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Population decline will most likely be the reality for the majority of rural 

areas in the Netherlands for at least the next few decades (Haartsen & 

Venhorst 2010). In fact, some rural areas have been experiencing 

depopulation for some time already. The decline of the population in Dutch 

rural areas is not as strong as in some other rural areas in Europe. An 

important reason for this is that rural regions in the Netherlands, although 

they are considered to be rural by Dutch people (Haartsen et al. 2003), do not 

qualify as such according to the OECD (Brezzi et al. 2011). Rather, they 

qualify as intermediate regions, because even the sparsely settled areas are 

located relatively close to urban areas. The effects of continuing 

depopulation are therefore less profound as in more remote rural areas in 

other European countries. Nevertheless, consequences of population decline 

have also arisen in the Netherlands, and have become most apparent on the 

local level.  It is therefore that it has been advised that solutions to the 

challenges that population decline poses are best to be found locally (Van 

Dam et al. 2006). Knowledge on population decline on the local level of 

villages is nonetheless limited. The objective of this research was therefore to 

gain more insight into population change on the local level.  

 

The largest part of this research focussed on the moving of people into and 

out of villages in rural North-Netherlands; a region faced with population 

decline for quite some time. It investigated moving behaviour and moving 

flows, and the local characteristics that influence moving into and out of 

villages. Furthermore, this research provided insight into the extent to which 

families with children experience population decline and how these 

experiences play a role in individual and communal social capital. 

Underlying these studies is the question whether population decline in 

North-Netherlands is a self-reinforcing process. Is population decline 

intertwined with the local living environment to such an extent that the 

onset of population decline can be considered to be ‘the beginning of the 

end’? 
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6.1 Main findings 

In chapter 2 the influence of local population decline on individual moving 

decisions was addressed. The following research question was answered: To 

what extent are people more likely to move out of a rural village where the 

population has been declining, than out of a village where the population has been 

stable or growing? 

 

The results of the analysis in chapter 2 show that in North-Netherlands, the 

probability of moving out of a village where the population had been 

declining is higher than the probability of moving out of a village where the 

population had been stable or growing. This indicates that population 

decline on the local level could be a self-reinforcing process. It was 

furthermore shown that preceding population decline in a village affected 

only the moves up to 10 kilometres out of the village. Local population 

decline thus had an effect on local moves, while moves over longer distances 

were unaffected. Furthermore, the effect of preceding population decline 

differed between categories of the population. Families with children, young 

adults and people aged 65 to 75 years were affected more than others. 

Families with children and young adults are more likely to move out of 

depopulating villages. This may indicate that the process of dejuvenation 

occurs at a faster rate in declining villages than in stable or growing villages. 

At the same time, the fact that older people are more likely to move out of 

declining than out of stable or growing villages might suggest that the 

process of ageing is mitigated to some extent in declining villages. This 

could however not be determined from the analysis in this chapter, because 

the flows into villages were not studied. 

 

The results in chapter 2 also showed that the significant effect of preceding 

population decline on moving out of a village resulted in only a small 

difference in absolute numbers of movers between villages with and without 

preceding population decline. Therefore it was concluded that the possible 

self-reinforcing process of local population decline in North-Netherlands 

may indeed be present, but that it evolves slowly. However, the study in this 

chapter focussed only on moves out of the villages. This means that it was 
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not possible to make statements about the populations of the villages as 

such, because there may also be more people moving into declining villages. 

Yet, this chapter did show that the large majority of people does not move. 

This is an important observation, because if these stayers are capable of 

coping with the consequences of decline, they have time to adapt to these 

consequences.  

 

Chapter 3 focussed on changes in village populations. Moving flows into 

and out of villages are a major determinant of population change, but little is 

known about the patterns of these flows and the extent to which local 

characteristics influence them. Furthermore, in many studies either inward 

or outward flows are considered, which makes it more difficult to draw 

conclusions on how village populations are affected by flows of movers. 

Therefore the following research question was addressed in this chapter: 

How can we classify villages based on net settlement of different age categories and 

to what extent do village characteristics influence the net settlement? 

 

It was found that rural villages in North-Netherlands can be classified into 

three clusters based on the net settlement of different age categories: villages 

gaining families, villages keeping young adults, and villages gaining older 

people. In a context of population decline the names that were given to these 

clusters of villages sound positive, but it has to be noted that the clusters 

were named after features that differed most from the average net settlement 

patterns of all villages combined. This average pattern showed a strong 

negative net settlement of young adults and older people in villages of rural 

North-Netherlands. Interestingly, the clusters found in chapter 3 

corresponded with the groups of people that were most likely to move out 

of declining villages according to the results of chapter 2. 

 

The net settlement of villages was influenced most by village characteristics 

that related to scenic beauty, such as dominant soil type, and other village 

characteristics such as village size, and the percentage of newly built 

housing. The influence of village characteristics on net settlement differed 

between age categories. Interesting findings were the opposing effects found 
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for families with children and young adults. Net settlement was for instance 

higher for families with children, but lower for young adults in villages 

located on sandy soils and villages with higher shares of owner occupied 

housing. Other striking results were that some village characteristics did not 

influence net settlement in villages as was expected beforehand. It was for 

instance shown that an increase of the number of available jobs within 15 

kilometres of the village had a negative effect on the total net settlement in 

villages. Moreover, the effects of distance to services on net settlement were 

ambiguous. It was expected that larger distances to services would have a 

negative effect on net settlement, but in some cases, also depending on the 

age category, a larger distance to a service had a positive effect on net 

settlement. In particular the results for distance to a primary school were 

compelling. As expected, they showed that a larger distance to a primary 

school had a negative effect on net settlement for people aged below 30. 

However, contradictory to expectations, a positive effect for people aged 30 

to 45 who could be considered to be the parents of the children visiting 

primary schools. 

 

Chapter 4 further investigated the effect of the presence of a primary school 

on flows of movers into and out of rural villages in North-Netherlands. A 

good reason to analyse this matter in more detail was that closures of 

primary schools are often highly debated, because inhabitants of villages 

fear that no new families will move into villages without a primary school. 

The research question addressed in this chapter was as follows: To what 

extent does the absence or closure of a primary school influence inward and outward 

flows of families with school-aged children? 

 

In chapter 4 it was found that the effects of primary school absence or 

closure only partly fitted the hypothesized negative effect on inward flows 

and positive effect on outward flows of families with school-aged children. 

In fact, inward flows of families in villages without a primary school were 

similar to the inward flows in villages with a primary school. The hypothesis 

that villages without a primary school attract fewer families with children 

than villages with a primary school was therefore not supported. Villages 
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without a primary school did have higher outward flows of families. In 

villages where the primary school had recently closed the outward flow was 

even higher. A possible explanation for this finding was that primary school 

closure ‘pushes’ people out of a village. Another explanation would be that 

the presence of a primary school ‘keeps’ people in the village, who already 

have the intention to leave the village in the near future. The results in this 

chapter contradict findings in other studies that primary school presence 

does not have an effect on moving flows in villages at all. 

 

The studies conducted in chapters 2, 3 and 4 looked at either assumed or 

actual consequences of population decline in villages. There is however a 

difference in the assumed or actual change in a village and how inhabitants 

of these villages experience these changes. Furthermore, solutions to local 

change may be found locally and often by the inhabitants themselves. Social 

capital in villages and of the inhabitants therefore becomes increasingly 

important in areas of population decline. Because experienced consequences 

of population decline and social capital may well be intertwined the 

following research question was addressed in chapter 5: How do adults with 

young children experience population decline and how do these experiences 

influence the communal social capital of a village and the individual social capital of 

families living in the village? 

 

The results of this qualitative study showed that people with young children 

especially experience tangible aspects of population decline. The loss of 

many different kinds of services were mentioned frequently and related to 

liveliness in the village which had diminished as compared to times when 

there were more services. The closure of private services, such as shops, was 

met with feelings of regret, but also with a sense of inevitability and 

acquiescence, because the participants understood that the former owners 

had been unable to continue their businesses. In case of the closure of public 

services, the government was often blamed and the situation in the village 

was compared to other villages that had kept more public services. People 

also experienced the loss of people. As expected, they saw a decline in the 

number of young adults, which again aroused feelings of diminishing 



-175- 

 

liveliness in the village. More surprisingly, because population decline is 

often related to an increased ageing of a population, participants to the 

study also experienced a decline in the number of older people. One of the 

causes of this development according to the respondents was the lack of 

suitable housing for older people. A final category of experiences of 

population decline could be filed under a general decline of the quality of 

the living environment, such as poorly maintained buildings and public 

spaces. However, despite these negative experiences many of the 

participants stressed that they were very happy to live in a rural village, 

because they lived in their dream house in a peaceful, quiet and safe village. 

Moreover, they made clear that population decline was experienced as a 

slowly evolving process. 

 

Experienced consequences of population decline influenced the communal 

social capital in villages in negative, but also in positive ways. Negative 

influences were experienced when meeting places closed down, because 

specific social networks had been attached to them. The closure of the local 

pub meant for instance that those who frequented this place did not see each 

other as often anymore. As a result the individual social capital of those who 

went to the pub declined. However, in the long run, many participants were 

able to substitute their former activities with different activities, or found 

similar activities in a neighbouring village. Fewer possibilities of interaction 

within the village did nevertheless raise fears among the parents that their 

children would grow up disconnected from the village.  

 

In many cases experienced consequences of population decline were not 

taken for granted, which actually had a positive influence on communal 

social capital within villages. The fight to protect services brought people 

together, particularly in the case of imminent closures of the primary school, 

which was seen as a very valuable source of social capital within villages. 

Furthermore, the slow decline of village liveliness encouraged people to 

launch entrepreneurial activities. These activities also brought new spirits to 

the village and increased communal social capital as well as the individual 

social capital of those involved. Crucial in the success of both protective and 
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entrepreneurial responses to experienced consequences of population 

decline were those people that took the lead. They had valuable ideas and 

were able to gather large groups of volunteers willing to make changes in 

their local living environment. However, they were also worried about how 

much more self-reliance could be expected of village inhabitants in times of 

decreasing investments of governments and other institutions. 

 

6.2 Overarching findings 

6.2.1 Heterogeneous population change in rural villages 

Population decline is often considered as a regional phenomenon. Especially 

in rural areas the prevailing image is that lower fertility and continuing 

urbanisation result in fewer people, dejuvenation and ageing. This thesis 

shows that in the Netherlands, the process of rural depopulation is much 

more heterogeneous when studied on the local level. First of all, in regions 

facing depopulation, not all villages have declining populations. In fact, 

many villages in rural North-Netherlands have stable or even increasing 

populations (chapter 2). Second, the observed flows of movers differ 

considerably between villages (chapter 3). In this thesis discrepancies 

between flows of movers on the regional and movers on the local level were 

identified for people in three different stages of the life course: young adults, 

families with children, and older people.  

 

One of the prevailing images of rural areas is that many young adults move 

to urban areas to find educational and employment opportunities (Bjarnason 

& Thorlindsson 2006, Thissen et al. 2010). This thesis confirms this image to 

a large extent by showing that young adults in rural North-Netherlands are 

most likely to move over longer distances (chapter 2) and that the average 

village has a large net outflow of people aged 15 to 30 years (chapter 3). 

However, only focussing on this outflow of young adults over longer 

distances would obscure the fact that there are also many young adults who 

move over short distances and do not leave rural North-Netherlands 

(chapter 2). Furthermore, the net outflow of people aged 15 to 30 varies 

significantly between villages (chapter 3). There may be two explanations for 

the finding that some villages are better in attracting or keeping young 
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adults. On the one hand lower housing prices might make moving to some 

villages more affordable for young adults, who often have limited financial 

resources (chapter 3). On the other hand the population composition might 

play a role, because villages with a larger share of higher educated young 

adults will have a stronger outflow of people in this age category, meaning 

that less educated young adults are more likely to stay.  

 

Differences between the regional and local level are also found for flows of 

moving families. In general, rural areas in the North of the Netherlands have 

a net influx of families with children (chapter 3), which is already a 

noteworthy observation. An important motivation for this group to live in 

the countryside is peace, quiet and safety, which resembles the idea of the 

rural idyll (chapter 5). Nevertheless, the total number of children in rural 

North-Netherlands is declining (chapter 4), which is also experienced by the 

inhabitants (chapter 5). However, great diversity exists on the local level in 

flows of moving families. Some villages have a lower net settlement of 

families than others, which seems to be caused by higher outward flows 

rather than lower inward flows (chapter 3). This is further exemplified by 

the observation that families are more likely to move out of a declining 

village (chapter 2), and that the absence or closure of a primary school has 

an effect on outward flows, but not on inward flows of families with 

children (chapter 4).  

 

This thesis shows that the common idea that the closure of primary schools 

will end the influx of families with children in a village can be discarded 

(chapter 2). The existence of such a prevailing image can be better 

understood if the following is considered. Inhabitants in villages where the 

primary school has closed might see some families leave. These are likely to 

be people they know. The new families that move in however, are likely to 

be people that are unknown in the village. Moreover, their arrival in the 

village even may remain somewhat unnoticed because there is no primary 

school that serves as a meeting place for families with children in the village 

(Egelund & Laustsen 2006, Witten et al. 2001, chapter 5 of this thesis). It is 

thus possible that the prevailing image that school closure will negatively 
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impact the influx of families with children can be explained by the fact that 

village inhabitants are more likely to actually observe the departure of 

families with children they know, than the arrival of families with children 

they do not know. 

 

The population in rural North-Netherlands not only declines, but also ages 

(Simon 2013). The share of older people increases because younger people 

leave, while older people stay and life expectancy increases. Ageing does not 

occur at the same rate in all villages. As a matter of fact, inhabitants in some 

rural villages even experience de-aging of the village population (chapter 5). 

This experience is supported by quantitative research in this thesis that 

shows that although older people do not move very often, they are more 

likely to move out of declining villages (chapter 2). Also, there is a clear 

distinction between smaller villages that have a net outflow of older people 

and larger villages that have a net inflow (chapter 3). Thus, on the local level 

selective moving behaviour accelerates ageing in some villages while it 

mitigates ageing of the population in others. A possible motivation for older 

people to move from smaller to larger villages may be that they prefer to live 

closer to services, but inhabitants state that de-aging may also be explained 

by the lack of suitable housing for older people in smaller rural villages 

(chapter 5).  

 

The observed discrepancies in population change on different spatial scales 

for different age categories show that in declining regions, developments 

that occur on the regional level do not necessarily take place on the local 

level. There appear to be rather autonomous flows of movers into and out of 

rural areas that have been extensively covered by existing research, but 

below these autonomous long-distance flows there are many short-distance 

moves that seem to determine whether villages thrive or shrivel. These 

short-distance moves appear to be influenced by local characteristics, such as 

preceding population decline, absence or presence of primary schools and 

other services, or landscape characteristics, but much less by regional 

characteristics such as the number of available jobs or the distance to 

economic centres. It can therefore be stated that short distance moves are 
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predominantly influenced by the quality of the residential environment. 

Local characteristics determine the residential quality of a place differently 

for people over the life course, therefore people of different ages also choose 

different villages. In this way this study provides more insight into rural 

migration processes, which have been described as ‘messy’ (Stockdale 2015), 

and are clearly more than counterurbanisation (Bijker et al. 2013). 

 

6.2.2 Population decline as a self-reinforcing process 

An important question in this thesis was if population decline on the local 

level is a self-reinforcing process. Could it be that population decline in 

villages has consequences that bring about more population decline? In 

chapter 2 it was shown that people are indeed more likely to move out of 

villages that had faced population decline, than out of villages that had been 

stable or growing. An important addition to this finding is that only local 

moves (up to 10 kilometres) are influenced by preceding decline. Local 

decline thus has an effect on local moving behaviour. Decline as such is 

however not likely to affect moving behaviour, but will rather work through 

intermediating factors that are a consequence of population decline, or, what 

can be called the residential quality of a village. 

 

Previous research in urban areas has shown that short distance moves often 

are guided by the residential quality of the neighbourhoods of origin and 

destination (Permentier et al. 2009, Rabe & Taylor 2010). Studies on the effect 

of the residential quality of rural villages on short distance moves were 

largely lacking.  This study demonstrates that residents of villages perceive 

the primary school as a village characteristic that adds to the residential 

quality of a village (chapter 5). Moreover, it was also revealed that closing 

the primary school is one such consequence of population decline that 

influences flows of movers in rural North-Netherlands (chapter 4). The 

outflow of families with children is higher in villages where a primary 

school is absent or has recently closed than in villages where a primary 

school is present. Therefore it can indeed be concluded that the primary 

school is an intermediating factor that can turn population decline into a 

self-reinforcing process. Nevertheless, the study showed that although there 
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is a noteworthy effect of primary school absence, this effect wears off rapidly 

a few years after the school was closed. The effect of primary school closure 

can therefore be described as a temporary effect. 

 

Although population decline certainly has its consequences and may even 

be a self-reinforcing process, this thesis also shows that population decline in 

North-Netherlands is a slow process. Paramount in understanding change in 

a declining intermediate rural area such as North-Netherlands is therefore 

that the large majority of people does not move. Moreover, if people move, 

they most often do so over short distances, or even within their own 

neighbourhood (chapter 2). Furthermore, the differences in moving 

behaviour between villages with and without population decline are small 

in absolute numbers (chapters 2 and 4). Nonetheless, these small absolute 

numbers may add up over the years and could begin to show. As one of the 

participants in chapter 5 aptly mentioned: “[population decline] is like 

gaining weight. You don’t notice, until someone you haven’t seen for a 

while drops by and says: ‘Hey, you’ve put on some pounds!’”. 

 

6.2.3 Do not worry, but be aware 

The term population decline resonates a picture of empty roads, boxed up 

stores, a rotten door squeaking in the wind, and tumbleweed rolling past. 

Although these images are likely to be found in ghost towns in rural areas in 

other parts of Europe, the situation in the intermediate rural areas of North-

Netherlands is not as disastrous. The quantitative results of this thesis show 

that population decline is a slow process. This should allow policymakers 

and inhabitants to be able to foresee what is coming and provide them with 

considerable time to respond to changes in the living environment caused by 

population decline. The qualitative study of chapter 5 shows that 

consequences of population decline are certainly experienced, but 

respondents consider this as a mere triviality as compared to being healthy, 

having a job, and having their loved ones around. Above all, it became clear 

that inhabitants of rural North-Netherlands are great adapters. If changes in 

the living environment occur, they often take action to undo these changes 

or start to practice other behaviour to replace former activities. Furthermore, 
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without taking inventory of communal activities in all villages in rural 

North-Netherlands, it is likely that in most villages there is sufficient energy 

to organize events that bring people together and ensure continued 

individual and communal social capital. 

 

Although the prospects for rural North-Netherlands do not look as grim as 

the term population decline might lead to believe, there is certainly reason 

for caution. Because the Dutch population has been growing continuously 

during the last decades, many policies in the country are aimed at guiding 

this growth. However, the coming decades sketch a picture of a slowly 

declining population in rural North-Netherlands, and also in other rural 

parts of the Netherlands and intermediate rural regions across the globe. 

This means for instance that policymakers will have to decide where to 

demolish housing instead of where to build a new neighbourhood, and 

where to close a school instead of opening one. In other words, policy 

makers involved in declining regions should move away from the growth 

paradigm, and instead have to find ways to guide processes of decline and 

loss while maintaining or even increase the quality of the living environment 

in these regions.  

 

6.3 Methodological and theoretical issues 

A specific aspect of this thesis was the analysis of village populations. In 

research on moving behaviour of rural populations, the village as a unit of 

analysis has rarely been used. One of the reasons for this is the unavailability 

of data on this low scale level. In the Netherlands, but also in some other 

countries, the opportunity to use population register data has now made a 

large variety of data on the village level available. Research on such a low 

scale level poses a number of challenges, because the yearly flows of movers 

into and out of villages often are very small. This means that village 

migration rates for a single year are very volatile. A single family of six 

moving out of a village of 100 for instance, has a large impact on the 

migration rate. This problem only gets worse if flows of movers are broken 

down into different age categories. When the family of six moving out is one 

of only three families in the village, it means that one-third of the families in 
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the village have left during a single year and a high migration rate is found 

in such a case. However, in absolute numbers the migration flow is 

negligible, because six people moving are not many in the grand scheme of 

things. The resolution for the problem of small numbers in migration 

research on the village level used in this thesis was to aggregate the flows of 

movers for a number of years. It increased the numbers, making the rates 

less volatile, but also allowed for capturing more long-term trends. A 

downside of this method was that it became difficult to compare more than 

one time period and sketch developments.  

 

Research of flows of movers on the village level also sheds a new light on 

the distinction between migration and residential mobility. In the literature 

moves over long distance are called migration.  This involves moves that 

often are motivated by for instance a new job or study (Sjaastad 1962). 

Moves over short distances are called residential mobility. These moves 

often are motivated by the need for more suitable housing (Rossi 1995, 

Mulder 1993). When considering total flows of movers into and out of 

villages, these concepts become blurred, because a move can be both 

migration and residential mobility when simply looking at the flows into or 

out of the village. Using either one of the terms to describe the flows of 

movers in villages would thus have been incorrect. It was therefore that the 

term flows into or out of villages was adopted in this research.  

 

The difference between flows into and out of villages is the number of 

people that are gained or lost in the village. Research on what was called net 

settlement in this research (net migration does not cover all moves), has been 

out of fashion in studies on migration and residential mobility. A reason for 

this is that ‘net settlers’ are non-existent as people. People either move into 

or out of a geographical unit, but they cannot do both at the same time. It 

was therefore that Rogers (1990) wrote a paper called ‘requiem for the net 

migrant’, which argued that net migration was not really worth studying. 

Instead, one should focus on moves into and out of areas, because these 

covered real people with motivations for making their moves. In this thesis, 

chapter 2 followed that line of reasoning by looking at moves out of the 
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neighbourhood. Chapter 2 contributed knowledge on moving behaviour, 

but could not make certain statements on the effect of the moves on the 

village populations, because who moved into the villages was disregarded. 

In chapter 3 the term net settlement was therefore adopted, while at the 

same time considering which combination of inward and outward flows 

caused the direction of net settlement. Using this method certainly proved 

its value because it showed that some villages are more attractive than 

others for people of different age categories. Furthermore, it showed that 

even when the outward flow is higher in one village, net settlement may still 

be positive when inward flows are also higher. This means that considering 

only one direction of a moving flow into or out of a village may provide 

information about the flow as such, but not about population change in the 

village. 

 

The use of mixed methods in this thesis showed that quantitative and 

qualitative research methods reinforce each other when trying to understand 

what happens in villages when population decline occurs. This worked in 

several ways. Sometimes quantitative and qualitative research 

complemented each other, for instance, when the finding that some villages 

have a net loss of older people was confirmed by the respondents in the 

qualitative research. In other cases qualitative research provided possible 

deeper explanations for findings from quantitative research. The net loss of 

older people was explained by the size of the village in the quantitative 

research, but the lack of suitable housing was brought up by the 

respondents. Qualitative results may also provide input for further 

quantitative analysis. The idea that primary schools attract families with 

children was heard throughout the region and confirmed by qualitative 

analysis. However, the quantitative study showed that primary school 

closure does not decrease inward flows but actually increases outward flows 

(which may be new input for a qualitative study to understand why this is 

the case). Finally, qualitative studies enrich quantitative studies by 

providing interesting quotes to accompany the "cold" numbers, but also by 

guiding what is really important. The best example of this latter function in 

this thesis is that, despite the experiences of loss that are aroused by 
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population decline, people are generally very happy in villages in rural 

North-Netherlands. 

 

6.4 Suggestions for further research 

This thesis has provided more insight into flows of movers on the local level 

when population decline occurs and how population decline on the local 

level is experienced. It did so by quantitatively investigating moving 

behaviour at the local level, and by qualitatively looking into how 

depopulation is experienced in rural villages and how these experiences 

influence social capital. Several research questions were answered, but new 

questions have also arisen. Research on population change on the local level 

is largely uncovered in literature, and this thesis has only begun to scratch 

the surface.  

 

A topic that has not been addressed to the fullest extent in this thesis is the 

relation between flows of movers and the composition of the existing 

populations on the local level. Nonetheless, some results in this thesis 

indicate that population change in rural villages may partly follow a 

wavelike pattern. This means that the share of families with children in a 

village may go up and down over time, because there is a limit to the 

capacity of available housing in villages that is suitable to families with 

children. At a certain point this maximum capacity is reached, and new 

influx of families can only occur when others leave. This outflow is however 

obstructed by the fact that the village contains many families with children 

who are unlikely to move in the near future. In fact, they are more likely to 

stay until they possibly decide to leave when their children have left the 

family home and the house has become too big for these ‘empty nesters’. 

Because new housing construction in declining regions is absent or limited 

in many cases, housing for new families will not be available until others 

have left. That the outflow of other households is a strong determinant of the 

influx of families was shown in chapter 4. Moreover, chapter 3 showed that 

net settlement of people in the age categories 0 to 14 years and 30 to 44 years 

is lower in villages where the shares of people in these age categories are 

high at the beginning of the period of observation. These results do not 
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prove either the existence of a wavelike pattern, or substantiate the processes 

that would create such patterns. However, proving that such patterns do or 

do not exist would greatly benefit the task of understanding longer term 

population processes in villages as well as projecting population change in 

rural villages. 

 

A second suggestion for further research concerns exploring differences 

between highly and less educated people in the ways that village 

characteristics influence moving behaviour. This research (chapter 2) and 

previous studies (among many: Sjaastad 1962) have shown that highly 

educated people are more likely to move longer distances than less educated 

people. Since less educated people tend to be more locally oriented, the 

value they attach to the presence of for instance services in deciding where 

to move might be higher than for highly educated people. Such potential 

differences may also explain why net settlement of people aged 15-29, which 

may largely be the result of flows of less educated soon-to-be families, is 

higher in villages closer to a primary school, while net settlement of people 

aged 30-44, possibly the result of more higher educated individuals, is 

higher in villages further removed from a primary school (chapter 3).  

 

A third suggestion for further research involves the closure of services and 

facilities in villages. As services and facilities are believed to be beneficial to 

the residential quality of a village, their closure might have several effects. 

When focussing on how people deal with the loss of the service offered, the 

question is not if, but how people adapt. What are reasonable distances to 

the next similar service, and for which people? Can transportation be a 

solution to service decline, and what type of transportation? Furthermore, in 

villages, services and facilities have a social function. Chapter 5 made clear 

that the primary school serves as meeting place for families with children, 

but what happens exactly to the social quality of the village when a service 

or facility disappears? Under which circumstances are people unable to 

substitute their former social behaviour? Longitudinal research in which 

situations in villages are addressed before, during, shortly after and long 

after the disappearance of a service could provide more insight. 
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Furthermore, chapter 4 showed that primary school presence indeed has a 

small effect on outward flows in villages. Nevertheless, chapter 3 made clear 

that the effects of different services and facilities on flows of movers are 

rather ‘messy’. Different services thus may influence people of different ages 

in different ways. More research should increase knowledge on the effect of 

(the disappearance of) services on flows of movers. One can imagine for 

instance that not a single service, but specific combinations of services in a 

village might be attractive to some people. 

 

This research has attempted to provide more insight into what drives flows 

in and out of villages. What is clear is that there is a difference between 

people who move over short and long distances. Much is known about 

motivations for long distance moves, but there is dearth of knowledge on 

motivations for short distance moves in rural areas. What are reasons for 

choosing one village over the other? Does it depend on individual 

characteristics or do village characteristics truly matter? Is it the image of a 

village, the actual amenities a village has to offer, or simply the availability 

of suitable housing to those that move? This research has provided partial 

answers to these questions, but data over longer time periods should be able 

to better disentangle cause and effect on the local level. 

 

An aspect that may complicate answering the questions about local moving 

flows in North-Netherlands is the earthquakes that occur in the province of 

Groningen due to natural gas extraction. No casualties have occurred yet, 

but the earthquakes have caused damage to housing and other buildings. 

They have been occurring for quite some time, but public debate did not 

really spark off until the end of 2012 when the largest earthquake to date 

occurred. Research shows that people in the area afflicted by earthquakes 

are more likely to have the intention to leave than inhabitants in comparable 

areas without earthquakes (OTB 2016). However, so far it is unknown if 

people will (be able to) act according to their intentions in this respect. This 

thesis has not been able to answer this question because the available data 

concerned moves up to 2010. It is therefore suggested that future research on 

flows of movers compares moving flows in earthquake-afflicted area in 
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North-Netherlands with other areas with similar characteristics to see how a 

‘natural’ disaster affects an already declining region.  

  

Finally, research on individual social capital (the total social network of a 

village inhabitant) and communal social capital (the social relations that 

exist between village inhabitants) in villages would benefit from increased 

endeavours into the role and function of community leaders. In maintaining 

and increasing social capital in rural villages the role of these people is 

crucial (Skerratt 2011). In the Netherlands such people are called ‘trekkers’ 

(which translates in English to ‘pullers’), who instigate all kinds of activities 

and inspire others to contribute to village life. First of all, research on who 

these people are and what drives them is limited. Second, more knowledge 

should be acquired on the extent to which these people are helped or 

hindered by policies or specific situations in villages. In times when the self-

reliance of people is increasingly called upon it would be very relevant to 

know more about such things, because in many villages communal social 

capital rests upon the shoulders of only a few of these people (chapter 5).  

 

6.5 Policy recommendations 

Based on the results of this thesis, several suggestions for local policymakers 

in intermediate rural areas can be put forward. These suggestions relate to 

the future of the housing stock and the quality of the living environment. 

Furthermore, it is advised that local policymakers look across the borders of 

their own village or municipality.  

 

6.5.1 A flexible housing stock as part of a future housing market 

This research shows that different types of villages are attractive to different 

categories of people. One of the results indicates that young adults are more 

likely to live in villages with higher shares of rental housing. However, 

during the last few years housing corporations have concentrated rental 

housing in larger villages with many services. This means that opportunities 

for young adults to rent housing in smaller villages have decreased. 

Furthermore, this thesis provides clues that village populations may follow a 

wave like pattern, in which they become more, or less, attractive to people in 
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different life phases over time. At a certain point in time a village can thus 

contain a large share of children who may prefer to stay within this village 

when they move out of the parental home when they come of age. This 

could mean that at that time a large share of rental housing is needed. 

However, when the people in this cohort start having children, the need for 

rental housing in this village decreases, while the need for owner occupied 

housing increases. Meanwhile, in another village, there might be a high 

demand for rental housing. Today’s housing stock is not able to respond to 

sufficiently to such shifts over time and place, because houses are 

constructed to last at least 40 years in the place where they were built.  

 

The future housing stock of villages should be more adjustable to the 

housing demand at specific points in time. It is therefore advised to look 

further into the idea of creating a housing stock that is flexible and can be 

adapted to different stages of the life course. In that way available housing 

can be located in those places where it is needed. Furthermore, the housing 

stock should also be made flexible in making it suitable to people of different 

age categories, which can keep living in rural areas possible for all people.  

 

6.5.2 Continue to invest in quality of the living environment 

Population decline lowers the income of local governments, which makes it 

more difficult to invest in the quality of the living environment. However, 

although the population of rural North-Netherlands is declining, many 

people still live in and move to and into this area. For these people it is 

necessary to maintain the residential quality of villages. It is therefore 

recommended that governments invest in keeping villages ‘up-to-date’.  

 

In today’s ‘big society’ it is, however, not always necessarily the government 

that should make financial investments into the residential quality of 

declining areas. As Delfmann (2014) shows, there are for instance many 

entrepreneurs to be found in declining regions. Moreover, investments do 

not have to be financial, but can also take the form of actions. This thesis also 

shows that quite a number of people in villages are willing and able to 

undertake initiatives that contribute to the residential environment. For 
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these cases local governments should move away from being institutions 

that make sure that what happens in villages follows the existing rules. 

Instead, they should make sure that they facilitate good initiatives. 

Facilitating in this case could certainly mean providing some form of 

subsidy, but maybe even more often, it could mean relaxing or bending 

existing rules and regulations, or linking initiatives. 

 

6.5.3 Look across village borders 

This thesis shows that in declining regions, villages tend to compete with 

each other for new inhabitants. Nevertheless, until a few years ago, 

municipal governments planned new housing within their borders to attract 

new people. It is easy to understand that with declining numbers of people 

and households, not all new housing in declining regions will be filled when 

other houses are not demolished. Nevertheless, there are still plans for new 

housing construction in regions with plenty available housing. A recent 

example is the construction of new housing in a village called Blauwe Stad 

(Dagblad van het Noorden 2016). This village has been developed relatively 

recently next to a lake that had been developed at the same time. The village 

was supposed to contain villas next to the lake, but due to low demand in 

general, and the crisis of 2008, many of the planned villas were never 

constructed. Now a project developer has been given permission to 

construct cheaper houses in Blauwe Stad, which will compete directly with 

the already available housing stock in villages nearby. Allowing these 

houses to be built is not a wise decision. The new houses may sell because 

they meet present-day housing standards, but, with a declining population, 

will likely cause empty housing in other parts of the region.  
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