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Out of Love for the Village? How
General and Selective Forms of
Attachment to the Village
Explain Volunteering in Dutch
Community Life
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Abstract
In the past century, the increasing scale of daily life has weakened and changed
the ways residents feel attached to their village. A general and all-encompassing
village attachment has evolved into less involving and more selective and partial
forms of attachment. Concerns have been raised as to whether these changing
forms affect volunteering in village life. In this chapter we distinguish between
general and selective forms of attachment to the village – social, cultural and
environmental attachment – and explore their effects on local volunteering. In line
with the theory of ‘s/elective belonging’, we hypothesise that a general
attachment to the village predicts high levels of volunteering in village life
whereas selective forms of attachment only predict volunteering in activities
related to the specific form of attachment. Based on survey data on over 5000
rural residents, the results show that general attachment only predicts
volunteering to a limited extent and that social attachment does so best. Thus, a
loosening general attachment to the village may not weaken community activity
as is often feared. Instead, it is social attachment that motivates and facilitates
volunteering, including among in-migrants. Efforts to strengthen local
communities should therefore focus on enhancing social relations between
villagers.
Key words: Place attachment; Elective belonging; Volunteering; Logistic
regression; the Netherlands
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4.1. Introduction
It has often been argued that residents’ commitment to their immediate living
environment is waning (Bauman, 2000; Hunter & Suttles, 1972; Groot, 1989).
Ongoing processes of economies of scale and increased mobility have altered the
dynamics of community life; general and all-encompassing attachments to the
local area have been replaced by more selective and individualised forms of place
attachment (Savage et al., 2005; Watt, 2009; Barcus & Brunn, 2010). Altman and
Low (1992) broadly define place attachment as the affective, cognitive and
behavioural bonds between a person and a place. Rather than a strong bond with
the village as a whole, selective forms of attachment may only pertain to a subsection of the residential environment, such as its social, cultural or
environmental qualities. Illustrating the limited importance of local community in
the lives of present-day residents, two-thirds of the Dutch rural population have
all or most of their close friends living elsewhere (Vermeij, 2015). This finding
raises questions about the extent to which changing patterns of place attachment
may weaken residents’ motivations to become active in village life. Although a
stable majority of Dutch rural residents volunteer in village life (Posthumus et al.,
2013; Steenbekkers & Vermeij, 2013), involvement in community life is not
necessarily self-evident (cf. Völker et al., 2007).
The introduction of what is referred to as the ‘participation society’ (akin to the
United Kingdom’s ‘Big Society’) makes research on rural residents’ intentions to
do voluntary work timely (Gieling & Haartsen, 2017; Verhoeven & Tonkens,
2013). This new policy discourse promotes a reallocation of responsibilities from
the central state to local communities, causing residents to become more
responsible for local affairs through voluntary and community activity. Thus,
whereas residents are increasingly selective in the way they relate to their local
surroundings, policymakers increasingly assume that rural citizens are
committed to their living environment and would willingly participate in various
aspects of village life on a voluntary basis. In other words, although their ‘love for
the village’ is weakening and changing, villagers are expected to make more effort.
This paradox calls for a better understanding of the relationship between the
changing forms of place attachment and villagers’ involvement in village life. This
chapter poses the following question: Which general and selective forms of
attachment to the village predict voluntary citizen activity in various local clubs
and organisations?
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To better understand how present-day rural residents are attached to their living
environments, we begin this chapter by explaining the theory of ‘elective’ and
‘selective’ belonging. We then discuss how general and selective forms of place
attachment may affect the willingness to volunteer in village life. We used unique
data from the Socially Vital Countryside Database ’14 survey (SVP’14), which
provides extensive information on village attachment and volunteering. Logistic
regression analyses were performed to assess relationships between different
forms of attachment and volunteering. We finish this chapter with some
concluding remarks.
4.2. From liberation to elective and selective belonging

Rural changes in the 20th century are usually characterised as a transition from a
Gemeinschaft order towards a Gesellschaft order. The latter type of rural order
usually comprises heterogeneous groups of residents who live together in loosely
knit village communities (Tönnies, 1880{1957}). Changes in economic structure,
and improved technology and mobility, are behind this transition. Many villager
relationships, especially with jobs, services and social networks, have changed
from a local to a regional scale. In line with this development, studies by Wellmann
(1979) and Wellmann & Leighton (1978) have shown that communities became
‘liberated’ from their immediate spatial contexts. Modern modes of residential,
daily and digital mobility have reduced residents’ dependence on neighbourhood
ties, with connections between people and places becoming less restricted to the
living environment. As a consequence, it is argued that the general attachment to
the village and its community has become less intense (Hunter & Suttles, 1972;
Colombo et al., 2001).
A counterview that has begun to emerge argues that village attachment has not
disappeared but instead is transforming and remains meaningful (Milbourne &
Kitchen, 2014; Ralph & Staeheli, 2011). Savage et al. (2005; 2010) have introduced
the concept of ‘elective belonging’, the notion that place has remained significant
in most people’s lives because place attachment is becoming increasingly optional
as mobility increases. Middle-class residents with greater mobility have more
options than before and have improved opportunities to reside in places matching
their life stories and preferred lifestyles (Savage et al., 2005). Savage et al. (2005;
p.29) argue that places have become ‘sites to perform identities’ and are selected
to ‘tell stories that indicate how their arrival and subsequent settlement is
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appropriate to their sense of themselves’. Mobile residents have a privileged
position because of their increased freedom of choice to dwell in a specific place
which is not just functionally important to them but which also matters
symbolically (Savage, 2010). They can choose how they want to become attached
to a place and perform their preferred (rural) lifestyle activities (Andrews, 2001;
Walker & Li, 2007). Some rural residents may opt for active involvement in local
community life, whereas others enjoy living near nature and greenery and gladly
embrace their privacy.

Residents who have elected to belong to a specific rural environment will
probably not identify strongly with their new village immediately, although they
may feel an attachment (McHugh & Mings, 1996). Rather, in accordance with
personal interests and life course, residents are selective in how they attach to
specific sub-sections of village life (Haartsen & Stockdale, 2017). This process of
‘selective belonging’ denotes a spatially and socially uneven attachment to the
living environment (Watt, 2009; Benson & Jackson, 2012). Processes of elective
and selective attachment are mainly associated with in-migrants. Whereas some
in-migrants remain aloof, others quickly establish social relations in the village or
experience a strong attachment to the natural environment (Gustafson, 2009;
Scannell & Gifford, 2010). But village-born residents can also be selective, for
instance because they cherish the individual freedom resulting from diminished
social control, or disappointedly turn their backs on the village that they no longer
feel part of due to disruptions in the socio-physical environment (Brown & Schafft,
2011; Brown & Perkins, 1992). Contemporary patterns of place attachment are
therefore characterised by selection based on individual circumstances, interests
and desires.
According to Savage (2010) the rise of new and elective types of belonging does
not imply the end of a more general form of belonging. A general attachment refers
to a strong emotional bond and identification with the village as a whole, often the
result of an absence of life alternatives (Lewicka, 2005). Some present-day rural
residents still have a strong local affiliation, which may manifest in feelings of
nostalgia and dwelling. Savage claims that ‘elective belonging pitches choice
against history, as the migrant consumer rubs up against dwellers with historical
attachments to place’ (Savage, 2014; p. 30). Although village-born residents can
to some extent be selective in how they belong, shared historical and long-lasting
ties with the village mean that they are typically associated with high levels of
81
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general attachment (Zwiers et al., 2016). This group of residents is believed to
have ‘inherited’ place and they therefore take the decision to dwell in a place for
granted (Lewicka, 2013). However, a large proportion of rural in-migration is
comprised of lateral rural flows, such as young residents moving to a larger
neighbouring village to find affordable housing, or return-migrants who had
previously lived in the general destination area (Bijker et al., 2015; Stockdale,
2015). This suggests that a proportion of rural in-migrants may also develop a
general attachment to the village and its surroundings. Thus origin is not
necessarily conclusive in predicting high levels of either general or selective forms
of place attachment (Gieling et al., 2017).
4.3. From selective attachment to volunteering

The observation that place attachment and civic activity are interrelated is not
new (Anton & Lawrence, 2014; Manzo & Perkins, 2006; Musick & Wilson, 2008),
but it remains unclear how general and selective forms of attachment affect
volunteering. There is little doubt that a general attachment results in a collective
style of volunteering (Hustinx & Lammertyn, 2003). In locally embedded groups
with shared general attachments to the village, volunteering is often perceived as
a social obligation and an integral and unquestioned part of community life
(Thissen & Drooglever Fortuijn, 1998). Residents strongly rooted within a village
culture often share a local identity and tend to cite solidarity, maintaining village
ties and reciprocity as reasons for becoming active (Wuthnow, 1998). Such social
norms are created through various forms of civic engagement that involve
personal interaction in a diffuse set of activities (Salamon, 2003). Edmondson
(2001; p. 66) refers to this as ‘grounded participation’, which to some members of
a village community is ‘well known, simply obvious, what has to be done; local
common sense prescribes appropriate behaviour, and these prescriptions are
followed without exception’. Volunteering is therefore considered both a
mechanism for building trust and reciprocity and an outcome of strong inwardly
orientated social networks.

But do selective forms of attachment also result in volunteering? On the one hand,
residents with selective forms of village attachment may still like to practise
hobbies close to home, pursue societal ideals or, if they have children, engage in
child-related activities (cf. Haartsen & Stockdale, 2017; Sardinha, 2014). Also,
Benson & Jackson (2012) emphasise the performative dimension of s/elective
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belonging as a way in which middle-class residents become involved in processes
of place-making. Seeking to uphold their representations of the rural idyll,
‘selective belongers’ are often well aware of the need to improve local deficiencies
in order to adapt their living environment to their idealised standards. Voluntary
work therefore allows residents to shape and transform local society in
accordance with personal beliefs and requirements (Hanlon et al., 2014). There is
likely to be a correlation between the related form of selective attachment and
activity type. For example, the number of formal local contacts is found to predict
residents’ participation in social organisations and community improvement
activities (Liu & Besser, 2003) whereas environmental attachment is associated
with pro-environmental behaviour (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). Furthermore,
cultural attachment can be manifested in an active engagement with local cultural
practices, festivities and customs (Panelli et al., 2008).
On the other hand, some residents may be increasingly selective in not finding
every aspect of rural living equally desirable and may choose non-identification
and non-participation with specific parts of the village (Skerrat & Steiner, 2013).
Residents without a general attachment may perceive volunteering as optional
and instrumental, which suggest that volunteering may depend exclusively on
personal interests and lifestyle preferences (Holmes, 2014). Selective forms of
attachment may therefore only result in noncommittal and volatile motivations
for volunteering, whereby volunteers can always decide to quit prematurely. In
other words, not all residents perceive volunteering in village life as a matter of
course or may wish to volunteer out of a profound love for the village.

The way rural residents are attached to their living environment is believed to be
an important predictor of the willingness to volunteer in various types of village
clubs and organisations (Benson & Jackson, 2012; Zwiers et al., 2016). Whereas
some elect to belong to specific sub-sections of the village, others may have
developed long-lasting historical bonds with the village, resulting in a strong
general attachment. In line with the above-mentioned theoretical expectations,
we posit that general attachment to the village predicts volunteering in village life,
but that selective forms of attachment to the village may also do so. Specifically,
we hypothesise a correlation between general attachment and volunteering in a
wide range of village organisations, whereas selective forms of attachment only
contribute to volunteering in activities related to the specific form of attachment.
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4.4. Methods
4.4.1. Sample
The data we present in this chapter were collected in autumn 2014 by means of a
paper and online questionnaire as part of the Socially Vital Countryside database
‘14 survey (SVP’14), carried out by the Netherlands Institute for Social Research
(SCP). The survey was conducted among a sample of the rural population of the
Netherlands, defined as the inhabitants of Dutch villages (< 3,000 inhabitants) and
outlying areas, with a minimum age of 15 years. For reasons beyond the scope of
the present study, elderly residents were overrepresented. Statistics Netherlands
(CBS) drew a random sample from the Municipal Persons Database (GBA), and
developed a weighting factor correcting for selective representation on the basis
of age, gender, ethnicity, household income, source of income, village size,
proximity to the city and part of the country. This means that inferences can be
drawn about the more than two million Dutch rural inhabitants.

The survey addresses a range of topics with regard to the participation, selfreliance and quality of life of village residents. In total, 7840 rural residents
completed the survey, resulting in a response rate of 48 percent. To ensure that
respondents were oriented to a particular village, residents living more than 500
metres outside the village (self-reported) were excluded from the analyses,
leaving 5509 respondents. Because responses for some questions were missing,
4757 cases were used in the actual analyses.
4.4.2. Variables

This study distinguishes three types of variables:

Volunteering in village life – as dependent variables we looked at whether
respondents were voluntarily active in six forms of community life: (1) sports
clubs, (2) hobby clubs (e.g. drama or music), (3) primary school-related activities,
(4) neighbourhood or village councils, (5) local historical associations and (6)
nature or environment-related organisations. Active involvement in one of these
local organisations may include, for example, organisational work, coaching a
youth team, maintaining a website, collecting money for charity, attending
meetings or organising events. For each type of organisation, we classified
respondents as either a non-participant (no volunteering or less than one hour a
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month) or a participant (volunteering one hour or more per month). Thus, our
focus was on volunteering in organisations only and ‘non-participants’ may be
involved in community life in other ways than those captured by this research.

Attachment to the village – this study distinguishes one general form and three
selective forms of place attachment (social, cultural, and environmental), which
were measured using 14 closed items (Table 4.1). The four forms of place
attachment each consist of several items with a high Cronbach’s alpha. For each
variable, the items were averaged and subsequently standardised to correct for
different scales of measurement.

Socio-demographic variables – a number of socio-demographic factors have been
added to the analysis as control variables that previous research has shown to be
important to volunteering: gender, age, educational level, length of residency,
living in a household with or without children, physical disability, church
attendance, village size and distance to a city.
4.4.3. Logistic regression analysis

We used logistic regression analysis to assess which forms of place attachment
are correlated with volunteering in various types of village organisations for
different groups of residents while controlling for a number of sociodemographic
variables. The regression model estimates how different forms of place
attachment and various personal and village characteristics increase or reduce
the chances of being a volunteer in various types of village organisations. A
positive ß-coefficient means that an increased value on the independent variable
increases the probability of being a volunteer. If the sign of the ß-coefficient is
negative, an increase in the value of the independent variable leads to a lower
probability of being a volunteer.
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Table 4.1

Forms of place attachment used as variables in logistic regression analyses

Dimension

Item

General
attachment

‘I care a lot about this village’
‘I feel connected with this village’
‘it is a village close to my heart’

Social
Attachment

‘Approximately how many village
inhabitants do you know by their first
name?’
‘Approximately how many village
inhabitants visit your home from time to
time?’
‘With approximately how many village
inhabitants do you discuss personal
matters?’
‘Approximately how many village
inhabitants could you ask for help? (e.g.,
with a small job around the house)?’
In your spare time, how often do you:

Cultural
attachment

Environmental
attachment

…watch a local or regional television
channel?
… listen to a local radio station?
… speak a local dialect or language?
… eat local dishes or ingredients typical
of the region?
… listen to local music?

How important are the following things
for living pleasantly?
‘Quietness and space’
‘The landscape surrounding me’

Scale

Varies from
‘totally disagree’
(1) to ‘totally
agree (5)

Varies from
‘none’ (1) to
‘more than 50’
(5)

Item 1 and 2:
Varying from
‘never’ (1) to
‘more than two
hours daily’ (5)

Item 3, 4 and 5:
Varying from
‘never’ (1) to
‘often’(4)

Varying from
‘Not at all
important’ (1) to
‘Very important’
(4).

Mean
3.76
3.82
3.62

Cronbach’s
Alpha
.86

4.26
3.00
2.31

.81

2.51

2.42

2.26
2.77
2.52

.77

1.90
3.46
3.42

.71

4.5. Results
4.5.1. Descriptive results
On average, respondents volunteered most actively in sports and hobby clubs
(table 4.2). Almost one in five residents volunteered at least one hour a month at
a local sports club. Respondents were least active in local historical associations:
around eight percent of the sample actively volunteered for this village
association. General attachment to the village was found to have remained a
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relevant form of place attachment within this study’s sample. Furthermore, it is
hard to directly compare the three forms of selective attachment due to the
disparate ways of phrasing and scaling the individual items. The high average
score for environmental attachment may indicate that a village’s environmental
qualities such as space, quietness and greenery resonate well with romanticised
ideas about living in an ‘enchanted landscape’ (Savage, 2010). Also, the low score
for cultural forms of attachment may fit in a larger context in which local cultural
expressions and practices are becoming less common (Milbourne & Kitchen,
2014; Driessen, 2005).

4.5.2. Village attachment and volunteering

As argued, we expected to find a relationship between general attachment and
volunteering in various village organisations. We also expected selective forms of
attachment to result in volunteering in associated village organisations. The
results only partially meet the first expectation (table 4.3). A general attachment
to the village led to volunteering in sports, hobby, primary school-related
activities and village councils, but not to volunteering in local historical and nature
or landscape associations. These latter two associations normally organise
activities where older and like-minded residents meet and interact. However, the
strength of the significant relationships is considered moderate at best, indicating
that the impact of general attachment on volunteering is not very strong.

In contrast, relationships between selective forms of attachment and volunteering
are found to be substantial. Judging by the ß-coefficients, social attachment is the
best predictor of volunteering and is found to affect volunteering in all types of
village clubs and associations, with the exception of nature and landscape
associations. This means that rural residents with a social attachment to the
village are most likely to volunteer. It is plausible that social attachment
contributes to volunteering because social ties will encourage motivation,
information about other local organisations as well as social pressure. It is
important, however, to bear in mind that active involvement in village
organisations can also lead to an increased number of local contacts. A reverse
causation between social attachment and volunteering is therefore likely to occur.
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Table 4.2

Summary statistics of variables used in logistic regression models (N=4757)

Sports clubs (0=not active, 1=active)
Hobby clubs (0=not active, 1=active)
School-related activities (0=not active, 1=active)
Village councils (0=not active, 1=active)
Local historical associations (0=not active, 1=active)
Nature & landscape (0=not active, 1=active)
General attachment (1=lowest, 5=highest)
Social attachment (1=lowest, 5=highest)
Cultural attachment (1=lowest, 5=highest)
Environmental attachment (1=lowest, 4=highest)

Gender (0=male, 1=female)
Age category (in years of age)
15-29
30-45
46-60
61-75
75+
Length of residency
Less than 10 years
Between 10 and 30 years
Longer than 30 years
Village-born residents
Educational level
Low
Medium
High
Household with children (0=without children, 1=with children)
Physical disability1 (0=no disability, 1=disability)
Church attendance2 (0=not church going, 1=church going)
Village size
1-500 residents
500-1500 residents
1500-3000 residents
Distance to city3 (0=near city, 1=away from city)

Mean
.20
.13
.13
.10
.08
.09

SD
.40
.34
.34
.30
.28
.29

.50

.50

3.76
3.02
2.38
3.44

13.85
16.75
28.34
25.05
16.01

1.23
.72
.90
.55

17.44
30.64
24.69
27.23
37.74
34.06
28.20
.44
.21
.22

.50
.41
.42

18.03
41.26
40.72
.73

.45

1=this variable is composed of questions related to one’s physical condition. We asked if a respondent has
difficulties with a number of daily activities in and around the house. If the respondent answered at least one
question with ‘yes’ then that person was classified as being disabled
2=a respondent is considered ‘church going’ as they indicated to go to church at least once a month
3=we measured proximity to a city by calculating if a respondent is able to reach 150000 people within 15
minutes travel distance by road. If yes, then the respondent is considered to be living in a village near a city, as
opposed to living away from a city
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Table 4.3

Results logistic regression analyses

General attachment

Social attachment
Cultural attachment
Environmental attachment

Female
Age category
15-29
30-45
46-60 (ref)
61-75
75+
Length of residency
Less than 10 years
Between 11 and 30 years
Longer than 30 years
Village-born residents (ref)
Educational level
Low
Medium (ref)
High
Household with children
Physical disability
Church attendance
Village size
1-500 residents
500-1500 residents (ref)
1500-3000 residents
Distance to city
Pseudo R2

Sports
clubs

Hobby
clubs

School-related
activities

Village
councils

Historical
associations

Nature &
landscape

.73*
.05
-.23*

.47*
.23*
.01

.25*
.07
-.03

.54*
.25*
-.06

.38*
.23*
.22

.16
.32*
.53*

.04
-.35

-.41*
1.00*

-.25
-.15

.11
.05
.09

-.02
.15
.00

-.33

-.21

.24*

.19*

-.53*

-.02

-.13
-.05

.42*
.60*

-.21
-.01

-.24
-.01
.07
.01

.17
.33*
-.42*
-.33*
-.38*
-.03
-.00
.10

.09
-.31*
.08
.41*
.21

.09
.16
.07

.17*

.67*

.64*
1.15*

.27*

-.04

-.34*

-.11

-.37*

.35
.93*

.89*
1.11*

.61*
.77*

-1.18*
-.15

.18
.09
.12

-.35
-.41*
-.03

.15

-.06

-.00
1.22*
-.04
.32*

.37*
-.22
-.05
-.23

.20

.54*

.07
.09
.12

.04

-.09
.31*
.08

-.37
-.38

.13
.37*
.20
-.26

.36*
-.31
-.15
.26

.03
-.28
.27
.18

.27

.39*

-.09
.15
.11

4

-.16
.03
.08

*=p < .05

The expectation that cultural attachment would enhance volunteering in cultural
activities such as hobby clubs and local historical associations was supported by
the findings. Moreover, village residents with a cultural attachment were also
relatively likely to volunteer in local councils and nature and landscape
organisations. This latter finding is noteworthy because some residents seem to
engage in these latter kinds of organisation as part of their cultural attachment.
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As expected, attachment to the village’s environmental qualities only contributed
to volunteering in nature and environmental organisations and not any other type
of village activity. This was expected as selective attachment confined to the
village’s environmental qualities bears little relationship to socially orientated
village organisations. In fact, a negative relationship was found between
environmental attachment and volunteering in sports clubs. This finding suggests
that residents with a strong attachment to nature, quietness and spaciousness
were somewhat less likely to be closely engaged with local community life than
similar residents with a weaker environmental attachment. This seems to confirm
popular notions that residents who have moved to live a quiet life in the
countryside remain aloof from village life.
4.5.3. In-migrants and volunteering

Interestingly, the correlations between residential history and volunteering in
various village clubs and associations are mostly insignificant. Further analyses
have explored the role of residential history in relation to village attachment and
volunteering. First, dividing the descriptive results into four groups of residents
based on their length of residency shows that long-term residents volunteered
more frequently in village life than recent in-migrants and that long-term inmigrants eventually become as active in village life as village-born residents (table
4.4). The results indicate that in-migrants start off with strong feelings of
attachment to the natural living environment. This is consistent with the findings
from other studies that rural in-migrants explore their new residential area before
moving there. The preconceptions of the physical environment are usually met
because it is relatively easy when looking for a house to obtain a good impression
of a village’s environmental qualities compared to its social qualities (Bijker et al.,
2015; Zwiers et al., 2016). Social and cultural attachment require a longer
residency in order to develop. Second, if we only include sociodemographic
variables in the logistic regression, we find that long-term and village-born
residents volunteered significantly more often than recent in-migrants (table 4.5).
This effect disappears when the four attachment variables are introduced. Length
of residency and the attachment variables share a considerable degree of
variation, and the effect of length of residency is partially explained away by the
attachment variables. In other words, in-migrants volunteer less than village-born
residents because they have less social or other attachment. When in-migrants
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remain in the village for decades and their village attachment increases, their
volunteering increases as well.

Another sociodemographic variable that encourages volunteering is gender, with
men being more likely to participate in sports clubs and village councils and
women volunteering more often in schools. Older generations are more active
volunteers in most village organisations, but there is one noteworthy exception:
volunteering in school-related activities seems to be a life-course affair (Haartsen
& Stockdale, 2017). Judging by their age, respondents with school-aged children
and grandparents are most likely to volunteer in primary school-related activities.
Furthermore, more highly educated residents volunteer more actively in village
life, particularly in village councils and historical associations (cf. Musick &
Wilson, 2008). A reason for concern might be that residents with a disability do
significantly less voluntary work in sports clubs (see Tonts, 2005 for a discussion
on sports clubs as potentially exclusive to outsiders).
Table 4.4

Detailed descriptive results showing the distribution between resident's length
of residency, forms of attachment and volunteering1

General attachment
Social attachment
Cultural attachment
Environmental attachment

Sports clubs
Hobby clubs
Primary school
Neighbourhood & village council
Local historical association
Nature & landscape association

0 to 10 years

11 to 30 years

.13 (.33)
.07 (.25)
.11 (.31)
.05 (.22)
.03 (.18)
.06 (.24)

.17 (.38)
.11 (.31)
.13 (.34)
.08 (.27)
.06 (.23)
.09 (.29)

3.25 (1.25)
2.62 (.71)
1.95 (.77)
3.51 (.54)

3.51 (1.22)
2.90 (.71)
2.17 (.84)
3.49 (.54)

30 years or
longer
3.77 (1.19)
3.03 (.67)
2.61 (.92)
3.51 (.51)
.21 (.41)
.18 (.38)
.14 (.35)
.13 (.34)
.14 (.34)
.15 (.35)

Village-born
residents
3.95 (1.16)
3.26 (.67)
2.62 (.87)
3.37 (.58)

.24 (.43)
.15 (.36)
.14 (.35)
.11 (.31)
.10 (.30)
.12 (.32)

1= General, social and cultural attachment are measured on a scale from 1 to 5, environmental attachment on a
scale from 1 to 4. Volunteering measured by 0=no, 1=yes. Standard deviations between parentheses
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Table 4.5

Length of residency
Less than 10 years
Between 11 and 30 years
Longer than 30 year
Village-born residents (ref)
General attachment
Social attachment
Cultural attachment
Environmental attachment
Pseudo R2

Hierarchical logistic regression analyses with blocks of sociodemographic
variables and attachment variables1
Sports
clubs

-.86*
-.34*
-.03

.05

-.24
-.01
.07
.24*
.73*
.05
-.23*
.10

Hobby
clubs

-.43*
-.28
-.03

.03

.11
.05
.09
.19*
.47*
.23*
.01
.07

School-related
activities

-.32*
-.03
-.05

.10

-.02
.15
.00

.17*
.25*
.07
-.03
.12

Village
councils

-.48*
-.31
-.04

.04

.18
.09
.12

.27*
.54*
.25*
-.06
.08

Historical
associations

-.76*
-.67*
-.14

.09

-.35
-.41*
-.03
.04
.38*
.23*
.22
.11

Nature &
landscape

-.09
.21
.15

.06

1= For purposes of clarity only length of residency (first block) and attachment variables (second block) are
reported. The logistic regressions control for gender, age, education, type of household, physical disability,
church attendance, village size and distance to city
*=p < .05

4.6. Conclusion

In this chapter, we explored whether general and selective forms of attachment to
the village have a different impact on voluntary citizen activity in various local
clubs and organisations. Based on data collected in rural areas of the Netherlands,
two results emerge. First, the correlation between general attachment and
volunteering is weaker than expected. This contradicts our hypothesis that rural
residents would actively volunteer in village life because of their strong general
and historical attachments to the village. Although a general attachment to the
village is still found to be relevant in present-day Dutch rural societies, its unique
contribution to explaining volunteering is low. We therefore contend that a strong
general attachment does not necessarily translate into active volunteering. This
shows that the ability to ‘elect to belong’ is not confined to mobile and new
residents: village-born residents are also selective in their decisions to become
active in village life. In that sense, Savage’s (2010) distinction between ‘elective
belonging’ and ‘dwelling and nostalgia’ may not be in strict opposition with each
other.
Second, selective forms of attachment are found to be salient predictors of
volunteering in village life. This corresponds to Benson & Jackson’s (2012)
conceptualisation of the ‘performative dimension of elective belonging’, which
stresses the importance of ‘practice’ in the process of becoming attached to a
place. Following Savage’s (2005; 2010) and Watt’s (2009) notions of elective and
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.13
.37*
.20
-.04
.16
.32*
.53*
.08

selective belonging, we argued that rural residents have options about how they
shape their local attachment and involvement. In this process we expected that a
general and all-encompassing form of attachment to the village is being replaced
by more selective forms of attachment in which rural residents have and make
individual choices. This study therefore presents the comforting thought that
selective forms of attachment also encourage people to volunteer. Specifically, a
village where residents have access to a large local social network could guarantee
that volunteering rates remain high. At the same time, the strengthening of village
identity is not expected to create more motivation to volunteer.

The finding that social attachment is the strongest predictor of volunteering raises
questions about how selective forms of attachment relate to current rural
developments, such as a greater emphasis on citizen initiatives (De Haan et al.,
2017). A reticent government encourages residents to become increasingly
responsible for the quality and development of their residential area. However, a
considerable amount of social and intellectual capital is required in order to
successfully establish citizen initiatives, such as an energy or broadband
cooperative. Also, perseverance and a strong initiator commitment are vital
conditions for successfully implementing and running citizen initiatives. Constant
negotiations with market and governmental parties as well as follow-up
maintenance can make ownership a very demanding and stressful task (Salemink
& Strijker, 2016). The suggestion that selective attachments comprise a more
volatile and noncommittal style of volunteering makes it doubtful whether a large
proportion of present-day residents would be interested in launching citizen
initiatives. Our expectation that a general attachment to the village is increasingly
being replaced by selective forms of attachment could therefore be interpreted as
a sign that the ‘participation society’ has its limitations and could be
unsustainable.

The finding that each form of selective attachment results in citizen activity
suggests that a gradual transition from general to selective forms of attachment
will not necessarily jeopardise the existence of active village communities.
Residents, including in-migrants, are expected to remain motivated to engage in
voluntary work related to their specific form of attachment. And yet our study also
raises the concern that volunteering based on selective attachments could create
conflict and tension within village communities (Smith & Krannich, 2000; Woods,
2011). In some cases, different forms of attachment are associated with different
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ideas and desires regarding the living environment. In-migrants with a strong
environmental attachment may have a stability-orientated perception of the
village surroundings, which may differ significantly from the perceptions of
longer-term residents with a cultural attachment who might be more changeorientated (Zwiers et al., 2016). Also, a decline in village solidarity and reciprocity
makes it easier to decide to stop volunteering, potentially frustrating residents
who actively volunteer. The rise of ‘elective belonging’ may therefore lead to
divisions between like-minded people with similar forms of selective attachment
both between and within villages.
All in all, we argue that reasons for volunteering in village life are becoming more
diverse. Present-day rural residents may not volunteer out of love for the village
as a whole, but instead do so because of a selective attachment to specific subsections of the village. Future efforts to strengthen local communities should take
into account the heterogeneous ways that residents are attached to their villages
in order to encourage voluntarism (Gieling et al., 2017). Whether an increased
policy emphasis on volunteering in rural areas is desirable is discussed elsewhere
(cf. Mohan, 2012; Jones & Heley, 2014), but the fact remains that rural
communities are likely to be allocated more responsibilities in the near future. In
any case, it is not correct to assume that residents with a general and allencompassing attachment to the village perceive volunteering as a matter of
course. Residents are not expected to volunteer for better or for worse but rather
they do so out of a selective love for the village.
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