landscape in the areas. Young adults in 
Südharz had a positive sense of belonging to the mountainous and 
forested landscape regardless of whether they expect to leave or stay. 
Young adults with a positive sense of belonging to the flat and open 
landscape in Oost-Groningen are more likely to stay than their peers 
which had no positive sense of belonging to the landscape. What is 
noteworthy here is that the landscape in Südharz can be considered as a 
rural idyllic landscape, while the landscape of Oost-Groningen is 
commonly considered as a rural “dull” landscape. It could be that a sense 
of belonging to the landscape in Südharz is just less important for young 
adults when they negotiate all factors but it could also be that the type of 
landscape plays a role here. Future research should focus on how young 
adults negotiate the sense of belonging to landscape in relation to other 
factors and whether the type of landscape matters in this negotiation. In 
addition, it would be interesting to include different generations because 
the different senses of belonging to the landscapes between Oost- 
Groningen and Südharz disappear for the total population with all age 
groups (Appendix D). 

The results showed that a limited share of our young adults had a 
positive evaluation of employment in two areas. But it played a smaller 
role in the combined dataset than could be expected from the literature 
(e.g., Bjarnason and Thorlindsson 2006). It is nevertheless interesting to 
discuss the role of area specific contexts. A substantial share of young 
adults in Südharz had a positive evaluation, most likely because of the 
local presence of the manufacturing industry. Nevertheless, the evalu-
ation of employment still predicts the expectation to stay here, which 
indicates that young adults want to leave when they face difficulties 
with finding jobs other than in the industry. In Oost-Groningen, a 
smaller share of young adults had a positive evaluation of employment 
and employment was significant to predict the expectation to stay. This 
could be the result of the relatively long commuting time in 
Oost-Groningen. 

The case of Clogher Valley was interesting because it illustrated the 
negotiation in favor of symbolic factors. Although we could not find area 
specific interactions for this factor, the sense of having local family and 
friends seemed to be only significant in Clogher Valley. In contrast, the 
small to limited shares of young adults with a positive evaluation of 
housing availability and affordability and employment does not coexist 
with these factors playing a role in the expectation to stay in Clogher 
Valley. It is interesting that housing was insignificant to predict the 
expectation to stay in Clogher Valley since Stockdale and Ferguson 
(2020) expressed their concern about the housing market here. It might 
be that young adults in Clogher Valley accept a less feasible dwelling 
while giving more importance to symbolic factors. Nevertheless, it is 
important to stress that just half of the young adults in Clogher Valley 
had a positive sense of having local family and friends which indicates 

that the negotiation in favor of symbolic factors does not apply to 
everyone. Future research should focus on potential negotiations be-
tween different factors through for instance multi-level analysis and 
qualitative studies. 

In contrast to Clogher Valley, only a small share of young adults in 
Oost-Groningen had a positive sense of having local family and friends. In 
addition, it did not play a role in the expectation to stay in Oost- 
Groningen. This is in line with Haukanes (2013) who observed that it 
is not so much social activities that matter, instead it is a symbolic 
feeling about rural areas that matters. The results showed that the sig-
nificance of having local family and friends disappeared after controlling 
for other factors. It seems that social reasons only play a role for the 
expectation to stay in a context in which substantial share of the pop-
ulation always stayed in the area, such as in the case in Clogher Valley. 
Whereas numerous studies stressed the importance of local social net-
works in rural areas (e.g., Pretty et al., 2006; Rauhut and Littke, 2016), 
our results illustrated that the importance of local social networks de-
pends on the area and the level of residential mobility of the population 
in an area. 

The case of Oost-Groningen can be further used to illustrate the 
potential role of the residential mobility of its population. In Oost- 
Groningen being part of the community did not play a role in expecting 
to stay. This could be explained by the high residential mobility of the 
population in Oost-Groningen. In such a context, the majority has no 
roots in the area which might prevent the feeling of being a stranger. The 
fact that young adults in Oost-Groningen were yet more likely to stay 
when they have a positive sense of general belonging to the area indicates 
that belonging to the area is a concern in Oost-Groningen. How a high 
residential mobility exactly plays a role in the sense of belonging is an 
interesting topic for future research. Then, it is also relevant to include 
the daily mobility of young adults. 

The lowest share of young adults with a positive appreciation was 
found for services and facilities. This low appreciation turned out to be 
insignificant to predict the expectation to stay in two areas. This con-
firms the notion of Elshof and Bailey (2015) in which young people have 
already low expectations about the availability of services and facilities. 
However, young adults in Oost-Groningen are more likely to expect to 
stay when they have a positive evaluation of services and facilities. This is 
despite the fact that more young adults have a positive evaluation here 
in comparison with the other areas. This implies that young adults in 
Oost-Groningen could be more critical towards the level of services and 
facilities than in the other areas. Future research might deal with the role 
of different mindsets across geographical contexts to accept levels of 
services and facilities while deciding to stay. 

Finally, it is important to reflect on four limitations of our data. First, 
the importance of factors might change if we would have applied the 
actual residential decisions instead of the expectation to stay. For 
instance, housing and employment might become more significant 
during upcoming life-events as finding a preferred job and starting a 
family in which young adults make more definite residential choices. 
Nevertheless, it turned out that half of the young adults were able to 
make a prediction to expect to stay for the rest of their life. Moreover, De 
Jong (2000) and Johnson et al. (2005) indicated that expectations to 
migrate or stay of young adults are proven to be good indicators of 
actual behavior. Second, the actual scale on which factors play a role 
might not reflect the scale that was applied in this paper. For instance, 
young adults might embrace a larger area than the study area while 
searching a job or evaluating services and young adults may focus on a 
smaller area than the study area when they belong more to their village 
than to the surrounding area. In addition, the evaluation of employment 
options, and services and facilities did not explicitly include the acces-
sibility of these factors. In reality, these factors will also be evaluated 
beyond the local scale which implies that we might have underestimated 
the actual importance of these factors. Future research should therefore 
try to include scale relevant operationalizations. Third, this paper is 
based on a relatively low number of respondents which increases the 
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likelihood of inaccurately denying the null-hypothesis (type-I error) and 
inaccurately verifying the null-hypothesis (type-II error). Nonetheless, 
the random and intensive household survey with a response rate of 
45–50% strongly decreases the likelihood of a type-I error and attention 
for the regional differences decreases the likelihood of a type-II error. 
Moreover, we made use of a larger dataset to provide context to the 
results. Fourth, it is important to be aware of the limited scope for 
geographical comparisons considering the small number of respondents. 
The danger is that differences are a coincidence. We aimed to tackle this 
issue by also including analyses of area-specific interactions. 

7. Conclusion 

This paper simultaneously analyzes the appreciation of material and 
symbolic factors, and the role of these factors for the expectation to stay. 
In doing so, we aimed to empirically contribute to a better under-
standing of the importance of material and symbolic factors for young 
adults residing in three different rural areas in the Netherlands, North-
ern Ireland and Germany. This paper discovered the following important 
observations. 

Whereas we could confirm the importance of environmental char-
acteristics of rural areas, we could not fully confirm the importance of 
social features of rural areas. It was especially surprising that the often- 
highlighted local social ties in rural areas might be considered as a 
vanishing feature of rural areas, at least in two of our areas. It might also 
be that this is not yet relevant for the younger generation. In addition, 
we find that belonging to the area and its environment was more com-
mon than belonging to the community. Still, a sense of community was 
important for young adults in their expectation to stay, implying that the 
sense of community is a concern. 

Although we should be careful to compare different areas with re-
gard to the small number of cases for each area, the findings in this paper 
underline the importance of comparative research to discover 
geographical differences in the importance of material and symbolic 
factors. The findings showed that symbolic factors related to people 
seem to be more importance in Clogher Valley and Südharz. Zooming in, 
the Northern Irish area Clogher Valley seems illustrative for the nego-
tiation in favor of symbolic factors. Here, a traditional close-knit society 
makes local social ties more important than the factors employment and 
housing availability and affordability. However, the limited share of 
young adults with a positive sense of these local social ties indicates that 
such a negotiation does not apply to all young adults in Clogher Valley. 
By contrast, the Dutch area Oost-Groningen was illustrative for a lower 
importance of symbolic factors which might be the result of the high 
residential mobility among the population. Finally, we illustrated the 
role of the type of landscape that can be perceived as rural “dull” or rural 
“idyll”. 

Furthermore, this paper can be useful for policymakers. An impor-
tant contribution is that this paper could increase awareness about the 
challenge to combine different strategies. Foster and Main (2018) 
stressed the danger that policies tend to focus on attracting new busi-
nesses to increase local employment which will at the same time nega-
tively influence the evaluation and sense of environmental 
characteristics which made young adults stay in the first place. On the 
other hand, the dilemma is that maintaining environmental character-
istics in return limits the options to improve factors such as housing, 
services and facilities, and employment which are negatively evaluated, 
however do not play a role in the expectation to stay. 

Although some studies stressed the need to combine different factors 
(Theodori and Theodori, 2015; PrettyBramston et al., 2006), one could 
argue that combining strategies will result in a net loss of being effective 
in improving the appreciation of factors as well as being effective in 
persuading staying. Hence, some areas made a clear choice to maintain 
the positive residential appreciations and give up strategies to persuade 
young adults who are seeking whether to stay or not. An example is the 
region of Juuka in Finland which is increasingly aware that livability 

should be derived from something else than maintaining or increasing 
the population, and should instead be derived from “soft” factors (Copus 
et al., 2020) such as the appreciation of natural environmental 
characteristics. 

Another challenge is that some factors are very intangible and seem 
hard to be influenced by policies. This is especially applicable for the 
sense of community which turned out to be the factor where one could 
make the greatest impact. The paradox is that we find that the sense of 
community could be considered a concern with a limited share of young 
adults having a positive sense of community however still being sig-
nificant to predict the expectation to stay in two of our areas. In contrast, 
the physical characteristics in the area are more tangible but also turned 
out to be already highly appreciated in all areas. One could argue to 
focus on maintaining the rural by protecting what makes rural life 
already attractive and accept that some factors are just hard to steer by 
policies. In addition, one should perhaps not be tempted to focus on the 
need to improve housing possibilities as a tangible strategy, despite this 
is commonly highlighted in the public debate. 

Before policymakers can deal with the challenges described here, one 
should first carefully consider what particular local assets are empha-
sized by young adults in their area. Similar approaches such as in this 
paper could be good starting point to make policymakers more aware of 
the importance of particular factors in their region. This paper illus-
trated the relevance to be aware of different regional contexts, such as 
the residential mobility of the population, while analyzing material 
factors and symbolic factors. Policy-makers should be careful to apply 
outcomes from studies conducted in other geographical contexts as their 
own. 

To conclude, although this paper showed that symbolic factors were 
more important than material factors, material factors mattered too. 
Especially social aspects of symbolic factors were less important for 
young adults than often claimed in the literature, however the particular 
regional context seems to matter here. It nuances the much attention 
given to symbolic factors in the staying literature and shows how 
important it is to simultaneously analyze material and symbolic factors. 
In the end, staying or leaving is a matter of making compromises in 
which young adults negotiate the role of certain factors, sometimes 
regardless of how they appreciate these factors. A key contribution of 
this paper is that it showed that factors which play a role in staying 
expectations were often already highly appreciated, whereas factors 
which showed limited appreciations are perhaps less of a concern for 
policies which aim to promote staying. The latter especially applies for 
the appreciation of housing options and partly also applies for 
employment options. Nevertheless, providing sufficient options for 
young adults who already decide to stay should not be forgotten to make 
them able to stay. 
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leaving the Swedish peripheral region Västernorrland.  J. Rural Stud. 43, 301–310. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2015.05.003. 

Rerat, P., 2014. Highly qualified rural youth: why do young graduates return to their 
home region? Child Geogr. 12 (1), 70–86. 

Stockdale, A., 2002. Out-migration from rural Scotland: the importance of family and 
social networks. Sociol. Rural. 42 (1), 41–64. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467- 
9523.00201. 

Stockdale, A., Theunissen, N., Haartsen, T., 2018. Staying in a state of flux: a life course 
perspective on the diverse staying processes of rural young adults. Popul. Space 
Place 24 (4), e2139. https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2139. 

Stockdale, A., Ferguson, S., 2020. Planning to stay in the countryside: the insider- 
advantages of young adults from farm families. J. Rural Stud. 78, 364–371. 

Theodori, A.E., Theodori, G.L., 2015. The influences of community attachment, sense of 
community, and educational aspirations upon the migration expectations of rural 
youth in Texas. Community Dev. 46 (4), 380–391. 

Thissen, F., Droogleever Fortuijn, J., Strijker, D., Haartsen, T., 2010. Migration 
expectations of rural youth in the westhoek, flanders, Belgium and the veenkolonien, 
The Netherlands. J. Rural Stud. 26, 428–436. 

Ulrich-Schad, J.D., Henly, M., Safford, T.G., 2013. The role of community assessments, 
place, and the great recession in the migration expectations of rural Americans. 
Rural Sociol. 78 (3), 371–398. https://doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12016. 

Vanderbeck, R.M., Morse Dunkley, C., 2003. Young people’s narratives of rural-urban 
difference. Child Geogr. 1 (2), 241–259. https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280302192. 

Wang, D., de Jong Hagedorn, A., McLaughlin, D.K., 2021. Patterns of educational, 
occupational, and residential aspirations of rural youth: the role of family, school, 
and community. Rural Sociol. 86 (2), 177–203. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
ruso.12331. 

White, B., 2012. Agriculture and the generation problem: rural youth, employment and 
the future of farming. IDS Bull. 43 (6), 9–19. 

Wiborg, A., 2004. Place, nature and migration: students’ attachment to their rural home 
places. Sociol. Rural. 44 (4), 416–432. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467- 
9523.2004.00284.x. 

Wolfe, A.W., Black, L.W., Welser, H.T., 2020. Sense of community and migration 
expectations among rural young professionals. Rural Sociol. 85 (1), 235–257. https 
://doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12289. 

H. Hofstede et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2022.07.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2022.07.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2005.09.004
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref2
https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/nieuws/2019/14/meer-huishoudens-binnen-twee-jaar-verhuisd/verhuisgeneigden
https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/nieuws/2019/14/meer-huishoudens-binnen-twee-jaar-verhuisd/verhuisgeneigden
https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/nieuws/2019/14/meer-huishoudens-binnen-twee-jaar-verhuisd/verhuisgeneigden
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2006.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2006.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017016640685
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017016640685
https://doi.org/10.1080/15575330903279606
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref10
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2017.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2133
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2133
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2015.1112886
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijpg.230
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijpg.230
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref16
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2017.1358392
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref18
https://doi.org/10.1177/1103308813477467
https://doi.org/10.1177/1103308813477467
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref20
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.00212
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2016.1277183
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2016.1277183
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref23
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280302189
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649360701789535
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649360701789535
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref27
https://doi.org/10.7366/wir042015/06
https://doi.org/10.7366/wir042015/06
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2017.1321136
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2017.1321136
https://doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12044
https://doi.org/10.1080/17421772.2010.540031
https://doi.org/10.1080/17421772.2010.540031
https://doi.org/10.1080/00330124.2017.1365309
https://doi.org/10.1080/00330124.2017.1365309
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref33
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref33
https://doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2012.855707
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764206290636
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764206290636
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-011-9690-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-011-9690-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2015.05.003
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref38
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref38
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00201
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00201
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2139
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref41
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref41
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref42
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref42
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref42
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref43
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref43
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref43
https://doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12016
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280302192
https://doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12331
https://doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12331
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref47
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0743-0167(22)00177-2/sref47
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2004.00284.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2004.00284.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12289
https://doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12289

	The appreciation of rural areas and their contribution to young adults’ staying expectations
	1 Introduction
	2 Theory
	2.1 Material factors
	2.2 Symbolic factors
	2.3 Life-course and personal attributes: socio-demographic and socio-economic variables

	3 Summary
	4 Methods
	4.1 Survey process
	4.2 Operationalization
	4.3 Characteristics of the areas
	4.4 Analysis

	5 Results
	5.1 The appreciation of material factors and symbolic factors
	5.2 Significant material and symbolic factors for the expectation to stay

	6 Discussion: the importance of material and symbolic factors
	7 Conclusion
	Funding
	Declaration of competing interest
	Acknowledgments
	Appendix A Supplementary data
	References


