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Abstract

In line with the increased attention for residential experiences of young adults in

rural areas, this paper explores the diversity of residential motives and combines

them into overarching residential orientations. Based on survey data, we distinguish

five residential orientations on rural identity, family, livability, housing and employ-

ment. These orientations are analysed on the basis of residential history, expecta-

tion to stay, agency about residential choices and sociodemographics of young

adults. This paper finds that most of the young adults have the expectation to stay in

their rural home region for the rest of their lives or at least for the upcoming 10

years. In addition, most of them experience a free choice to reside in their rural home

areas. Young adults possess five residential orientations which do not differ much

with regard to residential history and the expectation to stay. Nevertheless, whereas

the family residential orientation is the most general orientation among young

adults, the rural identity residential orientation stands out with specific character-

istics among young adults. A stronger rural identity orientation is most likely among

independent young adults who experience agency in their residential choice and

who expect to stay in the study areas.

K E YWORD S

expectation to stay, residential history agency, residential motives, rural young adults

1 | INTRODUCTION

Despite increased attention being paid to residential immobility

as a worthwhile subject in itself (e.g., Cooke, 2011; Coulter

et al., 2016; Schewel, 2020), ‘few studies engage directly with

immobility and actual stayers’ (Stockdale & Haartsen, 2018; p. 1).

In particular, young adults (18−30 years old) in rural areas are

often perceived as failing to leave in a context of a dominant

‘mobility imperative’ (e.g., Nugin, 2014; Farrugia, 2016). Mobility

seems to be the norm and, as a result, ‘young adults who do not

conform to this norm and ‘stay put’ are rarely studied’ (Stockdale

& Theunissen, 2018; p. 1). Moreover, studies on young adults'

residential choices usually focus on out‐migration from rural

areas and on return urban−rural migration (e.g., Escribano, 2007;

Haartsen & Thissen, 2014). Furthermore, this is often limited to a

highly educated research population (e.g., Rérat, 2014; Simões

et al., 2019). The selective focus on mobility involves the risk that

young adult rural stayers are perceived as a residual category: as

those who did not actively decide to stay but merely failed to

leave the rural context. As a result, they are often considered as a

homogeneous group with unambiguous motives for residing in

rural areas.
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This paper emphasises the diversity of residential choices among

young adults in rural areas. We aim to explore diverse patterns of

their choices for currently residing in a rural area. We apply the term

‘residential orientations’ to analyse abstract patterns of residential

motives. Residential orientations can consist of residential motives

which share a common nature or consist of one distinctive residential

motive which stands alone. For example, Haartsen and Thissen

(2014) distinguished four orientations in the motives of young adults

who return to their rural home area. Similar to this, Wang et al. (2021)

identified five types of aspiration among rural youth in Pennsylvania

based on educational, occupational and residential aspects. These

promising attempts offer a useful ground to further explore

residential motivations among young adults in rural areas.

The main contribution of this paper, in particular, lies in it

combining residential choices in the past and in the present, and

expectations about future residential choices. This is in line with the

notion of a biographical approach to migration in which (im‐)mobility

decisions are ‘informed by present contexts or circumstances, but

also shaped by past experiences and future anticipations’ (Barcus &

Halfacree, 2018; p. 118). While most studies have focused on either

residential history or a future expectationto stay, this paper includes

both, with current residential motivations as a reference point. We

argue that staying should not be perceived as a simple residual of

out‐migration, although it should also not be perceived indepen-

dently from mobility.

In addition, Halfacree and Boyle (1993) stress that residential

decisions ‘should not be seen deterministically, with past actions and

experienced dictating current behaviour’ (p. 337). In this way, they

highlight the role of human agency in individual biographies. Young

adults remaining in rural area are increasingly considered as making a

deliberate choice (e.g., Forsberg, 2019). Hence, this paper explores

how agency relates to different residential motivations. While the

concept of agency is rarely quantified in the literature on residential

choices, our paper also offers an exploration of how to quantify

agency in relation to decisions to reside in the rural.

A better understanding of residential motivations of young adults

in rural areas is of great importance in addressing the issues of

depopulation and ageing in rural areas. Young adults have ‘a key

position as far as the future of the remote rural areas, in particular, is

concerned, for without renewal of their population from within, these

areas cannot remain viable or maintain their economic functions in

the long‐term’ (Muilu & Rusanen, 2003; 295). This paper hopes to

encourage regional policymakers to acknowledge the plural needs of

young adults in rural areas and create tailor‐made policies to support

different types of young adults who want to stay in rural areas.

The paper starts with a discussion of the literature on different

residential motives from four perspectives: residential history, the

future expectation to stay, the level of agency and socio‐

demographics such as stage of the life course and personal attributes.

In addition, the theoretical section discusses different residential

motives that are acknowledged in the literature, and that are

operationalized into specific items about residential motives in our

survey. Subsequently, these specific residential motives are analysed

to create five more abstract residential orientations. Finally, the paper

further explores these residential orientations with bivariate tests on

the four perspectives.

2 | THEORY

The theory section is organised according to the four perspectives

which are used to analyse residential motives for currently residing in

the rural study areas: residential history, expectation to stay, agency

and sociodemographics. Within each of these perspectives, we

discuss the diverse residential motives that play a role in the

residential choice making, structured into different domains: social,

environmental, identity and utilitarian. Eventually, the results will

present how specific residential motives coexist in larger abstract

residential orientations.

The different domains in the processes of residential choices

entail the following. The social domain relates to motives such as

being close to friends or family (e.g., Stockdale, 2018). The

environmental domain relates to motives such as wanting to live in

a rural landscape or a rural location (e.g., Feijten et al., 2008). The

identity domain relates to motives based on being attached to an area

(e.g., Mellander et al., 2011), while the utilitarian domain relates to

motives such as housing and work (e.g., Stockdale & Ferguson, 2020)

or facilities such as a neighbourhood centre.

2.1 | Residential history

Residential motives such as place attachment, living close to family

and friends or a preference for a rural location are related to past

residential experiences in a rural residential location. The most

common way to define such past experience is residential history,

that is, the actual length of residence in a particular area. Generally,

as the residential period in a particular area proceeds, the motives to

reside in this area tend to gradually increase. However, residential

motives differ in their relation to residential history. For instance,

Erickson et al. (2018) showed that community attachment was higher

than utilitarian satisfaction among young adults who resided longer in

rural Montana, which did not play a role. Thus, when we consider that

the concept of community attachment is related to the social or

identity domains, it appears that social or identity‐based motives

increase in importance more than utilitarian motives, the longer the

residence.

In addition, some studies interpret the length of residence in

terms of a dichotomous comparison between ‘newcomers’ and ‘long‐

term’ residents. Escribano (2007), for example, found that the

majority of newcomers face difficulties in establishing strong

relations with locals. Nevertheless, Watt (2009) illustrated that

newcomers can establish social relations but choose to belong

selectively and exclude relations with people and areas which they do

not prefer. This might be partly explained by the fact that some

newcomers may have already resided in the rural area or even in their
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current residential home region. Thus, while Rivera Escribano

highlighted the difficulties of developing a social motive among

newcomers, Watt revealed the possibility of newcomers developing a

certain social motive, although selectively.

Of particular interest is the role of the rural setting in general. For

instance, Feijten et al. (2008) showed that an urban‐rural move may be

shaped by a rural experience during childhood. This might imply that

some people have an attachment to rural life regardless of a specific

rural location. In this respect, it would be interesting to explore

whether a longer residential period in rural areas other than the

current area results in stronger residential motives toward the latter.

2.2 | Expectation to stay

Numerous studies use the excpectation to move or to stay in their

analysis of which motives play a role in residential choices. In general,

different motives play a role in the expectation to stay in, return to or

leave a rural region. Regardless of specific age groups, for the

expectation to stay, it appears that motives related to the social

domain and motives related to identity are more important than

work‐related motives (e.g., Mellander et al., 2011). For instance,

future plans to stay in rural areas are often strongly related to social

aspects of rural community life (Stockdale & Haartsen, 2018).

With regard to young adults, previous studies indicate the

combined importance of socially related, identity related and

utilitarian related residential motives. For instance, Bjarnason and

Thorlindsson (2006) showed how the expectation to stay or leave

may be dependent on family (social), local identity (identity) and work

and housing (utilitarian) motives. On this basis, migration expecta-

tions would be related to where young adults expect to find work and

where they feel at home. Theodori and Theodori (2015) and Simões

et al. (2019) found similar results for rural youth and graduate return

migrants, respectively. Furthermore, Stockdale and Catney (2014) as

well as Stockdale and Ferguson (2020) suggested that family

traditions and a planning system in Northern Ireland supports

housing and job opportunities and enables urban to rural migration

or staying in a rural area. For example, the opportunity to build a

dwelling on family land in a rural area might be a motive to stay.

In particular, there seems to be no consensus about the relation

between the importance of different residential motives and

expectations to stay. Stockdale et al. (2018) suggested that young

adults who have the expectation to stay long term are primarily

driven by social motives, while those with the expectation to stay

short term are more driven by utilitarian motives. Although based on

two regions, this result relied on qualitative data, which limits

generalisation. In contrast, Haartsen and Thissen (2014) did not find

that lower levels of social and family‐based motives resulted in more

short‐term migration expectations. Although based on quantitative

data, Haartsen and Thissen (2014) only include return migrants in one

region. The use of quantitative data for a broader population of

young adults may help to improve our understanding of how

residential motives relate to expectations to stay.

2.3 | Agency

Studies are increasingly acknowledging the role of agency in the

residential choices of rural stayers (Stockdale & Haartsen, 2018). In

contrast to the image of staying as a failure to leave, Hjälm (2014;

p. 577) showed that staying is ‘by no means just something that

happened to the informants, but is rather an active and informed

choice’. Likewise, Schewel (2020; p. 3) notes how ‘staying also

reflects and requires agency’. Thus, by being aware of their choice,

different types of stayers can be identified based on different

compositions of agency.

Based on the literature on agency (e.g., Hitlin & Kirkpatrick

Johnson, 2015) we apply a distinction between perceived life

chances and perceived constraints. This distinction is also present

in the (im‐)mobility literature with for instance the labelling of ‘still’ or

‘stuck’ by Coulter et al. (2016). The concept of ‘still’ focuses on

perceived life chances and considers staying as the result of an active

and personal choice. The concept of ‘stuck’ focuses on perceived

constraints and considers staying as the result of external influences

for the individual. In addition, the literature on agency also defines

agency in the context of social relations (e.g., Hitlin & Elder, 2006).

This is also present in the staying rural literature with for instance

Stockdale et al. (2018; p. 2) who argued that ‘individual biographies

are rarely, if ever, devoid of the influence of others’.

Studies specifically about young adults' residential decisions in

rural areas have also attempted to capture the role of agency. For

instance, Stockdale et al. (2018) demonstrated how young adults

negotiate between the individual and the social contexts in their

decision to stay. For some, staying is a deliberate decision based on a

strong identification with their home area, while others experience

tensions between family and career motives in deciding to stay or

leave. Nevertheless, Stockdale et al. (2018) stressed that most of

those who stay make a deliberate decision to do so. Forsberg (2019)

also observed that only a few young adults should be considered

forced stayers. Thus, it seems that most young adults experience a

freedom of choice in their residential location. It is, however,

important to note that some young adults are dependent on the

linked lives of their parents' residential decisions and have not yet

made individual decisions on where to reside themselves.

Nevertheless, scholars should take a critical look at whether

people make a free choice to remain or whether they decide that

they belong as a justification to stay. For instance, rural youth may

experience conflicts between educational, occupational and residen-

tial choices (Wang et al., 2021). This is perhaps why Morse and

Mudgett (2018) coined the concept of ‘bittersweet immobility’, refer-

ring to people who stay due to experiencing a high level of place

attachment while actually aspiring to leave. Similarly, L. Jamieson

(2000; p. 218) highlighted stayers who ‘were predisposed to accept

lower aspirations concerning their work life because of the benefits

of being surrounded by family and friends who have no plans to

leave’. Nonetheless, this need not imply that young adults experience

bittersweet immobility, as young adults could also deliberately adapt

to staying and in this way preserve their free choice, as emphasised
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by Stockdale et al. (2018). The debate about agency with respect to

potential trade‐offs requires further research that relates agency to

different residential motives.

2.4 | Socio‐demographic characteristics

Finally, some of the literature focuses on the interactive role of

sociodemographic characteristics and residential motives. However,

to begin with, it is important to note that the 18–30‐year age group

cannot be considered as a homogenous life course stage. Some

young adults might leave their parents' home at a young age, while

others may stay with their parents for a relatively long period. For

instance, Haartsen and Thissen (2014) showed that young adults who

returned to their parental home were likely to have a strong social

motive. It might also be expected that young adults who stay with

their parents could have a strong housing motive, as the parental

home offers them an affordable housing option.

With regard to the career characteristics of education and

income, Wang et al. (2021) found that high educational aspirations

both coexist and conflict with a rural motive. In addition, Morse and

Mudgett (2018) suggested that stayers, regardless of their age group,

might place a high level of geographical attachment above their

career aspirations. Furthermore, it might also be expected that

certain utilitarian motives such as housing are stronger among young

adults with a lower income, which reflects affordable housing options

in rural areas.

Finally, with regard to the factor of gender in particular, Fischer

and Malmberg (2001: 369) indicated that ‘women seem to be more

strongly committed to projects and to people in the locality’. In this

regard, Haartsen and Thissen (2014) showed that women were more

inclined than men to have a family motive when returning to rural

areas.

2.5 | Summary

The literature overview highlights a biographical approach to

migration in which (im‐)mobility decisions are shaped in a context

of past experiences, present circumstances and future anticipations.

It appears that past experiences in the individual biographies such as

residential history play an important role in relation to social

residential motives, and the question arises of whether the presence

of different motives can be associated with having residential

biography in a rural setting in general. Furthermore, although studies

seem to indicate that most residential motives are equally related to

the expectation to stay, there is also empirical evidence to suggest

that social and (rural) identity motives dominate.

In addition, the literature review highlights the role of human

agency in individual biographies, in line with the notion that

residential decisions should not be considered deterministically. The

literature seems to provide evidence, albeit mostly qualitative, that

most young adults experience a free choice in deciding where they

want to reside. However, questions arise about the variations in

agency in relation to different residential motives. Finally, it is

important to note that young adults as an age group cannot be

considered as partaking in one homogenous life course stage, and it is

important to be aware of potential variations in residential motives

based on income and gender. The next section will explain our

methodological approach for analysing this apparent diversity of

aspects in the residential decision process.

3 | METHODOLOGY

3.1 | Survey process: Sampling and collection

The survey was conducted during the second half of 2019 in eastern

Groningen (Netherlands), the Clogher Valley (Northern Ireland) and

Südharz (Germany). These areas are being studied as part of the

STAYin(g)Rural project. Similar developments have occurred in these

three areas in terms of depopulation, ageing and out‐migration of

young adults. The specific localities selected for the survey within the

study areas consisted of settlements of up to 2000 inhabitants and

the surrounding countryside outside the built‐up area. Subsequently,

2500 addresses, which accounted for one‐third of all addresses, were

selected from each area by random selection on street level for the

built‐up area and by a random cluster approach for the countryside

outside the built‐up area. In this way, the respondents were selected

regardless of their residential history to avoid a narrow focus on

either newcomers or long‐term residents. Finally, of all adults living at

the specific address, the adult who had most recently celebrated their

birthday was invited to fill out the questionnaire.

The actual data collection followed several steps. First, a

questionnaire and an invitation letter were delivered to the addresses

selected, with the aim of offering a face‐to‐face explanation of the

survey to the potential respondent. This was followed by a maximum

of two pick‐up rounds in person. Each address was visited at least

once on a working day and once on a Saturday. In case of no

response after the second pick‐up visit, a postage‐free return

envelope was left to send in the questionnaire.

The survey had a response rate of 45% for the total data set. The

group of young adults included those between the ages of 18 and up

to 30, which is the most commonly applied definition (e.g., Stockdale

et al., 2018). Ultimately, 206 cases of young adults were included in

the study reported in this paper. Supporting Information: Appendix 1

shows the descriptive statistics for all of the young adults. A check of

the representativity made it clear that women were over‐represented

in our data set compared to the overall study population. Thus, a

weight factor was applied for gender.

3.2 | Operationalization

The survey consisted of questions about residential motives for

currently residing in the area, residential history, expectation to stay,

4 of 12 | HOFSTEDE ET AL.
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levels of agency and socio‐demographics. The specific motives to

currently reside in the area were operationalized through 10 items on

why respondents currently reside in the study area, with responses

on a 10‐point scale of levels of importance. In line with the motives

discussed in the literature, the motives covered the social (friends and

family), environmental (rural landscape and location) identity (rural

belonging and preference), and utilitarian (amenities, quality of life,

housing and employment) domains.

Residential history was measured by the length of residence in

the study area and in other rural areas. The length of residence was

derived from a table in which respondents listed all their residential

moves, with details about age, place and residential environment.

With regard to the expectation to stay, we stressed the notion of

staying as a nuanced spectrum. This meant that the expectation to

stay could vary between very definitive plans to stay for the rest of

one's life to very uncertain plans, in contrast to studies which applied

a dichotomous measure (e.g., Bjarnason & Edvardsson, 2017;

Bjarnason & Thorlindsson, 2006; Theodori & Theodori, 2015). Thus,

to measure the expectation to stay, respondents were asked: How

long do you actually expect to stay?, with answer categories of: Up to 2

years, Up to 5 years, Up to 10 years and The rest of my life. We applied

these categories instead of the open option of allowing the number

of years to be filled in by the respondent, because our experience

indicated that the latter increased the likelihood of missing data. The

specific categories were chosen to include both short‐term stayers

and long‐term stayers.

The issue of agency was measured in different ways. We chose

to measure agency to align with the theoretical discussions in the

agency literature and apply the distinction between a focus on life

chances and a focus on constraints. This was translated into survey

questions on staying as a personal choice and staying in the context

of experiencing constraints without other options than to stay.

Agency was measured in the social context through a question about

the degree of involvement in the choice to reside in the area, which

included the response options of: Individual decision, Joint decision,

Someone else's decision or It just happened. Agency was measured as a

personal choice by asking respondents: If you had a free choice of

where to live, would you live in this area? (yes/no). Agency was

measured as a result of constraints by asking respondents on a 5‐

point scale whether they agreed with the statement: I have no option

but to stay in this area.

Finally, the sociodemographics included the life course stages of

being independent from parents/grandparent(s), having children or

not, the total income of the household, the highest level of education

achieved thus far and gender. There are two important elements of

the socio‐demographics that should be mentioned. First, the variables

of income and education were initially measured using six categories

but these were latter combined into three categories to deal with the

low numbers in certain categories and to reflect the natural breaks in

the distribution. Second, the income categories were operationalized

in the context of the specific country as long as they fit within the

distribution of the European Social Survey, to ensure harmonisation

of income categories in the combined data set.

3.3 | Analysis

Inspired by the analytical approach of Haartsen and Thissen (2014),

we conducted an analysis on how the specific residential motives are

related to each other, with the aim of identifying overarching

residential orientations. Motives which share a similar nature or a

motive which stands alone form a residential orientation. Residential

orientations based on more than one motive were formed using an

aggregated score of related motives and should be interpreted as

more abstract patterns in the choice to currently reside in the area.

So, whereas the specific residential motives were based on the

theory and thus followed a conceptually‐driven approach, the more

abstract residential orientations are mostly based on the patterns in

the data and thus mostly followed an empirically‐driven approach.

To analyse the patterns in the residential motives, we performed

a manual analysis of correlations between individual motives. This

approach was chosen instead of the option of a factor analysis for all

motives, because a factor analysis would not provide reliable

outcomes due to the low sample in relation to the number of items.

Alternatively, individual motives which correlated substantially

(r > 0.5) were combined to form a distinctive residential orientation.

It is important to note that the residential motives are not

interchangeable with the residential orientations, although it is

possible that a single motive could be relatively unrelated to the

other motives and thus could form an orientation based on a single

motive.

Consequently, the residential orientations toward currently

residing in the area were related to both the residential histories

and the future expectations to stay of our respondents. It is

important to be aware that the expectation to stay is, of course,

actually the current perception about future expectations to stay or

leave. In addition, the current residential orientations were analysed

along with the perspectives of agency and the sociodemographics.

In line with Haartsen and Thissen (2014), this analysis was

conducted using bivariate nonparametric tests. We used these

bivariate tests due to the nature of our approach, which combines

the past, the present and the future. This approach did not allow us to

analyse the variables together in a multivariate test for each

orientation, which requires one and the same dependent variable. It

would be inaccurate to apply a multiple regression because some

variables are more founded in the past, whereas others are more

related to present experiences or to future expectations. For

instance, the residential history could be considered as an origin of

the development of orientations while the expectation to stay may be

a result of residential orientations that are already present. That is

why a multiple regression did not match with our explorative aim to

analyse the past and future simultaneously. Bivariate nonparametric

tests enable us to explore the past and future simultaneously and are

therefore preferable over more traditional statistical approaches.

In addition, we conducted nonparametric tests to analyse

residential orientations for the following reasons. First of all, a

Likert‐scale is theoretically an ordinal measure which cannot be

considered an interval scale (e.g., S. Jamieson, 2004). Nevertheless,
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the danger of approaching a Likert‐scale as an interval scale can be

decreased by including a higher number of items. For instance, Wu

and Leung (2017) found that creating a combined Likert‐scale

requires at least 11 items to overcome the dangers of approaching

ordinal data as an interval scale. However, the orientations in this

paper were mainly measured by one or two items and, in one case,

four items. Beyond the controversy of being ordinal or interval, it is

important to ensure that the normal distribution is not violated when

using parametric tests. However, this condition was not met because

two orientations in this paper did not meet the normality assumption.

Consequently, nonparametric tests do not require the assumption of

normality.

Ultimately, we applied three different tests to analyse the ordinal

scores on the five residential orientations. Kruskal–Wallis (KW) tests

were applied to analyse variables with more than two categories;

Mann−Whitney tests were applied to analyse dichotomous variables;

and Spearman rank correlations were used to analyse ordinal or ratio

variables. However, it is important to note that we applied a KW test

for the income variable despite its ordinal nature to preserve

differences between the specific categories.

Finally, it is worthwhile to mention that this paper mainly explores

young adults' choice to currently reside in rural areas without

considering the differences in the three rural areas. In another paper

within the STAYin(g)Rural project, we address the geographical

context in each area and compare the importance of different factors

for young adults' expectations to stay (Hofstede et al., 2022).

4 | RESULTS

4.1 | Residential orientations

Table 1 presents the scores for individual motives for and the five

residential orientations toward residing in the study area. The motives to

be close to family members, housing and preference for a rural location are

the most important and family responsibilities the least important.

Interesting here is also the relatively low score of the employment motive.

This might be because rural young adults are sufficiently mobile and thus

can reside in the study areas without jeopardising work.

The first step in creating residential orientations was to analyse

the correlations between the 10 individual residential motives

(Supporting Information: Appendix 2). Our argumentation to form

residential orientations follows an empirically‐driven approach. Three

of our five orientations matched with the conceptual domains. The

rural identity orientation did not match with the conceptual domains

because it also included the motive to be close to friends. In previous

research, being close to friends is typically framed under the social

domain. For the livability orientation, we applied a conceptually‐

driven rationale next to the empirically‐driven approach. Our

approach resulted in reliable residential orientations scores with very

sufficient levels of Cronbach's alpha. Cases were included through

listwise selection, which means that only cases that had no missing

data on the motives were included. A review of substantial

correlations (r > 0.5) revealed five orientations (Table 1).

TABLE 1 Importance of residential
orientations (in bolt) based on residential
motives (score 1−10) for residing in the
study areas

Importance
(1−10; mean)

Reliability
(Cronbach's alpha)

Housing orientation (n = 196) 6.9 NA

Housing (availability/affordability) 6.90

Rural identity orientation (n = 193) 6.2 0.816

Strong sense of belonging to this area 5.83

Preference for a rural location 6.96

Study area landscape 6.03

To be close to friends 5.88

Family orientation (n = 195) 6.1 0.706

To be close to family members 7.31

Family responsibilities (e.g., caring for parent/s) 4.90

Livability orientation (n = 195) 6.0 0.743

Overall quality of life in this area 6.11

Availability of services and facilities (e.g., schools,
GP surgeries and shops)

5.96

Employment orientation (n = 194) 5.8 NA

Employment (including own business) 5.80

aNote: Bold numbers are used to differentiate this as the combined score of the item below it. For

instance, Familiy orientation is a combintation of “to be close to family members” and “family
responsibilities.”
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First, correlations between belonging, rural location and land-

scape created a rural identity orientation. This entails an environ-

mental and social attachment to rural areas. A rural identity

orientation is also related to the biographical notion to (im‐)mobility

in which young adults experience transitions to adulthood which

include identity formations, such as a rural identity. The motive to be

close to friends was added to the rural identity orientation through its

substantial correlation with strong sense of belonging to this area. It is

somewhat surprising that the social motive to be close to friends

correlated more strongly with a strong sense of belonging to this area

than with to be close to family members. In addition, a rural location

and a sense of belonging correlated more with being close to friends

than being close to family.

The two motives about family mainly correlated internally,

together creating the family orientation. In addition, in their

biographical transition to adulthood, young adults start to reflect

on and (re)consider the importance of family in their lives. For most,

especially in young adulthood, having family members close by (still)

functions as a comforting and supporting anchor in life.

Third, in the process of becoming independent, young adults may

start to consider how important the livability of their residential area

is for them. Although the motive overall quality of life was also related

to the rural identity orientation, we combined the overall quality of life

with the availability of services and facilities to create a livability

orientation because they share a utilitarian nature.

Finally, when becoming independent, young adults start to

evaluate the relative importance of housing possibilities and career

ambitions. The housing and employment motives stood out as

separate orientations with relatively low correlations with the other

residential motives and low correlations between housing and

employment themselves.

4.2 | Descriptive features of the expectation to
stay, residential history and agency

This section will provide a statistical description of the three main

theoretical variables (Table 2). The sociodemographics are presented

in Supporting Information: Appendix 1. With regard to residential

history, it was not surprising to find that young adults had resided in

the rural study areas for the majority of their lives, including

childhood, considering the early life course. With regard to the

expectationto stay, Table 2 reveals that half of the young adults

expected to stay in the study area for the rest of their lives. In

addition, one‐third of the young adults expected to stay for 5 or 10

years.

The topic of agency indicates a high level of free choice among

young adults in rural areas: two third of the young adults in rural

areas stated that they would also live in the area if it was a matter of

free choice. Moreover, a large majority did not perceive constraints

or being ‘stuck’ with respect to staying in the future. A smaller

majority had made an individual or at least a shared decision. Overall,

it is evident that the general idea that most stayers have agency and

make a deliberate choice also applies to young adults in this study,

despite the fact that one‐third of the respondents were still residing

with their parents. Nevertheless, it is important to note that 32% of

the young adults would not have resided in the study areas if they

had a free choice.

4.3 | Characterising residential orientations

A more complex understanding of the five residential orientations

was obtained by bivariate tests on the four perspectives of residential

history, expectation to stay, agency and sociodemographics. Table 3

provides an overview of the significant characteristics of the

residential orientations. Supporting Information: Appendix 3 provides

statistical details of the analyses.

TABLE 2 Statistics of relevant characteristics of young adults in
the study areas

Mean Share (%)

Residential history Total period in study area

relative to age (%)
(n = 178)

73.8

Total period in rural area

outside study area
relative to age (%)

(n = 183)

12.9

Expectation to stay

(n = 198)

2 years 17.4

5 years 19.8

10 years 13.5

All my life 49.3

Agency Role in the choice to reside

in the study area
(n = 202)

Individual decision 21.4

Joint decision 32.8

Someone else's decision 30.5

It just happened 13.3

Lived in area if free
choice: yes

(n = 198)

67.8

No other option than
to stay

(n = 205)

Strongly disagree 40.5

Disagree 31.7

Neutral 15.5

Agree 8.3

Strongly agree 3.7
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Starting with residential history, there was a weak positive

relation between the share of life spent in the area and the rural

identity, family and livability orientations. The orientations of

employment and especially housing did not relate to the total period

of life spent in the study area. In addition, the longer young adults

had resided in rural areas other than the study area, the weaker their

residential orientations in relation to the study area. This indicates

that this perspective is more about the particular rural area than living

rurally in general. In particular, this was true for the rural identity and

the livability orientations.

All residential orientations showed a positive relation with the

expectation to stay. However, a closer inspection of the table reveals

that this positive relation mostly applies to the rural identity

orientation. Interesting here is the fact that this position of the rural

identity orientation was less apparent for residential history.

Moreover, the housing orientation was not at all related with past

residence in the area but did appear to be relevant to future

expectations to stay in the area. In contrast, the family and livability

orientations had a stronger relation with residential history than with

future expectations to stay.

The aspect of agency revealed three interesting findings. First,

the rural identity orientation has the strongest relation with making

an independent decision to reside in the study area. The rural identity

orientation was also stronger for young adults who would still reside

in the area if they had a free choice, in comparison with their peers

who would have opted for a different place of residence if given a

free choice. Second, the utilitarian orientations of livability and

employment were not related to the young person's role in the

decision to reside in the study area, but only related to the

experience of having a free choice. Whether a strong housing

orientation can be associated with experiencing agency in the

decision to currently reside in the study area is more difficult to

determine, because young adults who experienced the choice as just

happening are also more likely to have a strong housing orientation in

comparison with those who experience the choice as someone else's

decision. They might have come across the opportunity to buy a

house in the study area but which could also have been somewhere

else. Third, the young adults rated the family orientation indepen-

dently of their level of agency about their residential decision. This

further underlines the general nature of the family orientation.

In addition to the patterns found for the perception of having a

choice, it is important to highlight that no orientation related to the

statement: I have no option than to stay in this area. Most of the young

adults did not feel ‘stuck’ and this did not change for specific levels of

the various residential orientations. Thus, it appears that a stronger

orientation is more likely when young adults experience a deliberate

choice of ‘still’ being in place, but a stronger orientation does not

relate to the experience of being ‘stuck’.

Finally, the analysis of the socio‐demographics generally illus-

trated that all orientations were more or less equally important with

regard to gender and level of education. With regard to life course

stage and income, Table 3 shows interesting patterns. Concerning the

life course stage, it is interesting to observe that a strong rural

identity orientation is more likely to be prevalent among young adults

who reside independently than among their peers who still reside

with their parents. This in line with the strong relation between the

rural identity orientation and making an independent decision to

reside in the study area.

It is, however, not surprising that the employment and housing

orientations were related to having an independent household. In

contrast, the family and livability orientations were independent of a

specific life course stage. With regard to income, young adults with a

low or middle income had stronger livability, housing and employ-

ment orientations than their peers with a high income. The housing

orientation might be more relevant to young adults with a lower

income because of the relative affordability of houses in the rural

study areas. This implies that young adults with a high income are

likely to be less geographically dependent with regard to the

utilitarian domain.

5 | DISCUSSION

The aim of this paper was to explore the diversity of residential

orientations among young adults living in rural areas. Although the

individual motives of housing, a rural location and the vicinity of

family members were considered most important, we found that

some individual motives were more closely related than others.

Consequently, individual motives which correlated substantially and

shared a common nature were combined to form five residential

orientations: rural identity orientation, family orientation, livability

orientation, housing orientation and employment orientation.

Of particular interest was the rural identity orientation. Whereas

most previous studies differentiated between social and environ-

mental motives, our results showed that these motives may also be

intertwined. Our rural identity orientation indicated that belonging to

an area may involve a mix of a sense of belonging to the area, having

a preference for a rural location and having friends nearby. This

confirms most previous research in the field, which found that both

social and environmental aspects are relevant to residential motiva-

tions. In particular, our study confirmed the findings of Husa and

Morse (2022), who indicated that rural stayers in Nebraska felt

attached to both the environment and the social sphere in rural areas.

The next step was to analyse residential orientations among

young adults in rural areas based on their residential history, future

expectations to stay, agency and socio‐demographic characteristics.

Overall, there was no strong differentiation in residential orienta-

tions. This became especially clear when considering the similarities

between residential orientations with respect to residential history

and the expectation to stay, as well as gender and education.

Nevertheless, despite the fact that all of our rural young adult

respondents shared similarities in their residential orientations, we

did find some patterns that are worth discussing.

To start with residential history, we found that young adults had

stronger rural identity, family and livability orientations if they had

resided longer in the area. These patterns were found to be absent or
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very limited with respect to the utilitarian orientations of housing and

employment. In accordance with Erickson et al. (2018), it seems that

the positive influence of the length of residence does not apply solely

to the social domain, which was suggested by other literature.

In contrast, longer residence in other rural areas was negatively

related to the existence of a residential orientation toward the rural

study area. Even the rural identity orientation, which consists of

motives concerning the rural setting, was negatively related to longer

residence in a rural setting other than the study area. However, this is

not surprising because we asked about the motive to reside in the

study area and not in other rural areas. In fact, this confirms the

validity of our measure of residential motives to currently reside in

the study areas.

With regard to the expectation to stay, we found that strong

expectations were primarily related to the rural identity orientation

and less to utilitarian orientations. This is in line with Mellander et al.

(2011), Stockdale and Haartsen (2018) and Stockdale et al. (2018). In

contrast, family orientation was less related to the expectation to

stay than we expected from the literature.

The issue of agency indicated several patterns. The descriptive

results proved that most of our young adults experienced a free

choice in their residential decision. This is in accordance with

previous studies (Forsberg, 2019; Stockdale et al., 2018). From the

perspective of the agency literature, residential orientations could

only be linked to the perception of life chances and could not be

linked to the perception of constraints. This suggests that the feeling

of being ‘still’ in place matters more for young adults' motivation to

currently reside in rural areas rather than the feeling of being ‘stuck’.

Having stronger residential orientations thus is mostly linked to an

active choice, regardless of perceived constraints. This was especially

true for the rural identity orientation which was also associated with

making an individual choice. In addition, we cannot confirm or reject

the finding by L. Jamieson (2000) that a strong family motive coexists

with a low level of agency. What might be at play here is that our

young adults have not yet reached the life stage in which they might

have to take care of other family members.

The sociodemographics also indicated several patterns. With regard

to the life course, it was most interesting to observe that a strong rural

identity orientation was more likely among young adults in an

independent household, in comparison with those who lived with their

parents. A strong rural identity thus seems to coexist with some

independence. Whether a rural identity is influenced by agency or vice

versa would be an interesting topic for future research. In addition, our

results revealed that a high income was negatively related to residential

orientations. This contrasts with the findings of Morse and Mudgett

(2018), who suggested that rural stayers might choose a high level of

geographical attachment—which is comparable to residential orientations

—over their career—which is comparable to income. This would also be an

interesting topic for future research, especially because there was no

distinction in residential orientations between the low and middle‐income

classes but there was a distinction between the high‐income class and the

low and middle‐income classes. This might indicate the presence of an

income threshold.

Furthermore, the fact that we found no relation between the

level of education and the degree of residential orientation is in line

with Wang et al. (2021), who found that high educational aspirations

can both coexist and conflict with a rural preference. Finally, the

observation that gender plays no role in the strength of residential

orientations stands in contrast to Haartsen and Thissen (2014), for

instance, who found that women have a stronger family motive.

However, it is important to be aware that Haartsen and Thissen

(2014) focused on motivations to return to a rural home area.

6 | CONCLUSION

Within the context of the notion of the biographical approach, that

acknowledges that residential orientations are formed in the past,

present and anticipated future, this paper contributes the following

main points to the literature. To start, we found that most of the

young adults had the expectation to stay for the rest of their lives or

at least for the coming 10 years with most of them experiencing the

free choice to be ‘still’ in place rather than being ‘stuck’. This is in

contrast with the popular belief that most rural young adults want to

leave and fall into the remain category only because they are not able

to leave. In doing so, the young adults had a diverse set of motives for

currently residing in the rural study areas, with only a slight

preference for the housing orientation. This was further underpinned

by the fact that most residential orientations were related to both

residential history and a future expectation to stay. However,

perhaps most illustrative of the diversity of motives was the

existence of a rural identity orientation which combined social and

environmental aspects.

The five residential orientations varied significantly among young

adults with respect to the aspects analysed in this paper. Whereas

family residential orientation was the most general orientation among

the young adults, rural identity residential orientation was more

applicable to specific young adults. A strong rural identity orientation

was very likely among young adults who had an expectation to stay

longer in the study areas, who were independent and who

experienced a high level of agency in their residential choice. With

regard to the general position of the family orientation, it is important

to note that most young adults have not yet reached a life course

stage in which their parents might need support and care from them,

nor have the majority reached a life course stage of family formation,

in which they may need childcare support from their parents.

In between the family and the rural identity orientations, we find

the livability, housing and employment orientations, which were

prominent among young adults with some unique characteristics. The

livability orientation was slightly more likely among young adults who

had resided longer in the study area; expected to stay longer in the

study areas; had some agency in their residential choice; and had a

low or middle income. The housing and employment orientations had

a relatively weak relation to residential history and the expectation to

stay. In particular, the housing orientation was slightly more likely

among young adults who still resided with their parents or who

10 of 12 | HOFSTEDE ET AL.

 15448452, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/psp.2632 by U

niversiteitsbibliotheek, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [01/12/2022]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



resided independently with no children and had a low or middle

income. Finally, the employment orientation was slightly more likely

among young adults who had some level of agency about their

residential choice, resided independently with no children and had a

low or middle income.

Despite the distinctive patterns for each residential orientation,

we would like to note that our young adults did not exclusively

belong to one unique residential orientation, but could score

differently on the various residential orientations. Admittedly, some

residential orientations presented in this paper do have an ambiguous

rationale. Some orientations are based on relations between specific

residential motives which are also related to other orientations,

indicating overlap between different motives. The most important

example in this paper was the rural identity orientation which also

covered the social motive of being close to friends. Another example

was the fact that the motive of the overall quality of life, within the

livability approach, also related to the rural identity orientation. The

contribution of this paper is that it shows how the decision of young

adults to currently reside in rural areas is in fact the result of a mix of

motives which are related to each other. Whereas most studies

differentiate between social and environmental motives, our results

showed that these motives may be highly related.

Moreover, the variations in the residential orientations in relation to

the variables analysed were only modest, and this might be explained by

the fact that young adults are at the start of their life course but in the

midst of considering, or about to deal with, potential trade‐offs between

different life domains. More distinctive patterns in residential orientations

may be more likely after making these trade‐offs.

Despite the contributions of this paper, it is important to note

that this paper has a relatively low number of respondents. This

increased the possibility of incorrectly confirming the null‐hypothesis

(type‐II error). On the other hand, the possibility of incorrectly

rejecting the null‐hypothesis (type‐I error) was relatively low, due to

our thorough and random sampling of households in the study areas.

Moreover, we are confident that the limitation of a low number of

respondents is compensated by a very structured a‐select sampling

approach and an intensive data gathering which systematically

covered all parts of the areas. With three visits in person to convince

respondents to participate in the survey we aimed to reach

households which would be hard to reach with a post‐survey. This

resulted in a very high response rate of 45%.

Overall, this paper provides a methodological contribution to the

literature of nonmigration and staying. The methodology of this

paper entails an analysis of the past, present and future residential

choices and combines residential motives into overarching residential

orientations. Building further on studies that consider residential

immobility as a worthwhile subject in itself (e.g., Cooke, 2011;

Stockdale & Haartsen, 2018), and that consider staying as a process

in a state of flux (Stockdale et al., 2018), our methodological approach

acknowledges the dynamic, multifaceted and plural nature of staying

by operationalizing staying in a more nuanced manner.

To conclude, we would opt for more awareness of the plural

nature of residential choices among young adults in rural areas. In

practice, future regional policies should also pay attention to the

needs of young adults who stay, as this will counter the predomi-

nance of the ‘mobility imperative’. Studies at a regional level similar to

the one reported on in this paper could be a starting point for the

development of policies to support a diverse group of young adults

who expect to stay. In line with the rural identity orientation, policies

could particularly focus on initiatives which support the development

of rural identities taking into account a combination of environmental

and social aspects. Examples include the promotion of the environ-

ment aimed to stimulate young adults' pride in it and greater

awareness of rural qualities; and policies that support social activities

and opportunities to engage with others and increase a sense of

attachment to the rural community. Finally, local governments should

also explore the housing demands of young adults who are looking to

reside in a rural location.
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