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“Thus the little cultural ‘plant’ of Anderen, growing out of its sandy soil, its
heath, meadow an forest, in relative isolation for centuries, displays a
persistent toughness in the face of the 20th century. While bending to the
winds and storms of both minor and cataclysmic changes in nature and
culture, it has, so the authors believe, the hardihood to survive for long years
to come”
John and Dorothy Keur (American anthropologists), The Deeply Rooted. A
Study of a Drents Community in the Netherlands, 1952

“De resterende Oldambter akkerbouwers zijn hobby- of deeltijdboeren. Ze
doen er wat anders naast sinds er met tarwe geen droog brood meer te
verdienen valt. De een is chauffeur op de belbus, de ander kweekt paling in
de schuur. Er zijn er ook die struisvogels houden, of kangoeroes. In het
Oldambt lopen die beesten in de wei – de landbouw is er postmodern”

Frank Westerman (Dutch journalist and novellist), De Graanrepubliek, 2000

“Ik zweefde terug naar het dorpje L., waar Claire de bewoners op een
Elementenfestival zou vergasten. (...) De hele dorpsweide hing vol en onze
voorgelezen teksten schalden uit luidsprekers. (Met dank aan de firma
Steentjes.). Geen vogel landde meer in L. Zelfs de ganzen trokken weg. De
bevolking krapde zich achter de oren”
Adriaan van Dis (Dutch novellist), In het Buitengebied, 2017
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Introduction
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1.1. Motivation
From residential village to active community is the title of a short documentary
about Sterksel, a small village of approximately 1,200 inhabitants located in the
southern part of the Netherlands. The documentary portrays residents who
collectively and voluntarily participate in village life in order to run facilities that
would not otherwise exist. For example, the villagers have set up a health
cooperative to meet the needs and wants of an ageing village population. They also
run a local supermarket and organise an annual village fair. In the documentary,
the chair of the local village council explains that the people of Sterksel do not
want to wait for the local government to take action; instead, they work
proactively to keep the village liveable. Sterksel’s residents believe that for each
problem encountered in the village, the solution lies in a citizens’ initiative. In
other words, active residents are claiming the lead in directing the course of the
village’s development. An active and engaged village community, such as that of
Sterksel, seems to be capable of safeguarding village liveability in an era of
government withdrawal.

Sterksel presents a textbook example of a village that complies with
contemporary governmental ideals regarding a self-reliant village community
within the ‘participation society’ (the Dutch equivalent of the British ‘Big Society’
concept). Local governments endorse the reallocation of responsibilities from the
central state to local communities, holding residents responsible for the quality of
local society and public space. This transition to a ‘participation society’ entails
the promotion of a culture of volunteering, self-reliance and citizens’ initiatives.
Policymakers promoting this culture increasingly expect rural citizens to be
willing to actively participate in various aspects of village life on a voluntary basis
to keep their villages liveable (Mohan, 2012; Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2013;
Woolvin & Hardill, 2013; Haartsen & Venhorst, 2010). There is a considerable
amount of support among academics for these governmental beliefs, as studies
indicate that residents of cohesive local communities report high levels of health
(Mohnen et al., 2011), community action (Theodori, 2004) and security (Sampson
et al., 1997).

It is thought that rural communities comprising homogenous and close-knit
populations with deeply rooted village-based bonds are increasingly developing
into communities comprising heterogeneous populations with more loose-knit
social ties (Tönnies, 1887; Groot, 1989). Within such loose-knit communities,
2

residents’ relations with their living environment are becoming increasingly
consumptive (Marsden, 1992). Against this background, the contemporary policy
emphasis on citizen activity is remarkable, because recent societal developments
have indicated less rather than more engagement within local communities (e.g.
Simmel, 1971; Wellman & Leighton, 1979; Salamon, 2003). Whereas villagers
used to live in relatively ‘autonomous villages’ in which they both worked and
lived, contemporary villages are thought to have been transformed into
‘residential villages’ where villagers live but do not necessarily spend their
professional and social lives (Thissen & Loopmans, 2013). Processes of
suburbanisation and counter urbanisation have brought new inhabitants with
diverse lifestyles, interests and orientations to the countryside. Some village
residents may still perceive their lives within a rural setting as an allencompassing way of life, whereas others may consider their village to be merely
a place to live in. In this light, Murdoch et al. (2003, p. 9) argue that ‘now it is
regularly asserted that rurality has splintered into many competing ruralities,
ruralities that are associated with the various demands on rural space being made
by different groups’. These developments raise the following question. To what
extent do present-day rural residents experience village attachment, and how
willing are they to become active in local clubs and organisations?

Life in European villages is influenced by demographic processes of ageing,
population decline and the out-migration of highly educated individuals
(Haartsen & Venhorst, 2010). In north-western European countries, these longterm rural changes do not necessarily affect the rural quality of life in a negative
way, as most rural residents are mobile and maintain strong connections with
urban centres for professional and social reasons. In other words, their ability to
live a pleasant life in the countryside is not dependent on what a village has to
offer (Walker & Clark, 2010; Flaherty & Brown, 2010). However, the loss of
traditional village culture, facilities, structures and community life can prompt a
‘discourse of loss’ in which a section of rural residents with strong local
attachments mourns the disappearance of the village they once knew (Cook et al.,
2007; Christiaanse & Haartsen, 2017). To some extent, these residents hold the
group of more mobile and outwardly-orientated residents responsible for the loss
of social cohesion and the decline of community spirit (Cloke et al., 1998).
Although the loss of the village community and facilities occasionally sparks
community engagement, it may also result in further marginalisation of
vulnerable village residents. The number of residents interested in carrying out
3
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voluntary work may be small, and the number of voluntary tasks that these
residents need to handle can be overwhelming (Salemink et al., 2017). The risk of
volunteers becoming disappointed and overburdened is therefore a serious one
in a participation society, as a number of residents wish to volunteer in activities
to counteract inevitable rural changes, such as preserving threatened local
facilities and services (Wiersma & Koster, 2013).

The ‘discourse of loss’ entails the expectation that a section of residents has
maintained strong bonds of attachment with the living environment along with
feelings of nostalgia towards the village that once was. Another section of
residents who are more mobile and outwardly orientated are thought to have a
weaker attachment, resulting in a lack of commitment that may affect their
willingness to become active in village life. This, in turn, could negatively affect the
village’s resilience and liveability. However, at the same time, a ‘rediscovery’ of
place could occur (Lewicka, 2005). Savage et al. (2005; 2010) have introduced the
concept of ‘elective belonging’, which refers to the idea that place remains
significant in the lives of most people, because place attachment became
increasingly optional with greater mobility. Increased residential, daily and digital
mobility provides residents with increased freedom of choice to select those
residential environments that fit with their personal wants, needs and lifestyles
(Savage, 2010). This suggests that mobile individuals have better opportunities to
choose how they would like to be attached to specific aspects of the village. This
results in a process of ‘selective belonging’, which entails spatially and socially
uneven attachments to the living environment (Watt, 2009; Benson & Jackson,
2012). A section of recent in-migrants has been found to form strong social bonds
with fellow residents, whereas other in-migrants are strongly attached to the
environmental qualities of a village (Gustafson, 2009). Consequently, an increased
emphasis on mobility and consequential freedom of choice ‘greatly complicates
our understanding of what [the] rural is and what it is to become’ (Bell & Osti,
2010; p. 203). Diverse modes of village attachment may therefore be related to
differing motivations behind volunteering in village life.
Thus, there are contrasting views regarding the development of village
attachment. A better understanding of how present-day residents are attached to
their villages will contribute to a realistic assessment of what can be expected of
the village community and may enable the discovery of new ways of bringing
about liveable villages. The example of Sterksel reveals that village populations

4

can be resilient and are well able to take matters into their own hands. Villages
that successfully cope with structural rural changes are often associated with high
levels of human capital (e.g., social, intellectual and financial capital), which
especially pertains to residents’ individual qualities, knowledge and skills.
However, the resources that residents possess are not necessarily invested in the
immediate living environment. Although a certain degree of local attachment also
seems to be a necessary ingredient for residents to become active, its role in
community participation and planning often remains under-examined (Manzo &
Perkins, 2006). As the residents of Sterksel demonstrate, shared attachment to a
place can motivate cooperative efforts to improve a community. This raises the
question of how liveability can be safeguarded in villages that do not contain social
entrepreneurs or in which residents live their lives within the wider ambit of the
village and community ties are less strong. Not all rural residents strongly identify
with the immediate residential environment, because they may have only limited
or selective attachments to specific aspects of the residential area, such as its
nature and greenery. Others may choose to live an autonomous and anonymous
life in the countryside. This suggests the importance of assessing the relationships
between diverse and selective types of village attachment and motivations to
volunteer in village life in order to better understand the potential and limitations
of the participation society in rural areas.
1.2. Research aim and questions

In light of the discussion presented in the previous section, the objective of this
thesis is to explore village attachment as a multidimensional phenomenon and to
examine how variations in village attachment manifest in present-day rural
society. The first set of research questions guiding this thesis focus on the concept
of village attachment itself and the conditions that contribute to it. They read as
follows. RQ1: What types of contemporary village attachment can be
distinguished in Dutch rural areas? RQ2: To what extent does the availability of
village facilities contribute to residents’ social place attachment? The above
questions will be addressed through an overview and discussion of how presentday villagers are attached to their rural living environment and how village
facilities relate to social place attachment. Although studies on general attachment
are numerous (Lewicka, 2011), a sophisticated typology that explains how
residents are attached to their villages in contemporary contexts is currently
lacking. Also, a statistical model that examines the relationships between different
facilities and social place attachment is expected to yield insights on the social
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importance of various facilities within contemporary rural societies. Thus, this
thesis contributes to the advancement of the place attachment literature.

The second set of research questions pertains to the different ways in which
present-day village residents manifestly relate to their immediate living
environment in terms of volunteering and perceptions of liveability. Specifically,
two research questions are posed. The first of these questions is: Are general and
selective forms of village attachment able to predict voluntary citizen activity in
various local clubs and organisations? (RQ3) The second question is: Do different
groups of rural residents perceive the availability of opportunities to volunteer in
village social life as a significant determinant of liveability, and how do differences
in voluntary activity affect perceptions of liveability? (RQ4) The premise of this
thesis is that the rural population is becoming increasingly diverse in terms of
attachment, which impacts on perceptions of village liveability among different
sections of the present-day rural population and their motivations to volunteer in
village life. A study that examines the relationship between attachment and
volunteering will yield a better understanding of how increased freedom of choice
to attach to specific sub-aspects of the countryside may have transformed
residents’ willingness to volunteer within village communities. Volunteering in
village life is not self-evident, and non-volunteering could be the result of a
deliberate and often-made decision. Also, in order to discuss the opportunities
and limitations provided by the participation society, it is helpful to examine
whether and how volunteering in village life and individual perceptions of
liveability are interrelated and how differences in local activities influence the
ways in which residents perceive the quality of their living environment. A study
that attempts to answer these questions will contribute to ascertaining residents’
willingness to volunteer and the importance of opportunities to volunteer in
present-day rural living.
1.3. The concept of village attachment

Village attachment is the core concept of this thesis. In the environmental
psychology literature, attachment is often defined as ‘bonds between people and
place based on affection (emotion, feeling), cognition (thought, knowledge, belief)
and practice (action, behaviour)’ (Gustafson, 2006; p.19; see also Low & Altman,
1992). Whereas environmental psychologists usually measure relationships
between specific aspects of place and individual behaviours, human geographers
have shown a keen interest in the subjective experiences and meanings of place
6

(Lewicka, 2011). Specifically, rural geographers have pointed out that the
increasing mobility of rural residents has resulted in the meaning of place
becoming more complex as different sections of the rural population attach
differently to different aspects of the rural environment (Milbourne & Kitchen,
2014; Halfacree, 2012; Bell & Osti, 2010). The literatures on place attachment and
rural mobilities will be synthesised in order to examine how contemporary rural
residents are attached to their living environment, while recognising that the
meanings of rural places are continually defined and redefined by an increasingly
mobile rural population (Gustafson 2006).

The disappearance of historic communal roots as a key determinant of general
place attachment makes it necessary to rethink the various aspects of place that
contribute to contemporary forms of place attachment. In this thesis, four
dimensions of place attachment are distinguished: environmental, social, cultural
and functional. A distinction is commonly made between the environmental and
social dimensions of place attachment (Brehm et al., 2006; Hidalgo & Hernández,
2001; Scannell & Gifford, 2010). Some people choose to live near beautiful natural
scenery and can quickly develop a strong environmental attachment, while others
prefer to be part of a tight village community and have a strong social attachment
to the social qualities of the village. Also, village residents develop a cultural
attachment by being actively engaged in local cultural practices, which can elicit
feelings of ‘being at home’ and a sense of local identity (Panelli et al., 2008). Last,
a functional attachment reflects residents’ dependence on a village for the
provision of basic needs and as a site for conducting daily activities (Williams &
Vaske, 2003). This thesis reveals that different groups of residents relate to their
residential surroundings in rural areas according to these four distinctive forms
of attachment, demonstrating variations in village attachment. Thus, individuals’
attachment to a place should be understood as a reflexive process in which they
have increased freedom of choice to become attached to specific aspects of the
village.
1.4. Methods and data

This thesis examines how contemporary residents are attached to their villages
and how their diverse attachments impact on their decisions to volunteer in
village life. Quantitative data compiled by the Netherlands Institute for Social
Research (SCP) as part of the Socially Vital Countryside Database 2014 Survey
(SVP’14) were employed in the study. A survey was conducted among a randomly
7
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chosen sample of the rural population in the Netherlands, defined as inhabitants
of Dutch villages (< 3,000 inhabitants) and outlying areas and aged at least 15
years. The sample was randomly drawn by Statistics Netherlands from the
Municipal Persons Database (GBA). The data were collected in autumn 2014. A
total of 7,840 rural residents completed the survey. A weighting factor was
developed to adjust for selective representation based on age, gender, ethnicity,
household income, source of income, village size, proximity to the city and part of
the country. In this way, inferences could be made and extended to the total Dutch
rural population numbering more than two million inhabitants. A second smaller
dataset was also used with the specific aim of exploring how different aspects of
place, such as opportunities to volunteer and availability of local facilities,
contribute to residents’ perceptions of liveability.

The use of a large, nationwide and representative dataset is rare within European
rural studies, as studies on the relationship between attachment and volunteering
have adopted a predominantly qualitative focus. A disadvantage of qualitative
studies is their lack of generalisability to a larger rural context. Consequently,
studies focusing on the marginalised and the extraordinary are generally
overrepresented in the academic literature on rurality. This study responds to
Smith’s (2007) call for more quantitatively oriented research in order to identify
and explore wider general patterns of rural social change. The collaboration with
the SCP allowed for more rigorous data analysis, enabling statements to be made
about systematic developments in rural areas, which in this specific case relate to
variations in village attachment and their impact on volunteering. This dataset
also deviated from other datasets, as it included respondents’ opinions on
relevant rural issues and village activities, thereby offering rich insights into the
characteristics, quality of life, attachments and volunteering of present-day rural
residents in different types of rural areas.
The original purpose of compiling this dataset was to study current developments
in village life in relation to prevailing policy issues at the national, regional and
local levels (cf., Vermeij, 2015, 2016; Vermeij & Gieling, 2016; Steenbekkers &
Vermeij, 2017). This dataset was used to carry out a number of academic studies
entailing data analysis conducted within a scientific theoretical framework.
Advanced statistical methods were also used to develop general statements on
how contemporary Dutch rural inhabitants are attached to their villages and how
different types of attachment may manifest in various dealings with the village
and its immediate surroundings.
8

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has
classified the Dutch countryside within two categories: ‘predominantly urban’ and
‘intermediate’ (Brezzi et al., 2011). It is therefore important to bear in mind that
the data were collected in the specific context of the Dutch countryside, which is
relatively urbanised and densely populated. Regional urban centres are accessible
within half an hour’s travel time from almost anywhere in the country. As a result
of advances in transportation and communication technology, it is expected that
physical distance will become increasingly less significant not only in the
Netherlands but also in other regions of the world. The social and cultural changes
identified in this thesis are thus likely to occur in other countries as well, although
geographical differences will remain. This makes this thesis of interest to an
international readership.
1.5. Thesis outline

The core of this thesis, which addresses the four research questions, consists of
four studies presented in Chapters 2–5. The causes of place attachment are
examined in Chapters 2 and 3. The aim of these chapters is to generate a critical
discussion on the concept of village attachment and subsequently to present a
typology of different types of village attachment. Specifically, Chapter 2 is aimed
at providing insights into how present-day rural residents are attached to their
villages and their surroundings. In this chapter, the conventional and widely
applied distinction between locals and newcomers, wherein the latter are
considered to have only weak village attachments compared with the former, is
challenged. A typology of rural residents is proposed, based on their degrees of
social, functional, cultural and environmental attachment. Thus, rural residents
can be categorised into various groups according to their type of village
attachment. The conclusion that simplistic distinctions, such as that drawn
between locals and newcomers, do not adequately describe present-day
variations in village attachment is further explored in the remaining chapters.
In Chapter 3, the relationship between village facilities and residents’ social place
attachment is examined. Most residents no longer rely on locally available
facilities for their primary functions. However, village facilities also entail a social
function as places where villagers meet and interact with each other. Assuming
that different facilities impact differently on the social place attachment of
different groups of residents, this chapter raises the question of how traditional
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village structures, such as these facilities, operate in contemporary village
societies and whether or not they contribute to social place attachment.

In Chapters 4 and 5, the consequences of different forms of place attachment on
residents’ willingness to become actively involved in village life are assessed.
Chapter 4 explores how different forms of attachment affect residents’ willingness
to volunteer in various village clubs and organisations. According to the theory of
elective belonging, rural residents have options for shaping their local
attachments and involvement. Thus, we can assume that village attachment is
becoming more selective and individualised. This analytical framework is applied
in this chapter to assess how general and selective forms of village attachment
affect volunteering in village life.

Chapter 5 focuses on an examination of the ways in which different rural residents
relate to perceived liveability and the role of volunteering opportunities in this
regard. In the context of the participation society, residents’ willingness to
volunteer is commonly assumed to be an important determinant of liveability. The
analysis presented in this chapter, which differentiates a sample of rural residents
in the province of Friesland into non-participants, nominal participants and active
participants, is aimed at providing a better understanding of whether and how
volunteering in village life and individual perceptions of liveability are
interrelated. Thus, the importance of the availability of opportunities to volunteer
in village social life as a determinant of perceived liveability, and variations in
perceptions of liveability in terms of voluntary activity among different groups of
residents, are investigated.
In Chapter 6, the final chapter, insights from the previous chapters are brought
together to draw general conclusions relating to the study’s main objective of
exploring the relationship between different types of village attachment and
residents’ willingness to become actively engaged in village life. This chapter
provides new insights on the potential and limitations of the participation society
in rural areas. Furthermore, problems facing policymakers working to improve
liveability and the quality of life in villages are identified. Based on the theoretical
and empirical insights emerging from this study, recommendations for facilitating
the creation of more sustainable village societies are presented. Additionally, this
chapter includes reflections on the data and methodological procedures that
underpin the thesis as well as suggestions for further research.
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Abstract
Villages are often perceived as close-knit societies to which residents feel strongly
attached. In the era of mobilities, rural residents have more opportunities to
choose their own degree and form of village attachment. This challenges the
distinction between locals and newcomers, which is frequently made, where the
latter are considered to have only weak village attachment compared to the
former. To assess contemporary types of village attachment, we employed a latent
class analysis using survey data on 7684 residents of small villages and outlying
areas in the Netherlands. Based on their degrees of social, functional, cultural and
environmental attachment we categorised rural residents into seven groups
according to their type of village attachment: traditionally attached, socially
attached, rural idyll seekers, rest seekers, slightly attached, footloose and
reluctantly attached. The results demonstrate meaningful variation in peopleplace relationships in Dutch villages. Moreover, they underscore that simple
distinctions such as that between locals and newcomers do not suffice to describe
this variation.

Keywords: Mobility, Place attachment, People-place relationships, Population
dynamics, Latent class analysis, the Netherlands
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2.1. Introduction
‘Peet has never left his village. He lived in the closed circuits of family, relations,
friends and neighbours. On some mornings he would leave a bunch of carrots on
the doorstep of someone he liked, or a cauliflower, or a few leeks’. Thus, Geert Mak
(2001) begins his popular novel on post-war sociocultural change in the Dutch
village of Jorwerd, illustrating a degree of village attachment that is hard to
imagine today. Although in some media and policy discourse the idea that rural
areas have remained traditional and static persists (Woods, 2011), increased
mobility and technology has enabled attachments beyond one’s own living
environment. In the words of Halfacree, this ‘is concerned with forging identity
and lifestyle through multiple places that does not depend on the core sedentarist
assumption of a single, settled home place’ (2012, p. 214). The geographical scope
of many people’s lives, and especially those living in the countryside, has been
greatly extended over the past decades. This increased outward orientation can
be interpreted as a sign that the type of village attachment described in Mak’s
novel is waning.

However, even in the era of mobilities, village attachment remains significant in
the lives of most rural residents (Milbourne & Kitchen, 2014). Through increased
levels of daily, residential and digital mobility, contemporary rural residents are
able to develop more diverse forms of attachment to their village. Rural residents
differ on how they would like to interact with the village and its surroundings.
This diversity in people-place relationships can partly be explained by differences
in access to mobility: mobile people are likely to develop different types of
attachment and may perceive places as meaningful for other reasons than less
mobile residents (Gustafson, 2013). Mobility does not necessarily weaken peopleplace relationships but may provide rural residents with opportunities to become
attached to their villages in myriad ways and degrees.

When discussing different types of rural residents, one frequently made
distinction is that between autochthonous villagers and newcomers. Born and
bred locals are assumed to be less mobile and more strongly attached to their
village compared to newcomers who are more outwardly oriented (Relph, 1976;
Hay, 1998). In some cases, this has led to cultural tensions and conflict between
the two segments of a village population, as both are believed to have different
values and desires regarding their living environment (Cloke et al., 1997; Smith &
Krannich, 2000). However, with migration to the rural being a familiar
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phenomenon since the 1970s, newcomers have become a highly diverse category.
While a share of them migrated to a village to enhance their quality of life (Benson
& O’Reilly, 2009; Van Dam et al., 2002), other new residents migrated for
affordable housing or due to family relationships (Stockdale, 2015; Bijker et al.,
2012). And whereas some are primarily interested in peace and quiet, others are
among the most active residents in the village (Gustafson, 2009). In addition,
among village-born residents – a minority in most present-day Dutch villages
(Vermeij, 2015) – there is also considerable variation in people-place
relationships. While some struggle to maintain threatened village facilities, others
gladly embrace the individual freedom resulting from less social control, or
disappointedly turn their back on the village they no longer feel part of.

This chapter considers whether a traditional local versus newcomer divide still
suffices to capture the diversity of contemporary people-place relationships in
villages. While diversity in these relationships is widely recognised (cf. Cloke et
al., 1997; Marsden et al., 1993; Woods, 2011; Ruiz & Domon, 2012; Smith, 2007),
an empirically supported typology of present-day rural residents based on how
they are attached to their village is currently lacking. This study aims to fill this
gap by proposing a typology of village attachment based on various dimensions of
place attachment. To do so, we pose two questions: What types of village
attachment can be distinguished in the rural areas of the present-day
Netherlands? And which sociodemographic variables coincide with what type of
village attachment?

Before addressing these questions, we will discuss the relationship between
mobility and place attachment. This will be followed by an explanation of how
present-day rural residents may be attached to their villages according to various
dimensions of place. The method is further explained in the subsequent methodsection, followed by the results and the discussion.
2.2. Theory

2.2.1. Mobile residents, mobile attachment
Mobility in the rural is not a new phenomenon (Goodwin-Hawkins, 2015);
however, its ubiquitous nature has changed the social, economic and cultural
structures of many present-day villages. One way in which mobility has increased
is in the daily transport opportunities of residents. Most rural inhabitants have
access to one or multiple cars (Noack, 2011; Steenbekkers & Vermeij, 2013), and
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their use of transport has increased steadily over recent decades (Van Wee et al.,
2006). It has now reached an average of over one hour travel time and 35
kilometres daily (Steenbekkers & Vermeij, 2013). Changes in residential mobility
have also had an impact. The extended scale of daily mobility has resulted in more
opportunities to combine life in the village with social and professional networks
at other locations (Smith, 2007; Boyle & Halfacree, 1998). In recent decades,
physical and residential movement has been complemented by digital mobility
(Salemink et al., 2016). Although some rural areas still have to cope with slow
online connectivity, digital activities are having an increasing impact on the lives
of rural residents (Steenbekkers et al., 2006).

These various types of mobility have created an increasingly mobile lifestyle
(Urry, 2007; Sheller & Urry, 2006; Larsen et al., 2006). Accordingly, mobility has
become the locus of processes of identity formation (Easthope, 2009; Cresswell,
2011), social inclusion (Oliva, 2010) and sense of place (Barcus & Brunn, 2010).
This raises questions concerning how contemporary rural residents are attached
to their residential environment (cf. Bauman, 2000; Castells, 1996). Previous
research has found that mobile people become ‘liberated from place’ (Lewicka,
2005, p. 383), meaning that mobile residents become less dependent on their local
environment. The traditional close-knit village community, with deeply rooted
village bonds, has become a community with limited commitment to the local
(Hunter & Suttles, 1972; Groot, 1989; Vermeij, 2015). However, it has also been
suggested that although the overall intensity of the attachment to a village has
diminished over the years, a ‘re-discovery of place’ may be occurring (Lewicka,
2005, p. 382). Thus, mobility does not prevent residents from developing a
meaningful relationship with their place of residence (Antonsich, 2010;
Milbourne & Kitchen, 2014), and may even encourage them to do so (Ralph &
Staeheli, 2011).
Mobility and place attachment are often treated as two extremes on one
continuum (Gustafson, 2013). Most studies have found that the length of
residence correlates positively with place attachment (cf. Brehm et al., 2006;
Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974). However, this depends on the specific dimension of
place attachment. There is some empirical evidence to suggest that social
attachment is significantly correlated to length of residence, while attachment to
the natural environment is not (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). Gustafson (2009) also
demonstrated that people who recently moved to the countryside can have strong
social bonds with fellow residents. He gives the example of Swedish business
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travellers who, despite their cosmopolitan lifestyle, actively participate in village
life and feel strongly attached to the social qualities of the village. Therefore,
mobility should not be automatically associated with low levels of place
attachment and vice versa. In fact, through the use of the technology, the tendency
to work or pursue leisure activities at a distance from the birth region is gaining
popularity and leading people to develop emotional bonds with various places at
the same time (Barcus & Brunn, 2010).

That new rural residents can develop strong attachments to their living
environment is partly due to people making more informed decisions to reside in
places that are congruent with their life stories. Savage et al. (2005, p. 29) argued
that places have become ‘sites to perform identities’ and are selected to ‘tell
stories that indicate how their arrival and subsequent settlement is appropriate
to their sense of themselves’. Accordingly, rural residents are able to choose how
they want to be attached to their residential area on the basis of their preferred
lifestyle. However, not all residents have equal opportunities to live a mobile life,
with some rural residents remaining immobile (Franquesa, 2011; Hannam et al.,
2006; Hedberg & do Carmo, 2012). While mobility has become a precondition for
societal and economic inclusion (Oliva, 2010; Spinney et al., 2010), not having
access to either a car or an appropriate online connection could lead to
marginalisation. In particular, older rural residents and those living in remote
rural areas are least mobile as a result of circumstances rather than choice.
Therefore, it is important to bear in mind that place attachment and mobility
‘mean different things, to different people in different situations’ (Gustafson,
2001, p. 681).
2.2.2. Dimensions of place attachment

In the present study, we aim to establish a typology of rural residents according
to what their village means to them in terms of their sense of attachment. As a
starting point for this typology, we use dimensions of place attachment, within
which such village attachment may evolve. Gustafson (2006, p. 19) defined place
attachment as ‘bonds between people and place based on affection (emotion,
feeling), cognition (thought, knowledge, belief) and practice (action, behavior)’.
We are interested in the relationship between rural residents and how they are
attached to various aspects of place, rather than the manifestations of place
attachment. We therefore focus on the aspects of the village that may matter to

20

residents, assuming that attachment to those aspects can have affectionate,
cognitive as well as practical forms.

While place attachment researchers have proposed a number of different
dimensions of attachment, a distinction between the social and the physical
dimension of place attachment is most commonly used (Hidalgo & Hernández,
2001). In the words of Lewicka:
“Some people feel attached to a place because of the close ties they have
in their neighborhood, generational rootedness, or strong religious
symbolism of the place, that is, because of social factors; others may feel
attached to the physical assets of places, such as beautiful nature,
possibility of recreation and rest, or physically stimulating environment”
(2011, p. 213).

For the present purpose of capturing contemporary patterns of place attachment,
we argue that this dichotomy is too limited.

Firstly, we propose that the social dimension of place attachment consists of three
subdimensions: the number of local social contacts, social orientation and sociocultural attachment. While local social contacts refers to the number of
relationships a resident has within the village, social orientation can be
understood as the relative importance of these local relationships in a resident’s
social network. The two may often coincide but do not necessarily do so: very
mobile and socially active residents may have many local contacts as well as a
large social network outside the village. Inversely, less mobile and more isolated
villagers may depend on just a few local contacts. Gustafson (2006) and Gallent
(2014) showed that active involvement in social networks within the village does
not necessarily conflict with an outward social orientation. However, in some
cases, a strong outward orientation indicates limited possibilities to become
active in a village’s communal life (Nichols et al., 2012).
The final subdimension of social place attachment refers to socio-cultural
bonding, which may be manifest in active engagement in local traditions,
festivities and customs. Cultural practices can elicit feelings of ‘being at home’ and
a sense of community (Antonsich, 2010). Moreover, local socio-cultural symbols
and memories play a role in processes of identity-building and can demarcate
socio-cultural boundaries between, as well as within, village communities (Tonts
& Atherley, 2010; Smith & Philips, 2001). Cultural attachment is strongly related
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to residential history (Raymond et al., 2010; Hay, 1998) and in-migration and
globalisation are often considered to be threats to cultural forms of place
attachment (Milbourne & Kitchen, 2014; Driessen, 2005). However, others have
argued that globalisation has led to a renewed interest in small-scale life and local
cultural practices and products, also among counter-urban movers in search of
the rural idyll (Bell, 2006).
Secondly, we also divide the dimension of physical attachment into two
subdimensions: functional attachment and environmental attachment. Following
Williams and Vaske (2003, p. 831) we consider functional attachment to reflect
‘the importance of a place in providing features and conditions that support
specific goals or desired activities’. In other words, we consider a resident to have
relatively strong functional attachment when they depend on the village for basic
needs and daily activities. This is the case when a resident has few alternatives
and, for example, rarely leaves the village or uses the internet. Due to an increase
in mobility, functional attachment has, on average, decreased. However, this does
not apply equally to all rural residents. The degree of functional attachment varies
throughout the life course: residents with children and elderly residents are
relatively dependent on their immediate surroundings (Burholt, 2012; Rubinstein
& Parmelee, 1992). Furthermore, less affluent residents may face mobility
constraints and therefore be more dependent on the supporting functions of a
village due to circumstances rather than choice.

Environmental attachment refers to the bonds that an individual has with the
spacious and natural area that surrounds a village. This dimension of place
attachment may become more important, as migration and second-home
ownership in popular rural areas is predominantly fuelled by lifestyle motives
(Benson & O’Reilly, 2009; Hjort & Malmberg, 2006). Living in close proximity to a
beautiful natural environment is one important reason people move to the
countryside and, in contrast to other dimensions of place attachment,
environmental attachment operates relatively independently of length of
residence. Rural in-migrants are therefore able to quickly develop a strong bond
with the village’s natural environment (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). In fact, inmigrants who are strongly motivated to move to the countryside based on
environmental motives often have a conservative standpoint with respect to
changes in the environment (Zwiers et al., 2016). However, this does not
necessarily apply to all in-migrants. Moreover, people who were born in the
village – in particular young adults – do not always report a positive connection
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to the quietness of the surroundings or the amount of green space that surrounds
the village (Rye, 2006; Thissen et al., 2010).

Addressing our first research question, we propose that different segments of a
village population take distinctive positions on these five dimensions of place
attachment. Rather than a one-dimensional continuum, we expect different
groups of residents to relate to their residential surroundings according to
distinctive patterns of attachment, and that a typology can be discerned,
demonstrating a variation in village attachment in the rural areas of present-day
Netherlands.
2.3. Method
2.3.1. Data
To assess the types of village attachment of contemporary rural residents, we
adopted a quantitative approach. The quantitative data we present in this chapter
were collected by means of a hard copy and online questionnaire as part of the
Socially Vital Countryside Database 2014 Survey (SVP’14), carried out by the
Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP). The survey was conducted among
a random sample of the rural population of the Netherlands, defined as
inhabitants of Dutch villages (< 3000 inhabitants) and outlying areas with a
minimum age of 15 years. For purposes beyond the scope of the present study,
villagers of 75 years or older were overrepresented. The sample was randomly
drawn by Statistics Netherlands from the Municipal Persons Database (GBA). The
data were collected in autumn 2014.
In total, 7840 rural residents completed the survey, resulting in a response rate of
48 percent. A small number of questionnaires were incomplete, leaving 7684
respondents in the analysis. A weighting factor was developed to correct 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. In this
way, inferences could be made concerning the more than two million rural Dutch
inhabitants.

The survey addressed a range of topics with regard to the participation, selfreliance and quality of life of village residents, and consisted of 59 closed
questions with statements concerning the respondents’ engagement in village life,
how they value various village facilities and associations and on their orientation
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outside the village. It also contained a few open questions where respondents
could elaborate on current developments in the village.
2.3.2. Measures

To operationalise the five dimensions of place attachment (social contacts, social
orientation, functional, socio-cultural and environmental), 16 closed items were
used from the Socially Vital Countryside Database 2014 (Table 2.1). A
confirmatory factor analysis of these items confirmed the existence of four of the
five proposed dimensions of place attachment but combined the dimensions of
social contacts and social orientation. However, based on the theoretical
arguments outlined in Section 2.2, and the high Cronbach’s alphas, we decided to
include both dimensions separately in the LCA analysis. Details regarding the
factor analysis and the corresponding factor loadings can be found in Appendix
2A. Each of the five dimensions of place attachment consist of several items with
high factor loadings in conjunction with a Cronbach’s alpha ranging from
acceptable to high. For each variable, the items were averaged and subsequently
standardised to correct for different scales of measurement.
Other measures that were employed from the Socially Vital Countryside Database
2014 include a number of personal and village characteristics. These variables
were: age categories, sex, educational level, whether a person was employed, car
availability in the household, physical disability, church attendance, length of
residence, village size and attractiveness of the landscape. In addition, one open
question: ‘What does your village mean to you?’, was also used in the LCA analysis.

Table 2.1
Dimension

Social contacts

Dimensions of place attachment used as variables in Latent Class Analysis

Item

1. Approximately how many village
inhabitants do you know by their
first name?
2. Approximately how many village
inhabitants visit your home from
time to time?
3. With approximately how many
village inhabitants do you discuss
personal matters?
4. Approximately how many village
inhabitants could you ask for
help? (e.g. with a small job
around the house)?

Scale

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

Mean
4.21
2.97
2.28

Cronbach’s
Alpha

.82

2.46
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Social
orientation

Functional
attachment

Socio-cultural
attachment

Environmental
attachment

1. Approximately how many of your
acquaintances live in (or around)
your village?
2. Approximately how many of your
friends live in (or around) your
village?
1. In a normal week, approximately
how many days do you leave the
village (or the immediate
surroundings of the village)?
2. In a normal week, approximately
how many days do you go to a
city?
3. In your spare time, how often do
you use email, text messaging or
online chat?

In your spare time, how often do you:
1. … watch a local or regional
television channel?
2. … listen to a local radio station?
3. … speak a local dialect or
language?
4. … eat local dishes or ingredients
typical of the region?
5. … listen to local music?
How important are the following
things for living pleasantly?
1. Quietness and space
2. The landscape surrounding me

2.3.3. Latent class analysis

Varies from ‘all live
elsewhere’ (1) to
‘all live in the
village’ (5). Having
no acquaintances/
friends at all was
coded as 1.
Items 1 and 2:
varying from
‘hardly ever’ (1) to
‘6 or 7 days a
week’ (6)
Item 3: varying
from ‘never’ (1) to
‘more than 2 hours
a day’ (5)

Items 1 and 2:
varying from
‘never’ (1) to ‘more
than two hours
daily’ (5)
Items 3, 4 and 5:
varying from
‘never’ (1) to
‘often’ (4)
Varying from ‘Not
at all important’
(1) to ‘Very
important’ (4)

2.34
2.18

.81

5.03
3.22

.62

2.73
2.37
2.26
2.74
2.52

2

.77

1.90
3.47
3.46

.71

Latent class analysis (LCA) was applied to construct a typology of contemporary
village attachment. This statistical method is a special case of finite mixture
modelling and offers a systematic way to classify a range of self-reported
characteristics into homogeneous groups (Vermunt & Magidson, 2002; Masyn,
2013). In contrast to other cluster methods, it allowed us to identify groups of
respondents defined by similarity of response patterns, and to determine the
specific probability of each respondent belonging to a certain latent class. Our LCA
clustered rural residents into different types of village attachment (latent classes)
based on several dimensions of place attachment. The number of classes was not
fixed a priori but derived from the data and therefore not determined by the
researcher’s expectations. Consequently, LCA is more rigorous than other cluster
methods such as K-Means Clustering or Hierarchical Clustering (Schreiber &
Pekarik, 2014).
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The weighted LCA was conducted in Mplus (Muthén and Muthén, 1998-2015,
version 6.11) run from within Stata (StataCorp, 2015, version 14) by the runmplus
adofile (version 2.0, 2013.05.26) written by Richard N. Jones. Several diagnostic
statistics can be consulted to determine the appropriate number of classes
(Nylund et al., 2007). Firstly, the most widely used criterion is the Bayesian
Information Criterion (BIC). A smaller value of the BIC indicates that the model
with a number of k classes fits the data better compared to the model with k-1
classes. Secondly, entropy was examined as an estimation of how distinct the
latent classes identified were from one another: values approaching 1 indicate a
clear delineation of classes (Celeux & Soromenho, 1996). This estimation is often
used in conjunction with the mean posterior probability, which indicates how well
respondents fit into their classes. Thirdly, the Vulong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin
likelihood ratio test (VLMR-LRT) and the Lo-Mendell-Rubin adjusted LRT (LMRaLRT) were used to determine whether the present solution with k classes was
significantly better than the solution with k-1 classes, as indicated by a p-value <
.05 (Rumpf et al., 2014; Van Gaalen & Dykstra, 2006). Additional analyses were
conducted using Stata.
2.4. Results

2.4.1. LCA output: A seven-class model
The latent class analysis addressed the first research question. Following the
common procedure, we started by computing a latent class model with only one
latent class (no relationship between manifest indicators) and added one class
after the other (Jung & Wickrama, 2008). In total, LCA with one to eight classes
were performed resulting in a seven-class solution providing the best model fit
(Table 2.2). The value of the BIC gradually decreased as the number of classes
increased. This was an indication of improvement for each additional class. In
addition, non-significant p-values (> .05) of VLMR-LRT and LRM-aLRT indicated
that the model with eight classes was not better than the preceding one,
suggesting that the model with seven latent classes contained the best fit. The
values of the entropy scores showed a more ambiguous pattern, but overall can
be considered high (Clark & Muthén, 2009). Therefore, the seven-class solution
was considered the best option to further explore. The mean posterior probability
scores indicated the likelihood of a respondent being assigned to each of the seven
classes. This average probability was rather high for each class, as an average
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value close to 1 suggests high certainty about true class membership (Lanza et al.,
2007).
Table 2.2
LCA

Latent class analysis with five variables of village attachment

Classes = 1
BIC = 108084.356
Classes = 2
BIC = 104631.789
Entropy = .804
Classes = 3
BIC = 103330.494
Entropy = .718
Classes = 4
BIC = 102488.824
Entropy = .845
Classes = 5
BIC = 102118.566
Entropy = .867
Classes = 6
BIC = 101860.280
Entropy = .885
Classes = 7
BIC = 101417.495
Entropy = .783

Classes = 8
BIC = 101112.418
Entropy = .792

Classes

N

Mean posterior
probability

1
2

5247
2437

.954
.926

1
1
2
3
1
2
3
4
1
2
3
4
5
1
2
3
4
5
6
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

7684
2632
3362
1691
2391
1369
2970
954
2527
2839
1356
823
139
2403
310
1532
2215
41
1183
194
715
1303
749
1868
1852
1004
740
181
727
1885
44
1269
1007
1831

1.00

.877
.813
.933
.909
.943
.892
.976
.915
.914
.879
.935
.910
.915
.929
.881
.907
.899
.962
.969
.927
.826
.867
.735
.833
.873
.852
.912
.902
.735
.980
.818
.863
.839

VLMR-LRT
p-value

LMR-aLRT
p-value

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.65

.65
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In the next step, we represented the means of each of the five place attachment
variables in a graph to visually depict the seven classes of village attachment
(Figure 2.1). All of the variables were standardised, which allowed us to compare
scores relative to the scores of other classes. A score of +1 indicates a class scores
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one standard deviation higher than the total group’s average. A score of -1 implies
the opposite, namely a standard deviation lower than the total group’s average.

Figure 2.1

Latent Class Analysis of rural residents’ village attachment (Means) (N = 7684)

The LCA confirmed the existence of several types of rural inhabitants in terms of
their village attachment. We attempted to label each class according to their most
salient feature(s). The classes are presented below in the order of high to low in
terms of the level of intensity of village attachment. In contrast to our
expectations, the social and the environmental dimensions of place attachment in
particular were found to be the cause of variation among classes to a large extent,
while the functional and socio-cultural dimensions were less distinctive.
Moreover, the breakdown of social place attachment into two different variables
seems to be meaningful: access to a considerable number of local contacts does
not necessarily contradict an active lifestyle beyond the village borders.

The Traditionally Attached class shows above-average scores for place
attachment on each dimension. Those in the Socially Attached class report an
above-average attachment on both dimensions of social attachment. The Rural
Idyll Seekers combine a considerable number of local social contacts with an
outward social orientation and also report an above-average attachment to the
village environment. The class of Slightly Attached residents has a similar social
orientation but combines this with a below-average attachment to the village
surroundings. The Rest Seekers are unilaterally attached to the village’s
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environmental qualities, while both those in the Footloose and the Reluctantly
Attached classes do not show any form of attachment to the village. In particular,
the latter class seems to be strongly opposed to the quietness and spaciousness of
village life.
Table 2.3

Traditionally
attached

Socially
attached

Rural Idyll
seekers

Slightly
attached

Rest
Seekers

Footloose

Reluctantly
attached

Total

15-29 years

14***

40***

14***

22

14***

25**

53***

20

45-59 years

25**

22***

33*

31

34***

27

19***

Age category
30-44 years
60-74 years
75+ years

Sex

Female

Educational level
Low
Medium
High

Paid employment

More than 12 hr/wk
Car mobility
No access to a car in
Household

Physical disabilityb
Minor
Major

Church attendance

At least once a month

Length of residence
All life
Longer than 15 years
6-15 years
0-5 years

Village size

100-999 inh.
1000-1999 inh,
2000-2999 inh.
Outlying areas

Attractiveness
landscapec

N

Description of each latent class individual and village characteristics. All variables
are presented in weighted percentagesa

Very attractive
Medium attractive
Less attractive
Weighted
Unweighted
%

20

27***
13***
47

47***
37
17***
54
5

19

13***
6*

41***
35
42**
22***
60
4

19

26**
9

50
34
37
29
57
4

20
20
7

53**
34
39
27
59
5

20
26
7

49

27***
34*
39***
57
5

22

19*
7

51
35
35
30
53
5

10**

11***
8

46

39
40
21*

40***
12***

20
30
23
8

49
34
37
29
56
5

8***
1

3***
1

5
1

5
1

6
1

7
1

7
3*

6
1

51***
42
5***
2***

58***
32***
7***
3***

28
51***
16
5***

33*
45
17
5***

12***
41
26***
20***

16*
39*
27***
18***

43***
29***
16
12

30
43
17
10

29***

20**
26
22*
32
32
34
34

1004
1074
14

18*

20*
28
25***
27
28*
33
39*

715
713
9

25***

25
28
19
29
34
33
33

1868
1936
25

23*

24
27
21
27*
30
34
36

1303
1288
17

14***

27**
25
13***
35***
35*
32
33

1852
1856
24

15***

24
32**
19
26*
30
34
36

749
644
9

10***

21
28
19
32
28
32
40

194
173
2

21

24
27
19
30
32
33
35

7684
7684
100

a = To improve the sample’s representativeness, the percentages were weighted on the following characteristics:
sex, age, household composition, ethnicity, income and source of income.
b = These variables are composed of questions related to one’s physical condition. We asked whether a
respondent had difficulties with either walking up and down stairs, sitting down and standing up, leaving the
house, washing themselves or walking for 10 minutes without stopping. Each question had three answer
categories: without difficulty, with difficulty, or only with the help of others. If the respondent answered at least
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one question ‘with difficulty’ or ‘only with the help of others’ they were classified as having minor disability or
major disability respectively.
c = We employed data from the BelevenisGIS version 2 (ExperienceGIS) from Alterra, Wageningen (Roos-Klein
Lankhorst et al., 2005). This instrument rates the attractiveness of geographical areas based on an empirically
constructed model relating physical features of the environment to perceptions of attractiveness. In this model,
an environment is considered more attractive when more nature, physical relief and historical landmarks are
present and fewer buildings. We used the average perceived attractiveness of the landscape in a radius of 2 km
around the CBS neighbourhood in which a respondent lived. The score was divided into three categories: very
attractive (highest 33%), medium attractive (middle 33%) and less attractive (lowest 33%).
*P < .05, ** P < .01, *** P < .001. Significance levels indicate whether each variable significantly differs from the
variable’s total average. Differences were measured by a differences in proportion test.

2.4.2. A typology of village attachment

To answer the second research question we related a number of personal and
village characteristics to the seven classes of resident village attachment. A
number of interesting outcomes can be highlighted (Table 2.3). Before turning to
these characteristics, we will first examine the group sizes, which differ
significantly. Almost half of the rural inhabitants fit into the categories of Rural
Idyll Seekers (25%) or Rest Seekers (24%). Around one quarter of the villagers
are Socially (9%) or Traditionally Attached (14%), while the remaining
inhabitants fall into the classes of Slightly Attached (17%), Footloose (9%) or
Reluctantly Attached (2%).

The second outcome is that the different classes correlate with the sociodemographic characteristics of the rural residents, with each class deviating
significantly from the total group average on several variables. By combining the
outcome of the LCA (Figure 2.1) and the socio-demographic data (Table 2.3) we
can make a concise summary of each class. These summaries also include
responses to one open question: ‘What does your village mean to you?’. With
regard to this question, we only selected the answers of respondents with a
minimum probability score of >.8 as their answers were believed to be most
representative.
Traditionally Attached – Compared to other groups, this group is most strongly
attached to their village on each dimension of place attachment. Members of this
category have many local contacts and report a strong inward orientation, which
indicates that the majority of their social relationships are with people who often
live in the same village. This group also reports a functional and cultural
attachment to their village; that is, traditionally attached villagers are more
focused on local or regional media and cultural traditions and also spend more of
their time in the village and less time online. Looking at the demographics, this
group consists of many elderly people and more than half are village-born
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residents. This category has similarities with Lewicka’s (2011) group of
traditionally attached residents with a strong everyday enrootedness in village
culture. The strong traditional attachment to the village is reflected in the
statement of an older man (72 years old): ‘This village means everything to me. I
was born here and I will eventually also die here’. Nonetheless, having lived in an
urban area does not rule out traditional attachment, as is apparent in the words
of a younger respondents (female – 30 years old): ‘I really enjoy living in the
countryside! When I was a student I lived in Leeuwarden for one year, but
afterwards I decided to never live in a city again. It was very strange not to know
the people who live around you, there was no social engagement and I did not feel
very safe’.

Socially Attached – Socially attached villagers have the majority of their social
contacts and network living within the village. In contrast to the traditionally
attached, they have only weak attachment on the cultural and functional
dimensions. This relatively small category comprises many respondents younger
than 45, as well as many village-born residents. This category’s strong social
orientation is highlighted by a 21-year-old female respondent, who equated her
attachment to the village with her local social network: ‘The moment I leave my
parental house I definitely want to stay in this village. I play football and almost
all my friends live in the village. We are a very close-knit group of friends’. This
strong emphasis on local social ties among younger residents has also been
recognised by Thissen et al. (2010), who emphasised that young residents tend to
identify with village social ties and not with the environmental qualities. The
importance of living in a close-knit community is reflected in a statement made by
42-year-old male respondent, who enthusiastically explained that: ‘My village
means a lot to me. I was born and raised in this village and almost all my friends
and family live here. My children go to school in this village and do their sports
and have their friends living here. This is our home’.

Rural Idyll Seekers – Although the social attachment of this group is clearly
weaker than that of the previous categories, rural idyll seekers combine an aboveaverage environmental attachment with a substantial number of social contacts
in the village. Because most residents assigned to this category are in-migrants, it
appears to represent a group of residents in search of the ‘rural idyll’ (Van Dam et
al., 2002). This group often lives in the village and also exhibits a weak but positive
attachment to the cultural qualities of the village and region. One location where
rural idyll seekers might meet their social contacts is at church events, as they
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indicated that they attend church relatively frequently. One of the respondents
addressed an interesting issue, as he (male – 53 years old) had concerns that
incoming tourists might negatively affect the peaceful and harmonious living
environment. Another respondent (male – 54 years old) formulated the bond with
the village succinctly: ‘[My village] is a nice, scenic and quiet living environment
on the banks of the river Meuse. The open character of the rural offers me peace
and a natural and organised residential area’.

Slightly Attached – This group does not diverge much from the total group’s
average on most personal and village characteristics. Slightly attached
respondents indicated relatively low attachment to the environment of the village
but did have a few more friends and acquaintances living in the village than on
average. Many of the respondents in this group still work, have lived in the village
for quite a number of years and are middle-aged, suggesting that many of them
may have children. As a 52-year-old man explained, for him, the village ‘is a
peaceful place to live, very spacious and a good environment to raise my children’.
Other slightly attached residents did not identify greatly with their place of
residence. As a 17-year-old female respondent reported, she perceived the village
as ‘a place to live … my family lives here, but besides that the village does not mean
much to me’.

Rest Seekers – This group is unilaterally attached to the environmental qualities
of the village: its quietness, space and nature. The other dimensions of attachment
are of less concern to this group. The majority of their social contacts live
elsewhere. Rest seekers have the shortest residential history and the highest level
of education. More often than others, they live at some distance from the actual
village and most frequently live in very small villages near the most attractive
landscape. The strong emphasis on quietness and greenery is expressed by a 73year-old male resident, who stated that he ‘moved to this village to live close to a
national park. The village itself is not of much interest to me’. This seems to be in
accordance with other studies reporting that in-migrants quickly establish strong
attachment to the village’s environmental qualities (Brehm et al., 2006; Scannell
& Gifford, 2010). Another recurring element is the appeal of a quiet life away from
village social life. The fact that many people in this group do not actually live in
the village confirms this observation. As one respondent (female – 46 years old)
put it: ‘I only occasionally drive to the village to use the mailbox, to vote and that’s
about it’.
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Footloose – The respondents allocated to this group expressed below average
levels of place attachment on every dimension. Other studies also report on
residents who do not feel rooted to their place of residence due to a history of
repeated migration or because they have chosen to live an independent and
autonomous lifestyle (McHugh & Mings, 2006). Apart from the finding that
members of this group have a relatively short length of residence in the village,
they are a diverse group in terms of socio-demographic background. Some had
only recently moved to the village and had not yet developed any form of
attachment to their new residential area. On the question of what does your village
mean to you, a 24-year-old female respondent answered: ‘Very little. I am not
originally from this village and there is not much to do. Due to a lack of services I
do not see any reason to connect to it. For me, the village is nothing more than a
place to live’. Other respondents explained that their village attachment had
declined after having lived in the village for many years; for example, because
their children left or because of poor health. For an 85-year-old female resident,
the village ‘doesn’t mean much anymore because of my physical and mental
condition’.

Reluctantly Attached – This group was few in number, reporting below-average
scores on several dimensions of place attachment. In particular, this group
expressed a relatively negative attitude towards the natural environment,
suggesting that the quiet, spacious and green environment might appal rather
than appeal to them. Understandably, young adults are strongly overrepresented
in this group, with many of them still living in their parental home. These young
adults have normally not chosen to live in the countryside and may perceive the
rural environment to be ‘dull’ (Rye, 2006; Haartsen & Strijker, 2010). In particular,
the lack of leisure facilities appeared to bother many young adults. In the words
of a 22-year-old male respondent: ‘I have never been very excited about this small
village. I have got some good friends here, but there is hardly anything to do in the
village. As I still live with my parents, this village means nothing more than a place
to live’. However, reluctant attachment to the village is not limited to young
residents. Other circumstances can also lead people to live in places they did not
choose, resulting in an uneasy attachment to their village (Brown & Perkins,
1992). This is exemplified by a 56-year-old woman who explained that: ‘I have
nothing [to do] with this village. I have to live here [a nursing home] because of
my physical disabilities’.
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An overview of the six categories reveals a weak relationship between length of
residence and village attachment (Figure 2.2). While village-born residents are
overrepresented in the groups of the Traditionally Attached and the Socially
Attached, which have the strongest levels of village attachment, the majority of
village-born residents are found in other groups. A considerable number of them
can be found in the groups of Rural Idyll Seekers (22%) and the Slightly Attached
(19%) and some are even among the Rest Seekers (9%), Footloose (5%) and
Reluctantly Attached (3%). In other words, village-born residents are not
necessarily strongly attached to their village. Newcomers, by contrast (with a
length of residence of less than five years), are predominantly found in the
categories of Rest Seekers (51%) and Footloose (19%), but again, not exclusively.
In-migrants with a longer length of residence are most likely to be found in the
groups of Rural Idyll Seekers, Slightly Attached and Rest Seekers.
Figure 2.2

Distribution of respondents (in absolute numbers) on length of residence and
village attachment (N = 7684)
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All life

0
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2.5. Discussion
The main aim of this chapter was to explore different types of village attachment
based on various dimensions of place attachment. Latent class analysis on five
dimensions of place attachment revealed seven types of village attachment:
Traditionally Attached, Socially Attached, Rural Idyll Seekers, Slightly Attached,
Rest Seekers, Footloose and Reluctantly Attached. The social and environmental
dimensions of place attachment emerged as the most important indicators of
village attachment. Different combinations of these dimensions were able to
describe six out of seven types of village attachment. Functional and socio-cultural
attachment added little to the interplay between the social and the environmental
dimensions of place attachment.
The division of the social dimension of place attachment into two different
subdimensions (local contacts and social orientation) was found to be meaningful:
different patterns of the two social subdimensions could be found among different
groups of rural residents. Most types of village attachment exhibited either high
or low social attachment on both dimensions, but the Rural Idyll Seekers and
Slightly Attached residents combined an outward orientation with a large number
of local contacts, showing that an outward orientation does not necessarily
exclude active involvement in local networks. Additional analyses showed that
people in these groups are equally likely to volunteer in village life as Traditionally
and Socially Attached residents (Vermeij & Gieling, 2016).
This finding sheds optimistic light on the development of rural communities.
While mobility and technology might cause rural residents to be more outwardly
oriented, and this development has long been feared to threaten local life, this
study showed that outwardly oriented residents appear to be motivated to invest
in local contacts. In fact, it is understood that vital and resilient village
communities thrive by combining both bonding and bridging social capital
(Agnitsch et al., 2006; Besser, 2013). Bonding social capital may facilitate internal
solidarity and coordination, while bridging social capital can connect the local
community with external markets, resources and networks. Residents who
combine an outward orientation with a substantial number of local social contacts
may therefore play a leading role in the creation of more sustainable rural
communities.

Two groups reported below-average attachment to their village: the Reluctantly
Attached and the Footloose. An important question which needs to be answered
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in this regard is whether below-average levels of attachment imply lower levels of
satisfaction and perceived quality of life. This could be the case, but not
necessarily. Some residents make a well-informed decision to live an autonomous
and independent life without involvement in local social or cultural life (Barcus &
Brunn, 2010; McHugh & Mings, 1996). However, following Lewicka (2011), nonattachment and estrangement from the local environment may result in feelings
of alienation and dissatisfaction. In particular, when residents have no choice but
to live in the countryside, such as adolescents living in their parental home or
residents who cannot afford to live elsewhere, an uneasy relationship with the
residential area may occur. Future research using qualitative methods should
target this specific group of non-attached rural residents to better understand
how they experience and value their lives in the countryside.

One question of interest was the extent to which the different types of village
attachment found in the present-day rural population would coincide with the
frequently made distinction between locals and newcomers. Our results confirm
that village-born residents are on average more strongly attached to the village
than in-migrants and that long-term in-migrants generally have stronger
attachments to the village than residents who only recently moved to the
countryside. However, in contrast to the commonly held view, we found these
relationships to be far from absolute. Ample exceptions appeared to challenge the
assumption that village-born residents are by definition strongly attached to their
living environment. Moreover, all types of village attachment were found among
newcomers. This shows that conventional categorisations of ‘locals’ and
‘newcomers’ are no longer sufficient to describe contemporary rural population
dynamics, as the origin and length of residence are not conclusive in predicting
levels of village attachment.

Our finding that some residents are unilaterally attached to the village’s
environmental qualities is relevant for rural policymakers. Many local policies aim
to enhance village social cohesion by distributing financial aid to organise social
events. In particular, in ‘big societies’, where active residents have greater
opportunity to direct local policies, it is important that local governments do not
ignore those inhabitants who are not likely to participate in social events or
consultation processes (Gieling & Haartsen, 2016). The results found in this study
may assist policymakers, village organisations and campaign groups to target
specific rural groups in order to ensure a better response rate and to implement
policy measures that are in compliance with the needs and requirements of
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different types of village inhabitants. Moreover, the results of this study provide
more insight into changing patterns of village attachment, in which traditional
forms of attachment will gradually be replaced by elective forms of village
attachment (Savage et al., 2005).

In conclusion, this study revealed the existence of new forms of people-place
relationships in the Dutch rural context. This paves the way for additional
inquiries into the relationship between different types of rural residents and their
experiences of rural life, in terms of liveability, participation and social innovation.
Finally, one other issue to be addressed concerns the generalisability of our study.
We expect that similar groups and types of village attachment can be found in
countries with a comparable level of mobility, urbanisation and population
density, but that their exact number and composition will depend on the specific
context of each country. Therefore, an international comparison is recommended
to further explore the different types of village attachment of rural residents
beyond the Dutch setting.
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Appendix 2A

Factor loadings, principal component, rotated (loadings >.30)

Dimensions and corresponding items

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)?
Approximately how many of your acquaintances
live in (or around) your village?
Approximately how many of your friends live in
(or around) your village?
In a normal week, approximately how many days
do you leave the village (or the immediate
surroundings of the village)?
In a normal week, approximately how many days
do you go to a city?
In your spare time, how often do you use email,
text messaging or online chat?
In your spare time, how often do you:
…… listen to a local radio station?
…… watch a local or regional television channel?
…… 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
Eigenvalue

Social
attachment

.76

Socio-cultural
attachment

Functional
attachment

Environmental
attachment

.83
.75
.73
.73
.70

.76
.73
.62
.75
.74
.63
.65
.77

3.95

2.52

1.55

.87
.87
1.48
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Abstract
Economies of scale and increased mobility have led to the closure of many village
facilities. Most residents do not rely on locally available facilities anymore for their
primary function. However, facilities are also meeting places. A decline in facilities
may therefore negatively influence residents’ social place attachment. This
chapter examines which facilities impact residents’ social place attachment. It also
explores whether different facilities impact the social place attachment of
different groups of residents differently. In our analyses, we make a distinction
between rural areas near and away from urban areas. Based on structural
equation modelling, we conclude that in rural areas, both near and away from
cities, cafés, and supermarkets may well matter for residents’ social attachment.
In contrast to common expectations, community centers, primary schools, and
sports facilities were not shown to enhance social place attachment. Considering
the increasing self-reliance of local communities, the present findings raise doubts
about the use of public services to revitalise local communities.
Key words: Social place attachment; Facilities; Structural Equation Modelling;
Rural; the Netherlands

46

3.1. Introduction
For decades, the number of facilities in many Western European rural areas has
been steadily declining (Woods, 2011). Concerns about facilities disappearing
have mainly focused on two functions of these facilities. First, facilities are said to
deliver important primary services in the everyday lives of villagers, allowing
them to shop for groceries, take their children to school and to engage in leisure
activities within the village. Second, they are claimed to perform a social function
as a “beating heart”, “social infrastructure” and “third places”. Spontaneous
interactions at these facilities are believed to contribute to local ties and thus
foster social cohesion (Oldenburg, 1991; Haartsen & Van Wissen, 2012). Already
since the late 1950s, the preservation of local meeting places has been put forward
as a necessary condition for social cohesion, which in turn should safeguard
liveability in rural areas facing depopulation (Kaal, 2011).

From the 1960s onwards, the geographical scope of many people’s lives has been
greatly extended, especially that of rural dwellers. This includes their social
orientation: Present-day rural residents have access to extensive social networks
outside their village (Boyle & Halfacree, 1998). Improved mobility allows
residents to combine a pleasant rural lifestyle with good access to urban networks
and services. In the Dutch rural context, the daily transport of residents takes up
to an hour of travel time or more, on average, and 35 kilometers daily
(Steenbekkers & Vermeij, 2013; Van Wee et al., 2006). As a result, many have
become less dependent on their immediate surroundings for facilities and social
contact (Broadbridge & Calderwood, 2002; Stockdale, 2014). Local policymakers
have recognised this increase in outward orientation and freedom of choice on the
part of rural residents, and have changed their priorities from providing facilities
within the village to improving connections between villages and cities to
guarantee the accessibility of facilities within the wider region (Thissen &
Loopmans, 2013; Hospers, 2012).

In a densely populated country like the Netherlands, accessibility to facilities is
not an issue for most people (Steenbekkers & Vermeij, 2013). Supermarkets,
primary schools, and sports facilities are often available within driving distance,
so most residents do not rely on facilities within their village for their primary
function anymore. However, concerns regarding the loss of their social function
have remained or have even increased, as voiced by both residents and politicians
(Brereton et al., 2011; Egelund & Laustsen, 2006). In the era of state rollback, in
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which rural communities are increasingly held responsible for the quality and
development of local society, social attachment became an important resource for
citizen activity (Gieling & Haartsen, 2016). Several studies demonstrated that
social place attachment predicts the willingness of residents to become active in
local society (Walker & Ryan, 2006; Agnitsch et al., 2006). The question we pose
here is to what extent do village facilities contribute to residents’ social place
attachment?

Understanding social place attachment as the social relations that connect
residents to their local environment, we follow social network theorists arguing
that social networks require meeting opportunities to develop (e.g. Völker et al.,
2007; Kalmijn & Flap, 2001). This implies that social networks depend on the way
life is organised and that villagers’ social place attachment depend on the local
meeting opportunities. Local meeting opportunities have strong competition,
because many residents work, go to school or grew up elsewhere. And village
facilities are certainly not the only meeting opportunities: villagers may also meet
in the shops and schools in neighboring towns or villages, in public space or over
the garden fence. However, many villagers strongly feel that village facilities offer
the necessary meeting opportunities to create the social place attachment that
they value.
So far, studies on the social function of facilities in rural settlements suffer from
two methodological shortcomings. First, many quantitative studies treat
availability of facilities as an aggregated variable, thus not taking into account that
different types of village facilities may affect residents’ social attachment
differently (cf. Auh & Cook, 2009; McKnight et al., 2016; Goudy, 1977). Other,
qualitative studies focus on one specific type of village facility and ignore the role
of other village facilities (cf. Markham & Bosworth, 2014; Svendsen, 2010). In
order to assess each facility’s unique contribution to residents’ social place
attachment, different types of village facilities need to be included in one model.
Second, rural areas are not homogeneous and therefore it is likely that similar
facilities may have a different social significance in different types of rural areas
(Egelund & Laustsen, 2006). For residents living in relatively remote rural areas,
alternative facilities outside the village will often be further away, with the result
being that both the primary and the social function of facilities remains relatively
important, especially to those who are less mobile. Residents living in villages
near urban centers are generally well connected to the city and are therefore less
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dependent on what their village has to offer. These villages near cities attract
relatively affluent in-migrants, for whom the central location is a valuable asset
(Benson & O’Reilly, 2009; Bijker., 2013). For them, whether or not facilities are
present in villages may matter less for their social attachment.

Hence, this chapter will assess the relationship between availability of facilities
and social place attachment by posing three questions. Which village facilities
impact residents’ social attachment? Do different facilities impact the social
attachment of different groups of residents differently? And what are the
differences between rural areas near and those away from urban areas when it
comes to the impact they have on facilities? We aim to answer these questions by
means of a structural equation analysis. This chapter will first provide an
overview of previous research on the relationship between village facilities and
social place attachment. Then, we will examine the indicators that influence social
place attachment among rural residents. Our method is further explained in the
method section, followed by the results. Conclusions and policy implications are
drawn in the final section.
3.2. Social place attachment and facilities
3.2.1. The notion of social place attachment
Place attachment is a multidimensional concept that refers to the emotional and
affective bonds between a person and a place (Altman & Low, 1992). In addition
to physical and cultural dimensions of place, people can feel strongly “attached to
a place because of the close ties they have in their neighborhood, generational
rootedness, or strong religious symbolism of the place, that is, because of social
factors” (Lewicka, 2011; p. 213). Although the overall intensity of attachment to
the village has diminished over the years (Hunter & Suttles, 1972), the social
dimension of place attachment has remained relevant in the lives of most rural
residents (Mesch & Manor, 1998; Gieling et al., 2017).

Social attachment to a place can manifest in the number and strength of social
bonds within the residential environment (Hidalgo & Hernández, 2001; Goudy,
1977). These bonds are produced through interactions and socialisation with
local family, friends, and neighbors (Jennings & Krannich, 2013). In present-day
villages, being part of a close-knit village community has become less self-evident
than before. Rural residents have different intensities of engagement with village
49

3

social life. Some rural residents are just happy being in a place without being
actively involved in it (Forrest & Kearns, 2001). These residents may have a good
relationship with their direct neighbors, but that is where their social engagement
ends. Others may actively seek a deeper involvement in the village community.

Many studies have emphasised the social importance of village facilities such as
primary schools (Miller, 1993), supermarkets (Clarke & Banga, 2010), local cafés
(Roberts & Townshend, 2013), community centers (Svendsen, 2010) and sports
facilities (Spaaij, 2009). Facilities refer to a single physical building with a clear
geographical and tangible location. On a day-to-day basis, village facilities perform
various functions in a village society, including a social one. For example, a
primary school’s main purpose is to educate children, but it also has a social
function as an informal meeting place for parents and children, and sometimes by
accommodating music and drama clubs (De Vries et al., 2016). Furthermore, a
primary school may have a symbolic function, since it represents a healthy, viable,
and prosperous community (Woods, 2011; Mormont, 1982; Christiaanse &
Haartsen, 2017).

In their function as meeting places, facilities may positively contribute to
residents’ social attachment. However, different facilities generally attract
different groups of residents. Residents who make use of a local supermarket are
not necessarily inclined to also visit local cafés and community centers. A greater
variety of locally available facilities therefore increases the odds that people will
meet, interact, and eventually form communities. In particular, when alternative
options are located a great distance from the home environment, facilities take on
greater importance by enhancing the strength and number of local bonds (Völker
et al., 2007; Van der Berg et al., 2014).
3.2.2. The social relevance of village facilities for different groups of residents

Rural populations are diverse in terms of local orientation, and it is unlikely that
all residents will be affected by the availability of village facilities in a similar way
(Kolodinsky et al., 2013). A relevant difference in this respect pertains to
residents’ degree of daily transport and residential mobility. Higher levels of carownership, income, and health, which result in relative ease for a person to be able
to reach potential destinations outside the village, have increased substantially in
the last few decades (Schwanen et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2012). Although it can be
safely assumed that mobile residents depend less than others on local facilities for
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their primary function, the social function of facilities may still matter to a
proportion of the less mobile as well as mobile rural residents, albeit for different
reasons.

When it comes to the role played by local facilities in small rural settlements, the
effect of these facilities on less mobile residents’ social attachment is expected to
be profound. Less mobile residents, such as the elderly, the less affluent and
disabled residents, are the most dependent on local facilities for their primary as
well as their social function. The degree of dependence on the local environment
varies across the life course (Rubinstein & Parmelee, 1992). In particular the
elderly might become more dependent on local services, when their physical
capacities and driving skills diminish. The result is that a broad range of village
facilities may have a strong social significance in their rural life (Dwyer & Hardill,
2011; Erickson et al., 2012). To less mobile residents, the disappearance of village
facilities may even result in a “sense of loss” (Cook et al., 2007) or may threaten
their identification as a “rural” person (Winterton & Warburton, 2011).
The effect of the availability of facilities on social attachment for the less mobile is
expected to be in sharp contrast to that of villagers who are regionally orientated.
These mobile residents are assumed to be less dependent on what a village has to
offer, since they do not have to rely on the primary and social functions offered by
local facilities to live a pleasant life in the countryside (Walker & Clark, 2010;
Flaherty & Brown, 2010). Many mobile residents maintain strong connections
with urban centers for professional and social reasons, which results in local
facilities, such as supermarkets and community centers, not being visited often
(Findlay et al., 2001). Pursuing this line of thought, we can expect that less mobile
residents will be the most affected by local facilities, and that, for mobile residents,
the relationship between social attachment and the availability of local facilities
will be weak at best.

An alternative view stresses the changing motivations behind social attachment.
Gustafson (2009) and Halfacree (2012) argue that increased mobility may not
necessarily weaken social attachment, but instead result in more diverse patterns
of social attachment. Traditional and close-knit village communities with deeply
rooted village bonds have turned into communities, in which mobile rural
residents choose their own degree and form of village attachment. Increased daily
and residential mobility has resulted in people being able to reside in places that
match their self-chosen identities and preferred (rural) lifestyle (Savage et al.,
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2005; Walker & Li, 2007). From this perspective, facilities may become catalysts
for establishing local social bonds. Mobile residents are less dependent on local
facilities, but may be more motivated to attend specific facilities when they fit in
with their self-elected lifestyle and are considered appropriate for “someone like
me” (Savage 2010; p. 132). Going to local cafés, community centers, and sports
clubs can therefore be well-informed decisions and form an integral part of living
the “rural idyll” (Markham & Bosworth, 2016), also among highly mobile
residents.

3.2.3. A geography of facilities

The availability of facilities may have a different impact on social attachment in
different types of rural areas. In more remote rural areas, rural residents often
have less freedom of choice when it comes to using facilities outside the village,
since residents have to overcome the impediment of greater distances to reach
alternative facilities. This may indicate that residents in remote rural areas will be
more inclined to make use of facilities that are locally available. Less mobile
residents may particularly rely on local facilities for their primary as well as their
social function. This suggests that a wide range of local facilities in remote rural
areas will particularly contribute to less social attachment on the part of mobile
residents.

Most affluent and mobile lifestyle migrants often choose to live in popular villages
near cities (Bijker et al., 2013). Although this group of residents does not
necessarily rely on the primary function of the facilities, because ample alternative
facilities are available in a nearby city, they may like to use specific local facilities
for social reasons, as part of their self-elected rural lifestyle. Facilities in villages
near urban centers could therefore perform an important social function,
particularly impacting the social attachment of affluent and mobile residents.
3.3. Facilities and other factors affecting one’s social place attachment

We expect that facilities have remained meaningful in the lives of rural residents,
while different facilities in different types of rural areas may impact residents’
social place attachment differently. In this section, expectations are explained
based on a literature review and ad hoc considerations in order to explore which
village and individual characteristics affect social place attachment.
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Village characteristics: A primary school is not only a venue for children’s
education but also a place where parents meet and interact with each other
(Haartsen & Van Wissen, 2012; Egelund & Laustsen, 2006). A primary school is
therefore particularly likely to affect the social place attachment of residents with
young children. However, Walker and Clark (2010) argue that residents with a
shorter length of residency are less inclined to recognise the social value of the
school within village society. These residents have a commitment to the village
that is less strong, which results in school choice not necessarily being limited to
the nearest school; alternative options outside the village may also be considered
in order to find the “right” school for their children. In the Netherlands, secondary
education is only available in larger towns and villages and is hence not relevant
to include in this study.

Although only a minority of the rural population does a high proportion of their
food shopping in local supermarkets (Broadbridge & Calderwood, 2002), the
availability of a village supermarket can still be considered an important venue in
the lives of less mobile, older, and disabled residents. These groups of residents
often prefer to do their grocery shopping during the day, which may often lead to
spontaneous meetings with fellow residents. Consequently, supermarkets may
have a strong impact on their social contact (Clarke & Banga, 2010).
Mount and Cabras (2016) elaborate on the impact of local cafés on village societies
as places that create a sense of belonging and stimulate social cohesion among
villagers. In rural areas, cafés are important centers for social involvement,
especially if there are no alternative facilities with a social function (Hunt &
Satterlee, 1986). For young people in particular, drinking practices are an
important marker affecting their sense of belonging (Roberts & Townshend,
2013). Moreover, mobile newcomers may make frequent use of local cafés, since
they are often perceived as an important element of the “rural idyll” (Markham &
Bosworth, 2016)

A community center’s primary function is to foster social contact (Thissen &
Droogleever Fortuijn, 2012). Once successfully established, the community center
functions as a meeting place where people from different generations and
backgrounds come together and interact with each other (Svendsen, 2010).
However, Thissen and Droogleever Fortuijn (2012) found that it was mostly lower
educated residents living in remote rural areas who frequently participated in
community center-related activities. Furthermore, it seems that community53
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based facilities are better able to meet the needs of women, especially older
women, than of men (Dwyer & Hardill, 2011).

Sports facilities are often regarded as a positive resource in rural societies, since
they contribute to social capital and stimulate social interactions. The availability
of sports facilities may have a profound impact on social place attachment, since
long distances to sports facilities have a negative impact on sport participation
(Steinmayr et al., 2011). According to rural sport participants, local sport clubs are
“vital community hubs fostering social cohesion, local and regional identities and
a shared focus and outlet” (Spaaij, 2009; p. 1143). However, Tonts (2005) argues
that sports facilities can be perceived as “exclusive,” and some residents, such as
in-migrants and the lower educated, may face sociocultural barriers to
participating in a village sports team.
Beyond a diverse range of local facilities, we postulate that community size has a
positive effect on social place attachment. A larger number of village residents
allows for more daily interactions with fellow residents, resulting in more
extensive social ties than would be possible in smaller villages. Differences in
village size are especially pronounced with respect to the relative number of
friends and acquaintances through memberships of formal organisations
(Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974; Goudy, 1990).
Individual characteristics: An important determinant of social place attachment on
the individual level is length of residency. This variable has consistently been
found to foster social attachment, because it normally takes time for people to
establish social relationships in a new residential area (Brehm et al., 2004;
Scannell & Gifford, 2010). However, the relationship between social attachment
and length of residency is expected to be non-linear. The social attachment of
residents who recently moved to the village might be limited during the first
period of time they live in the village, but may substantially increase in subsequent
years and will probably stabilise later on. Particularly in small villages, it is
unlikely that the number of local contacts will increase substantially after a certain
number of years.
Level of education affects place attachment in two opposing ways. On the one
hand, highly educated residents are generally more active in clubs and
associations, which will positively affect their local social network. On the other
hand, they are more outwardly orientated and therefore less committed to the
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local environment (Frederickson, 1980; Gieling & Haartsen, 2017). Furthermore,
Fried (1984) has argued that higher-educated residents’ place attachment is more
dependent on the built environment and its natural qualities, while lower
educated residents’ place attachment is more likely to be affected by the strength
of social ties. Hence, an a priori prediction as to the direction of the relationship
between education and social place attachment is not possible.

The suggestion is that the relationship between age and social place attachment
is U-shaped (Lewicka, 2011). Young and old residents are generally less mobile
and more dependent on the immediate living environment and are therefore
expected to have a relatively large proportion of their social network living within
the village (Wiles et al., 2009). Consequently, young and old residents make more
use of local facilities and associations: Young residents often belong to one or
more sports associations, while older residents often go to village community
centers and supermarkets (Thissen et al., 2010). However, at an older age, social
relationships are found to decrease in number and frequency of contact (Wrzus et
al., 2013). Furthermore, in the last phase of their lives, the elderly withdraw from
village social life due to physical constraints.

The composition of the household may also have an effect on place attachment
(Garrison, 1998). Having children is an important intermediary in generating
social contacts, which, in turn, results in higher social attachment (Parkes et al.,
2002). Attending children’s activities via school or sports associations provides
an opportunity for parents to informally meet and interact with each other.
Women traditionally spend more time in their communities and thus develop
stronger attachments to it (Bock, 2010). It can therefore be expected that women
will report higher levels of social place attachment compared to men. However,
this may particularly apply to women from older generations.

The ability to get by is an important proxy when inquiring whether residents are
committed to their living environment. People with high incomes are normally
better equipped to own a house, resulting in higher incentives to become more
engaged with the local community (Dietz & Haurin, 2003). Consequently, affluent
residents are more likely to participate in various community activities, and to
construct and maintain good social bonds with their neighbours (Diaz-Serrano &
Stoyanova, 2010). High-income residents who recently moved to the countryside
are particularly believed to make frequent use of specific facilities, since they
55

3

represent a self-elected sense of “living the rural idyll.” Such facilities include
cafés, sports associations, and community centers.

A lack of mobility is an important determinant of whether residents rely on local
facilities in their daily lives. Thus, we expect that having a physical or mental
disability may significantly impact social place attachment. Both types of disability
result in a higher dependence on the local environment, potentially causing a
higher visitation rate for local facilities such as supermarkets and community
centers. However, a disability might also lead to severe mobility constraints and
an inability to reach any village facility. This could lead to feelings of loneliness
and social exclusion (Warburton et al., 2016; Gething, 1997).

Interactions: Based on the literature review and the overview of the observed
predictor variables, we expect interactions to occur between specific facilities and
individual characteristics (Table 3.1). After assessing the impact of village and
individual characteristics on social place attachment, a number of interaction
effects will be added to the model. In particular, we expect the relationship
between facilities and social place attachment to vary by age, households with
children, length of residency, ability to get by and disability.
Table 3.1

Facility
Primary school
Supermarket

Overview of interaction effects between facilities and individual characteristics
on social place attachment

Pub
Community center

Sports facility

Users
Young and middle-aged residents
Elderly
Residents with long length of residency
Residents with disability
Young residents
Residents with a long length of residency
Affluent residents
Elderly
Residents with a long length of residency
Lower educated residents
Woman
Affluent residents
Young residents
Household with children
Higher educated
Affluent residents
Residents without disability
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3.4. Methods
3.4.1. Data and research context
The quantitative data we analyse in this chapter were collected 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 stratified sample of the rural
population of the Netherlands, defined as the inhabitants of Dutch villages (< 3000
inhabitants) and outlying areas, in which residents living in remote rural areas are
deliberately overrepresented. Only inhabitants with a minimum age of 15 years
are included in the research. The sample was randomly drawn by Statistics
Netherlands from the Municipal Persons Database (GBA). The data were collected
in autumn 2014. There was no evidence for non-random dropout.

The survey addresses a range of topics with regard to the participation, selfreliance, and quality of life of village residents, and consists of 59 closed questions.
In total, 7840 rural residents completed the survey, resulting in a response rate of
48 percent. Only a selection of the total number of responses is used in this study.
We include respondents living in villages of between 500 and 1500 inhabitants,
since discussions on the alleged relationship between facilities and social place
attachment are most meaningful in these medium-sized villages. In smaller
villages, facilities have already been gone for decades and, in larger villages,
closure of the last remaining facilities is not an issue yet (Elshof & Bailey, 2015).
Moreover, residents living more than half a kilometer outside the village (selfreported) were excluded from the analyses, because it was difficult to determine
to which service area they were orientated and feel connected to. Bearing these
considerations in mind, we include N = 2271 cases in the analysis.
3.4.2. Measurements

Our dependent variable “social place attachment” is a latent variable with six
observed indicators. The first four indicators measure an individual’s number and
strength of local social bonds, and the latter two indicators measure the relative
importance of these local social bonds in an individual’s overall social network.
The six indicators are: (1) “Approximately how many village inhabitants do you
know by their first name?” (2) “Approximately how many village inhabitants visit
your home from time to time?” (3) “With approximately how many village
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inhabitants do you discuss personal matters?” (4) “Approximately how many
village inhabitants could you ask for help? (for instance, with a small job around
the house)?” (5) “Approximately how many of your acquaintances live in (or
around) your village?” and (6) “Approximately how many of your friends live in
(or around) your village?” Each indicator has 5 answer categories (1 = none/all
live elsewhere to 5 = more than 50/all live in the village).

We had access to data covering the average distance to a primary school,
supermarket, and café for each respondent via a road network per village, and not
the actual availability of facilities within each village. These proximity measures
are derived from Statistics Netherlands (CBS) which annually publishes statistics
on the average distance from a village or neighbourhood to a specific facility. We
used proximity measures from 2013. Because we only included respondents
living within medium-sized villages, an average distance of 1000 meters to a
facility was taken to be an adequate way of assessing whether each facility was
available in the respondent’s village. We cross-checked this assumption in one
selected rural region by comparing our results with those of a second database
containing data on the actual availability of facilities in this selected region: We
found that differences were negligible.

The measurement procedure for the availability of community centers was
different, since official statistics regarding community centers were not available.
We used the question “Is there a community center available in your village?” from
the SVP ’14 survey as a proxy of community centers’ availability (comparable to
the other facilities included in the SEM-model). By measuring it this way, this
study included all community centers that residents themselves perceive as a
community center. These centers could be official and state-subsidised
community buildings, but might also have a more informal and temporary
character. It could therefore be that respondents living in the same village
answered this question differently. Also, some respondents answered the
question with “I don’t know”, possibly because they recently moved to the village
or stay aloof from village social life and therefore are unaware whether their
village has a community center, or because they are not sure whether a particular
facility meets the criteria of a community center. In those cases, we determined
whether a community center was available in their village by looking at answers
given by respondents living in the same village and by using a Google-search. As a
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result, we obtained a reliable impression of the availability of community centers
in the village where respondents live (nearby).

The Dutch Chamber of Commerce keeps track of all commercial and noncommercial businesses, associations, and foundations in the Netherlands. Using
these data, we were able to calculate the number of organisations for each village,
which were registered under the category of “sport.” Unfortunately, the data was
from 2016, so there was a small discrepancy between the moment of data
collection of this variable compared to the others. Moreover, there was no
information available regarding the size of each organisation. Bearing these
limitations in mind, we believe that the data from the Dutch Chamber of
Commerce provides a valid proxy for the number of local sports facilities in each
village.

In this study, “village size” is a continuous variable running from 500 (lowest) to
1500 (highest). “Length of residency” is a categorical variable consisting of 5
categories (1 = 0 to 10 years, 2 = 11 to 20 years, 3 = 21 to 30 years, 4 = 31 to 40
years, 5 = 41 or more years). In our analysis, “educational attainment” has 3
categories (1 = primary school, 2 = secondary vocational education, 3 = higher
education). The relationship between age and social place attachment is
suggested to be curvilinear (Lewicka, 2011). Therefore, we decided to use agesquared in the analysis. “Type of household” measures the composition of the
household divided into two categories (0 = household without children; 1 =
household with children). We included “gender” as a dichotomous variable (0 =
male; 1 = female).

We used two separate proxies to measure access to mobility. First, the extent to
which residents are getting by on their total household income is a good indicator
of their ability to get by (0 = [occasionally] encountering problems with getting
by; 1 = never encountering problems with getting by). Second, even if residents
do not encounter any financial problems, prolonged physical or mental
constraints may still limit mobility options. We divided a respondent’s potential
problems with carrying out daily activities due to physical or mental constraints
into 2 categories (0 = physical or mental disability; 1 = no physical or mental
disability).

The village’s geographical location relative to urban centers is expected to affect
the relationship between availability of facilities and social place attachment. In
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order to determine whether residents living in villages near and far away from
urban centers exhibit different foundations in social place attachment, this study
examined separate models for both types of rural areas. We divided the
respondents into two groups: those living in villages near cities and those living
in remote rural areas. As studies from the Netherlands Institute for Social
Research (SCP) do, proximity to a city is determined by assessing if a respondent
is able to reach 150,000 people within 15 minutes travel distance by road
(Steenbekkers & Vermeij, 2013).1 These 150,000 people do not necessarily have
to live in one city but can be divided over a number of smaller cities and villages.
If a respondent is able to do this, then he or she is considered to be living in a
village near a city, as opposed to living in a remote rural area. This way of
measuring village relative level of remoteness allows us to take into account more
relevant variables than number of kilometers such as density of infrastructure and
natural barriers. However, it is important to bear in mind that the Netherlands is
a relatively small, urbanised and densely populated country. The areas indicates
as far away from urban centers only are remote in a specific Dutch context, yet
internationally they may be classified as an ‘intermediate region’ (Brezzi et al.,
2011).
Table 3.2 provides descriptive statistics (means, standard deviation, minimum
and maximum) for all study variables.
3.4.3. Analysis

We used the structural equation modeling (SEM) framework to examine the effect
of village and individual characteristics on social place attachment. This latter
concept is a latent variable: It can only be indirectly observed through observable
indicators (Oud & Folmer, 2008). A full structural equation model incorporates a
number of independent variables to determine their effect on a latent construct.
In essence, a complete SEM model consists of two components: a measurement
model and a structural model. The first is basically a confirmatory factor analysis
that constitutes the latent variable. The links between the latent variable and its
observed indicators are assessed. The latter component is similar to a regression
structure between the independent variables and the latent variable. Because our
data include a number of dichotomous variables, we will apply the Maximum

1

Specifically, the 15-minute travel time by road is based on the average travel time from a village
to at least 150,000 people. Original data derived from Goudappel Coffeng,
www.bereikbaarheidskaart.nl (National Accessibility Map), accessed March 2017.
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Likelihood (ML) estimator based on the matrix of polychoric correlations. The
LISREL 9.2. software package was used (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996).

A variety of statistical indices are available to evaluate the goodness-of-fit of a
SEM, including the commonly used Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA), the relative chi-square (χ2 / df), the Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI), the
Adjusted Goodness-of-Fit Index (AGFI), and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI). The
χ2 is inappropriate for assessing the goodness-of-fit of the SEM in this study, since
the number of observations for the group of residents living in remote rural areas
is larger than 1000; a number of variables are dichotomous and most variables
are non-normally distributed (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996). Therefore, the model fit
will be assessed by means of the RMSEA, relative chi-square, GFI, AGFI, and CFI.
3.5. Results

3.5.1. Descriptive results
We divided the 2271 observations into two groups: 555 observations (21%) living
near urban centers and 1716 observations (79%) living away from urban centers
(Table 3.2). The descriptive results show that, on average, social place attachment
is stronger in remote rural areas than in rural areas near cities. Moreover, the
percentage of friends and acquaintances living within the village is higher in
remote rural areas than in rural areas near cities. In other words, the social
orientation of residents living in remote areas is more inwardly orientated.
Furthermore, the number of fellow residents known by their first name as well as
the most profound expression of social attachment – the number of people a
respondent can ask for help – is considerably higher in remote rural areas.

In addition, primary schools, supermarkets, and cafés are more often available in
remote villages, while, in villages near urban areas, community centers and sports
facilities are more often present. The data furthermore show that respondents
living near urban areas, as compared to those residents living in remote rural
areas, are more often male, older, higher educated, and more likely to live in a
household without children. In addition, residents living near urban areas indicate
that they cope more easily than those living far from urban areas. There is almost
no difference between both groups in length of residency and disabilities.
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3.5.2. Measurement models
Variables included in the model are standardised (beta) coefficients.
Consequently, the scales of the explanatory variables are irrelevant, and the
estimated coefficients are directly comparable. Note that, to render the model
identified, the coefficient First Name is fixed at 1, thus assigning a measurement
scale to the unobserved latent variable Social place attachment. In addition, it is
expected that the indicators in the measurement model will be related to each
other, making it likely that the error covariance between these indicators will be
correlated. Modification indices as suggested by LISREL 9.2 were used to add an
error covariance between various indicators to improve the model’s goodness-offit (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010).

The measurement equations of the endogenous latent variable social place
attachment – consisting of factor loadings, standard errors, and R2s – are
presented in Table 3.3. For both groups, the loadings are significant at the .05 level
and exceed the recommended minimum magnitude of .20 (Jöreskog & Sörbom,
1996). The table furthermore shows some variation in the loadings across the two
models. The indicator First name has the strongest loading in both models, and all
other indicators load substantially on social place attachment. Particularly in
remote rural areas, the estimated loading of First name is substantially larger than
the others, indicating that social place attachment manifests itself more strongly
through knowing many people’s first name than through other, more profound
indicators of social relationships. In villages near urban centers, differences
between the six indicators are less substantial, although First name and Visit you
correlate most strongly with social place attachment.
The reliabilities (i.e., the proportion of the variance of an indicator explained by
its latent variable) are all relatively high within both models. The R2 of First name
is substantially larger than those of the other indicators. Some variation can be
found in the reliabilities for social orientation in both types of rural areas: First
name, % friends live in village, and % acquaintances live in village seem to
contribute more to social place attachment in remote rural areas than in rural
areas near urban centers.
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Table 3.2

SD

Near urban areas (N = 555)
Minimum

2 = 1 to 5 people
1 = none
1 = none
1 = none
1 = all live elsewhere
1 = all live elsewhere

Maximum

1 = available
1 = available
1 = available
1 = available
60 sports facilities

5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = all live in the village
5 = all live in the village

1490 inhabitants

1 = female
96 years
5 = 41 years of more
3 = high education
1 = with children

Away from urban areas (N = 1716)
SD
Minimum
Maximum
.88
.90
.85
.88
1.21
1.10

981

.49
.40

291

.35
.49
.50
.39
8.33

.41
.80

.86
.60
.52
.81
8.24

4.33
3.03
2.35
2.58
2.27
2.40

Mean

Means, Standard Deviations, Minimum, and Maximum of Study Variables (Rural Netherlands: N = 2271)
Mean
.94
.89
.84
.85
1.12
1.05

500 inhabitants

0 = male
15 years
1 = 10 years or less
1 = low education
0 = without children

1 = getting by easy
1= no disability

.52
52.31
3.15
2.04
.46

.50
18.88
1.48
.79
.50

1 = none
1 = none
1 = none
1 = none
1 = all live elsewhere
1 = all live elsewhere

0 = not available
0 = not available
0 = not available
0 = not available
0 sports facilities
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5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = all live in the village
5 = all live in the village

1 = available
1 = available
1 = available
1 = available
62 sports facilities

.49
.40

0 = not getting by easy
0 = disability

500 inhabitants

1 = getting by easy
1 = no disability

1500 inhabitants

.41
.80

0 = male
15 years
1 = 10 years or less
1 = low education
0 = without children
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1 = female
100 years
5= 41 years or more
3 = high education
1 = with children

1 = getting by easy
1= no disability

4.20
3.00
2.36
2.52
2.07
2.28
0 = not available
0 = not available
0 = not available
0 = not available
0 sports facilities
292

.41
.50
.50
.38
8.91

1008

.79
.50
.45
.82
9.9

Village size

0 = not getting by easy
0 = disability

.50
18.66
1.50
.78
.49
.50
.41

.47
54.08
3.19
2.12
.42
.44
.79

1 = getting by easy
1 = no disability

0 = not getting by easy
0 = disability

.50
18.88
1.48
.79
.50

1 = female
96 years
5 = 41 years of more
3 = high education
1 = with children

0 = male
15 years
1 = 10 years or less
1 = low education
0 = without children
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500 inhabitants

Social Place attachment
First name
Visit you
Discuss personal matters
Ask for help
% friends lives in village
% acquaintances lives in
village

1 = female
100 years
5= 41 years or more
3 = high education
1 = with children

0 = male
15 years
1 = 10 years or less
1 = low education
0 = without children

.52
52.31
3.15
2.04
.46
1

0 = not available
0 = not available
0 = not available
0 = not available
0 sports facilities

Village characteristics
Primary school
Supermarket
Café
Community center
Sport facilities

1500 inhabitants

500 inhabitants

291

981

1490 inhabitants
2
5

2 = 1 to 5 people
1 = none
1 = none
1 = none
1 = all live elsewhere
1 = all live elsewhere

2

Household income
Disability

Individual characteristics
Sex
Age
Length of residency
Education
Household

1 = available
1 = available
1 = available
1 = available
62 sports facilities

0 = not available
0 = not available
0 = not available
0 = not available
0 sports facilities

.35
.49
.50
.39
8.33

1 = available
1 = available
1 = available
1 = available
60 sports facilities

1 = none
1 = none
1 = none
1 = none
1 = all live elsewhere
1 = all live elsewhere

.88
.90
.85
.88
1.21
1.10
4.33
3.03
2.35
2.58
2.27
2.40
5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = all live in the village
5 = all live in the village

Mean

Maximum

Near urban areas (N = 555)
Minimum

.86
.60
.52
.81
8.24

0 = not getting by easy
0 = disability

5 = more than 50
3
5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = more than 50
5 = all live in the village
5 = all live in the village

Away from urban areas (N = 1716)
SD
Minimum
Maximum
ard Deviations, Minimum, and Maximum of Study Variables (Rural Netherlands: N = 2271)

Table 3.3

Latent variable
Social place
attachment

Standardised coefficients of the measurement model (Final model)
Indicator

First name
Visit you
Discuss personal matters
Ask for help
% friends lives in village
% acquaintances lives in village

** p < .01, * p < .05, S.E.: standard error

Near urban areas
Coefficient S.E.
.83**
.71**
.06
.47**
.06
.49**
.06
.59**
.06
.60**
.06

R2
.69
.50
.22
.24
.35
.36

Away from urban areas
Coefficient S.E.
R2
.95*
.90
.61**
.04
.37
.47**
.03
.22
.43**
.03
.19
.69**
.04
.47
.71**
.04
.51

3.5.3. Structural models

For both types of rural areas, we first estimated an initial model including all
relevant variables (as discussed in section 3.3). The statistical significance of each
indicator was estimated and, because of the large number of predictor variables,
was only deemed significant if p < .01. In the final model, all interaction effects
were simultaneously added to the initial model. Based on a stepwise backward
deletion procedure, we deleted insignificant interaction effects one by one. The
first interaction effect to be removed was the one that had the least impact on how
the model fits the data. There are two ways to correctly determine the significance
of interaction coefficients. First, we conventionally retained interaction effects
with a significant coefficient. Second, we conducted a joint test between the main
effect and the corresponding interaction on the model’s χ2. A significant decrease
of χ2 in models with both variables compared to models without both variables
indicated whether the joint effect was statistically significant (Wooldridge, 2006).
The overall goodness-of-fit indices of the structural models showed that the
critical values ranged from sufficient to excellent, and indicated that both initial
and final models had good overall fit (Table 3.4; for details, see Hooper et al.,
2008). The final models indicated that 54% and 27% of the variation in social
place attachment was explained by the explanatory variables in the two structural
models. Another result was that the magnitudes and significance levels of the
determinants of social place attachment varied across both types of rural area.
The initial models aimed to determine whether village facilities contributed to
residents’ social attachment, in general terms. The results showed that the
availability of a supermarket and a café were positively related to social place
attachment, suggesting that their availability had a small but significant impact on
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residents’ social place attachment. Community centers, sports facilities, and
primary schools showed no relationship with social place attachment in village
societies, suggesting they had no positive effect on social place attachment. In fact,
the availability of a primary school was found to negatively contribute to
residents’ social attachment.

In both types of rural area, the initial models showed that length of residency and
having children were the strongest predictors of social place attachment. When
residents lived longer in a living environment, they had more opportunities to
meet fellow residents, which would then increase their social place attachment. In
addition, meeting other residents came naturally through monitoring children’s
activities within the village. Lower educated residents reported higher levels of
social place attachment. This could be because lower educated residents are more
inwardly orientated and more strongly attached to the village social qualities than
to its environmental qualities.

Affluent residents living in rural areas near urban centers reported higher levels
of social place attachment, probably because this group of residents was found to
be more active in village associations. Having a disability affected social place
attachment in different ways, depending on the type of rural area. Disabled
residents living in villages near urban centers reported high levels of social place
attachment, while disabled residents living in remote rural areas reported low
levels of social place attachment. Remote rural areas possibly do not meet the
requirements of residents with disabilities in terms of transportation and
specialised-service provision. This may cause disabled residents to find it difficult
to consolidate social contacts resulting in feelings of loneliness and isolation.
In the final models, we added interaction terms between facilities and personal
characteristics to determine whether different facilities impacted residents’ social
attachment differently. In villages near urban centers, the results showed that the
contribution of a supermarket to social place attachment varied by age and length
of residency. A local supermarket particularly affected the social place attachment
of older residents. This is in line with expectations, since older residents are
normally less mobile and may prefer shopping for groceries locally. The
availability of a supermarket also affects the social place attachment of residents
with a short length of residency, which may be because they specifically chose to
move to a village containing a supermarket.
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The availability of a café contributed to the social place attachment of young
residents and residents with a long length of residency. These results concurred
with the expected life course preferences of young and old residents. Young
residents like to go out and use local cafés as a hub to strengthen local social
bonds. Residents with a long length of residency, often older residents, are
normally more inwardly orientated and may prefer to use local facilities such as
cafés.
Table 3.4

Standardised coefficients of the structural models
Near urban areas
Away from urban areas
Explanatory variables
Initial model
Final model Initial model
Final model
Primary school
-.08
-.10
-.12**
-.12**
Supermarket
.17**
.17**
.14**
.14**
Café
.09*
.11*
.10**
.10**
Community center
-.03
-.03
.04
.04
Sports facilities
.02
.02
.04
.04
Village size
Female
Age-squared
Length of residency
Education
Household with children
No problems with getting by
No disability

Primary school * Age
Supermarket * Length of residency
Supermarket * Age
Café * Age
Café * Length of residency

R2
RMSEA
χ2/df
GFI
AGFI
CFI

** p < .001, * p < .01

-.04
.07
.04
.59**
-.17**
.73**
.22**
-.09

.53
.060
2.75
.96
.90
.96

-.03
.06
.08
.53**
-.17**
.76**
.22**
-.11

-.02**
.08**
-.15**
.12**
.54
.052
2.32
.97
.90
.97

-.02
.02
-.03
.43**
-.09**
.27**
.01
.08*

.27
.055
5.64
.98
.93
.96

-.02
.02
-.05
.49**
-.09**
.27**
.00
.08**

.04**
-.03**
.04**
-.06**
-.04**
.27
.048
4.51
.98
.93
.98

In remote rural areas, interaction effects from the supermarket yielded similar
results as reported in villages near cities. The social attachment of the elderly and
residents with a short length of residency was significantly impacted by their
availability. For cafés, one relevant difference was found: They most strongly
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contributed to the social attachment of residents with a short length of residency.
This could be explained by pointing out that rural in-migrants, for whom village
social life is an important quality of rural living, preferred to migrate to villages
with a café. They were therefore more likely to make use of it. Furthermore, we
found that the availability of a primary school in remote rural areas more
negatively contributed to older residents’ social attachment than to that of
younger residents. This makes sense, since older residents are normally involved
in activities and events related to primary schools to a lesser extent than younger
residents are. This latter group may form a small yet close-knit social group
consisting of residents with school-aged children.

3.6. Discussion

This chapter’s primary objective was to explore the relationship between village
facilities and social place attachment. Based on representative data collected in
rural areas in the Netherlands, we found a small yet significant positive
relationship between cafés and supermarkets, and rural residents’ social place
attachment. In addition, whereas for older residents a supermarket made more of
a difference, for younger residents the café mattered more. This corresponds to
expectations based on residents’ life course preferences. More surprisingly, both
cafés and supermarkets contributed a great deal, in relative terms, to the social
place attachment of residents with a short length of residency. This could be an
indication that a portion of rural in-migrants chose to make use of local facilities
as part of a self-elected rural lifestyle. These in-migrants normally do not have
access to a large local social network and visiting local facilities might foster social
contact between in-migrants and residents with a longer length of residency.
Hence, cafés and supermarkets may play an important role in the integration of
socially orientated newcomers into existing rural communities, a proposition
worth further investigation.

It is plausible that the relationships indicate a causal effect of facilities on social
place attachment. Both supermarkets and cafés are places were villagers meet,
and thus form and maintain social relations. However, a reverse relationship is
also possible. Both are privately owned facilities and only remain available in a
small rural settlement if economically viable. High levels of social place
attachment may therefore cause these facilities to stay in business. In other words,
their availability could also be interpreted as a consequence rather than a
condition of social place attachment. Although we are not sure about the causal
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direction, the results indicate that both types of facilities have a social function in
the village.

In contrast, the availability of a primary school, a community center and sports
facilities appeared unrelated to residents’ social attachment, making it highly
unlikely that they foster social place attachment. This is particularly striking,
because all three are public facilities that are often believed to be important
venues enhancing village community life. For this reason, local governments often
invest in such facilities. In a time when rural residents are increasingly held
responsible for the quality of local society, the notion that public facilities generate
more engaged and active rural communities must be questioned.
The negative effect of the availability of a primary school on social attachment was
unexpected. However, this concurs with some recent studies suggesting that
school closure may also have a positive impact on village societies. Oncescu and
Giles (2014) noticed that the loss of a primary school could spark community
engagement, since residents had to set up new institutions and events in order to
safeguard a sense of community. These might be institutions that a local
community needed more than a school (Egelund & Laustsen, 2006). The closure
of a primary school may even lead to enhanced social opportunities for leisure, as
larger schools usually are better able to provide a diverse set of after-school
activities. Consequently, parents and their children may spend more time in
surrounding communities and establish more relations with people of their own
age cohort expanding their personal social circles beyond a small local school
population (Oncescu & Giles, 2012). In the Netherlands, village schools may help
maintain social cleavages in a village, when children of the same village attend
different schools. In other words, activities and social relationships in villages
without a primary school may be more inclusive for all members of a village
community.

Indicators that explain social place attachment in rural areas near cities and more
remote rural areas do not differ much. One explanation could be that the Dutch
countryside is spatially not very differentiated, since high levels of urbanisation
and population density ensure that facilities are always available within driving
distance. However, there are indications that the social interaction of disabled
residents in remote rural areas is a concern. The finding that disabled residents in
remote rural areas have significantly less social attachment than residents
without a disability may suggest that disabled residents encounter barriers to
68

engaging in village society. Since the availability of public facilities was not found
to have a strong impact on residents’ social attachment, policy measures aimed at
providing social opportunities for residents with disabilities through public
facilities may have to be refined.

All in all, this chapter calls into question the assumption that the availability of
village facilities is a necessary condition for social cohesion and social attachment.
Social network theorist have argued that local meeting opportunities are a
condition for the development of social place attachment (Völker et al., 2007).
However, meeting other people in small rural settlements does not necessarily
have to take place in local facilities. Alternative meeting places such as casual
meetings at home, village events, digital village platforms, or facilities outside the
village may also enable social contact. The prevailing policy assumption that local
facilities, and in particular public facilities, are important meeting places fostering
social attachment is not supported by this study’s results. Other studies have also
taken a critical stand on the added value of facilities in relatively urbanised and
densely populated rural areas by demonstrating that facilities have scarcely any
effect on migration figures (Amcoff et al., 2011; Elshof et al., 2017) and liveability
(Haartsen & Van Wissen, 2012). This does not mean that village facilities are
considered superfluous. They still may be important for specific groups of
residents and may also perform a symbolic function affecting local identity.
However, the long-term effect of disappearing facilities on a village’s social
qualities seems to be less devastating than often suggested.
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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
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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

84

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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Abstract
In the Dutch policy discourse it is increasingly thought that active citizenship will
positively affect satisfaction with the living environment. This chapter challenges
this assumption by examining whether and how volunteering in village life and
individual perceptions of liveability are interrelated. Through a series of
hierarchical regressions, we found that having the opportunity to volunteer in
village life is not a significant predictor of perceived liveability. Moreover, by
classifying rural inhabitants as non-participants, nominal participants and active
participants in volunteering in village life, we determined that active residents
evaluate liveability less positively than the other two groups. Accordingly,
determinants other than volunteering and active citizenship are better able to
predict perceived liveability, although the specific variables differ for each group
of rural inhabitants. This suggest that governments overestimate both the
willingness of rural residents to volunteer and the benefits of becoming active in
village life.
Keywords: Liveability; Volunteering; Citizen activity; Big society; Quantitative
approach
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5.1. Introduction
Life in European villages is strongly influenced by the demographic processes of
ageing, population decline and the outmigration of the highly educated. These
processes raise concerns among residents and policymakers that a good quality
of life in rural areas is not guaranteed. In Dutch policy discourse the concept of
liveability is frequently used to estimate how individuals value the quality of their
living environment and which determinants play a role therein (Veenhoven, 2000;
Kaal, 2011; Haartsen & Venhorst, 2010). Policymakers often assume that the
liveability of a village is determined to a great extent by active citizenship
(Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, 2007/2011; Leidelmeijer, 2012).
It is thought that active citizenship generates possibilities for the accumulation of
social capital and leads to higher levels of social cohesion, which will in turn be
beneficial to the village in a myriad of ways. This line of reasoning is further
motivated by the introduction of the ‘big society’ (or the Dutch equivalent,
‘participation society’), which involves the reallocation of responsibilities from
the central state to local communities (Kisby, 2010; Patty & Johnston, 2011;
Putters, 2014). At the local level, this is translated into the promotion of a culture
of volunteering, self-reliance and community initiatives to replace the popular
belief that the government should be held responsible for the development and
quality of local public space and local society. To achieve this, policymakers
increasingly expect that rural citizens are committed to their living environment
and would willingly participate in various aspects of village life on a voluntary
basis to keep their village liveable (Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2013; Mohan, 2012;
Woolvin & Hardill, 2013; Jones & Heley, 2014).

Although no conclusive definition of liveability can be found in the literature, it is
commonly agreed to entail the degree to which the physical and the social living
environments fit the individual requirements and desires (Leidelmeijer et al.,
2008; Pacione, 1990; Newman, 1999). In the urban planning literature, liveability
is often used as a proxy for citizen activity and focuses on place-making processes
(Kaal, 2011; Godschalk, 2004). It is believed that urban residents should
collaborate within local communities to be better able to direct place-making
processes and hence to safeguard the quality of the living environment against
neoliberal and economic growth-related policies (Douglass, 2002; Wagner &
Caves, 2012). Regarding rural areas, the idea remains persistent that villages
consist of inhabitants living together in Gemeinschaften with high levels of mutual
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support and a strong sense of local society. Such close-knit communities are
considered to be very suitable for dealing with the ‘big society’-related
redistribution of responsibilities from the central state to local communities.
However, increasingly it is found that, due to processes of globalisation and
increased mobility, rural residents perceive the local community as less important
and attach greater value to other aspects of village life, such as the opportunity to
live in a green and quiet environment (Steenbekkers & Vermeij, 2013). This
implies that rural residents’ commitment to the local community is waning (Groot,
1989; Wellman & Leighton, 1979) and that the default position in which
community members work together to make change happen may have become
outdated (Skerratt & Steiner, 2013).
Moreover, many scholars are sceptical about the added value of ‘participation’ as
a buzz word in policymaking in general and as a driver of liveability in particular
(Shortall, 2008; Jancovich, 2015; Tonts, 2005; Fiorina, 1999). In the voluntarism
literature, the unproblematised assumption that volunteering is a ‘good thing’ has
been challenged (Joseph & Skinner, 2012). Studies discussing the benefits of
volunteering in rural areas are beginning to shed light on some of the less positive
elements of voluntarism, such as ‘volunteer burn-out’, ‘no-choice volunteering’
and volunteering being exclusive or inaccessible to some groups in a community
(Timbrell, 2007; Woolvin & Rutherford, 2013). If the critics are right, this could
mean that governments are overestimating both the willingness of rural residents
to volunteer and the benefits of becoming active in village life.

Against this background it is remarkable how little attention is paid to the
question of whether and how liveability and active citizenship in terms of formal
voluntary work are interrelated in rural residents’ perceptions. This study
therefore aims to explore whether high volunteerism rates do actually lead to
higher levels of perceived liveability. We will also investigate whether rural
residents perceive the availability of opportunities to volunteer in village social
life as a determinant of liveability, and its importance relative to other liveability
determinants such the availability of services and public transport. We do so by
conducting a series of hierarchical regression analyses, based on data collected in
rural areas in the province of Friesland, the Netherlands. This chapter starts with
a discussion of how the concept of liveability has been applied in geographical
research and how it could relate to active citizenship. We then discuss the
potential positive and negative effects of volunteering in rural societies, and we
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explore whether different groups of active rural residents can be identified. The
quantitative method is further detailed in the methodology section, followed by
our results and the discussion.
5.2. Liveability and citizen activity

Liveability is an emerging theme in the field of urban geography and planning (cf.
Pacione, 2003; Howley et al., 2009; Ruth & Franklin, 2014; Abbott et al., 2008;
Gough, 2015; Lowe et al., 2014) and a well-established concept in Dutch
policymaking and rural planning (Kaal, 2011; Leidelmeijer & Van Kamp, 2004;
Thissen & Loopmans, 2013). In a geographical context, liveability usually refers to
the degree to which the physical and the social living environment fit individual
requirements and desires (Leidelmeijer et al., 2008). The concept of liveability
slightly differs from the concept of quality of life (Van Kamp et al., 2003). Quality
of life usually refers to the subjective social wellbeing of individuals and is
underpinned by several dimensions which relate to self-reported measurements
such as happiness, life satisfaction and a sense of belonging (Shucksmith et al.,
2009). In contrast to quality of life, the concept of liveability is concerned with an
individual’s appraisal of the qualities of the neighbourhood or the village
community. This spatial dimension is normally not incorporated in quality of life
models, whilst geographers have argued that it should be considered as one of the
pillars of quality of life (Van Kamp et al., 2003; Wang & Wang, 2016; Ruth &
Franklin, 2014). Scholars report theoretical (Veenhoven, 2014; Marans, 2001;
Fleuret & Atkinson, 2007) and empirical (Schwanen & Wang, 2014; Morrison,
2011) support for the idea that social and physical aspects of place play a pivotal
role in enhancing the quality of life in a village. Therefore, we argue that liveability
provides a promising pathway to explore further how rural residents evaluate the
quality of their living environments.
For a long time, village liveability was associated with the maintenance of services
and facilities. More recently, research has indicated that the availability of various
kinds of public services has less impact on quality of life than commonly assumed
(Egelund & Laustsen, 2006; Gardenier, 2010) and people’s satisfaction with
services is better understood in terms of accessibility rather than availability
(Langford & Higgs, 2010; Haartsen & Van Wissen, 2012; Elshof et al., 2015).
Accordingly, attention is now shifting to maintaining facilities where people can
meet and interact with each other, such as community centres, as the presence of
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such venues is believed to be vital to enhancing communities’ social cohesion. So
far, there is limited empirical support for an individual’s subjective evaluation of
liveability being affected by participation in community life. Bernard (2015)
reports a positive relationship between participation in events and a positive
evaluation of the environment. He assumes that community involvement fosters
a positive attitude towards the community in general. This could also lead to a
positive evaluation of other community characteristics, not necessarily directly
related to participation in community life.
The arguments governments use to promote ‘big society’ are usually framed in
terms of ‘empowerment’ or ‘responsibility’: active citizens are expected to take
personal responsibility for the liveability of their living environment and
government policies aim to encourage this by emphasising people’s sense of
citizenship (Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2013). The idea is that through societal,
leisure and political participation, ‘big society’ provides rural residents with
ample opportunities to influence local policymaking processes, collectively to
reform local society in alignment with their own local desires and to seek new and
innovative ways to deliver better local services at lower costs. In turn, such
communal activities are believed to encourage processes of social cohesion and
social capital enhancement.
5.3. The shadow side of volunteering

Governments in many Western countries are cutting back on the work they do and
participation in this context can be identified as a communities’ capacity to
safeguard residents’ needs and desires (Joseph & Skinner, 2012). It is believed
that individual rural communities are capable of successfully filling the gaps left
by former state-organised services based on the assumption that they have a
strong sense of self-sufficiency and social solidarity. It is assumed that 'big society'
initiatives offer rural communities possibilities to experiment with the reform of
services which best fit their local needs and desires (Williams, 2002; Williams et
al., 2014). However, empirical studies show that reliance on voluntary efforts has
many limitations and shortcomings (Crisp, 2015), particularly with
geographically dispersed populations, for which providing an adequate level of
voluntary-based services is a continuous challenge (Hardill & Dwyer, 2011).
Geographical and socioeconomic limitations hinder the substitutional value of
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voluntary work in the reform of public services, meaning that ‘some rural places
will thrive through voluntarism while others wither away’ (Skinner, 2008; p. 201).

Due to the rapidly changing composition of rural populations, the distribution of
voluntary organisations in rural areas is uneven and dispersed (Mohan, 2012;
Milligan, 2007). Some form of attachment to local society is often regarded as a
prerequisite for becoming active in village life (Musick & Wilson, 2008), yet the
commitment of most rural residents towards their community has decreased over
the years (Hunter & Suttles, 1972; Groot, 1989; Vermeij, 2015). Research indicates
for instance that in-migrants are less actively involved in a village’s social life
compared to long-term residents and that they are especially underrepresented
in events and activities connected with enhancing a village’s social qualities
(Vermeij, 2015). This could be because community life has a local character, with
newcomers often being regionally orientated and involved in social networks far
beyond the village borders (Simon et al., 2007; Lammerts & Doĝan, 2004).
However, long-term residents can also be involved in social networks beyond the
village borders (Vermeij, 2015) and may therefore be less motivated to become
active in village life.

As a consequence, the assumption that volunteering is unequivocally positive has
been critically scrutinised (Timbrell, 2007). First, the willingness to participate in
village social life is in many cases a lifestyle decision (Nakano, 2000; Holmes,
2014), suggesting that residents who choose to volunteer ‘are typically degree
educated, middle aged and of higher social class’ (Morgan, 2013; p. 384).
Voluntary organisations can therefore have a very exclusive character by only
being accessible to particular groups in a community. More affluent volunteers
tend to use voluntary work as a tool to strengthen their social networks. This
suggests that higher-income groups benefit most from opportunities to set up
various community self-help groups (Williams, 2002; Shucksmith, 2000). Second,
in rural areas facing depopulation, the number of voluntary tasks which need to
be discharged by a reduced number of residents can be overwhelming (Tonts,
2005). In some cases, volunteers are running services which would otherwise not
exist. This is often referred to as ‘no-choice’ volunteerism and is required when
there are no alternative means of providing a specific service important to the
local community (Timbrell, 2007). Third, governments and market actors do not
always collaborate effectively with volunteers in running civic initiatives and can
even delay or frustrate a project’s progress. This can cause volunteers to feel that
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they are losing their voice in and ownership of an activity, which can eventually
result in volunteer ‘burnout’ (Salemink & Strijker, 2016; Allen & Mueller, 2013).

5.4. Different types of active residents

Aiming to gain a better grasp of the role of participation in the ways rural residents
appreciate the quality of their living environment, this study classifies rural
residents according to their level of participation in village life. Volunteering in
formal organisations will be used as a proxy to measure participation levels in
village life. The motivations to volunteer in village life and the experiences while
volunteering ‘are numerous, hugely diverse and vary according to personal,
cultural environmental and structural circumstances’ (Brodie et al., 2009; p. 27).
There are many different forms of volunteering and the benefits that volunteers
report tend to vary considerably (Wilson, 2012; Musick & Wilson, 2008). In
particular, when the tasks assigned to a volunteer match the volunteer’s initial
reasons for starting to volunteer, high levels of satisfaction with the voluntary job
can be predicted (Wilson, 2012).

It goes beyond the scope of this chapter to explore all the motives for starting to
volunteer in depth, but it is acknowledged that residents who choose to volunteer
can roughly be divided into two types: nominal and active participants (Stern &
Dillmann, 2006), both pertaining to different levels of local engagement. Nominal
participation refers to a relatively uncommitted contribution to a local
community, such as attending local events or signing petitions. Active
participation refers to people who feel responsible for the overall success of the
local community and invest a substantial amount of their spare time and effort in
achieving this. However, this dichotomous classification implies that there is
another group of rural residents, namely those who do not participate in village
life. Rural residents are not equally motivated to become involved in a village’s
social life and some of them may have made a conscious decision not to participate
in it as their attachment to their direct living environment can be very limited
(Barcus & Brunn, 2010). Their interest and involvement in the village’s social life
may not go much deeper than having good relations with their immediate
neighbours. Other groups may even lack the ability to participate equally in village
life due to financial or physical constraints, suggesting that participation is socially
patterned (Shortall, 2008; Baum et al., 2000). We should therefore take into
account that a considerable number of rural residents choose not to participate in
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village life (Skerratt & Steiner, 2013). Based on our literature review, we
distinguish three types of voluntary participants in this chapter: active, nominal
and non-participants.
5.5. Methods
5.5.1. Sample
We adopted a quantitative approach to clarifying the relationship between
volunteering and liveability in the perceptions of rural residents. By means of
hierarchical regression analyses we will first determine whether rural residents
perceive the availability of opportunities to volunteer in village life as a
determinant of liveability and how important this is relative to other liveability
determinants. Second, we will examine whether different levels of volunteering
lead to different perceptions of liveability from the perspective of individual
village dwellers. The quantitative data we present in this chapter were collected
by means of an online survey conducted in rural areas in the province of Friesland
(see Figure 5.1). Friesland is situated in the north of the Netherlands and is
considered to be the most rural part of the country (Haartsen et al., 2003). Many
ways of distinguishing urban areas from rural ones can be found in the literature
(cf. Cromartie, 2008; Flora et al., 1992). However, in this study we chose to classify
villages (including the surrounding area) with a total population of less than 5000
as ‘rural’. This cut-off point has been used and discussed in previous studies
(Phillimore & Reading, 1992; Perlín, 2010). In line with this definition, we
calculated that the province of Friesland has 293,801 inhabitants living in rural
communities out of a total population of 646,390 inhabitants (Statistics
Netherlands, 2014). We administered an online survey to the Fries burgerpanel
(Frisian citizens’ panel) to recruit respondents for this study (Van Selm &
Jankowski, 2006). This panel is hosted by the Frisian research institute Partoer
and comprises people living in Friesland who have agreed to complete surveys on
societal topics on a regular basis. Only panel members living in rural areas are
included in the further data analysis for our study here.
A convenience sampling approach yielded a total of 468 completed questionnaires
of members of the citizens’ panel living in rural areas. The questionnaire was
online for several weeks in autumn 2014. Online survey research is believed to
have significant benefits over other means of collecting survey data (Evans &
Mathur, 2005). However, one of its main drawbacks is that survey data collected
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using a panel are difficult to generalise to a larger population, as the panel is
composed of self-selected respondents rather than being randomly selected from
the general population. Respondents who enjoy expressing their opinion on
regional matters in Friesland could therefore be overrepresented. We also found
that respondents in our dataset were relatively old (average age 55.5) and better
educated than the provincial average (State of Friesland, 2015). The
underrepresentation of younger age cohorts and less well-educated residents
suggests that the data is not a perfect representation of the total rural population
living in the province of Friesland. Bearing these limitations in mind, nonprobability samples are nevertheless well-suited to assessing how certain
variables are statistically related to each other and to subsequently accepting or
rejecting an associated null hypothesis (Steinmetz et al., 2014).

Figure 5.1

Map of the Netherlands, with the province of Friesland in red

Source: Wikipedia.org
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5.5.2. Variables
This study distinguishes four types of variable:

Overall perceived liveability – the dependent variable is the extent to which
respondents perceive their daily living environment as liveable. As argued
previously, liveability (or its Dutch translation, leefbaarheid) is a common term in
Dutch everyday language and the inhabitants of Dutch rural areas are particularly
familiar with its meaning. We therefore assessed the perceived quality of the
living environment simply by asking respondents to grade the liveability of their
living environment on a scale from one (lowest) to ten (highest). The results show
that respondents perceive the liveability of their villages as very high, with an
overall average score of 7.94 (see Table 5.2). This relatively high score reflects
other studies which also show that rural residents living on the Dutch countryside
are very satisfied with their living environment (Steenbekkers & Vermeij, 2013).

Liveability determinants – the measurement of several liveability determinants is
derived from the method as described by Namazi-Rad et al. (2012a, 2012b), who
originally distinguished six relevant liveability determinants: Transport, Services,
Job, Housing, Neighbourhood and Leisure. Each liveability determinant is
composed of several items. The way some of the items are addressed was slightly
altered in our survey as not all of them seemed relevant in a rural context. The
items have also been translated into Dutch. The determinant ‘opportunities to
volunteer’ has been added to the original approach because this is the core of our
research and we believe that this determinant has not been stressed enough by
Namazi-Rad et al. (2012b). The question ‘How satisfied are you with the
opportunities to do voluntary work in your living environment?’ was added to
cover the liveability determinant of volunteering. We asked respondents to state
how satisfied they were with the liveability determinants on a 5-point Likert scale
(from very unsatisfied to very satisfied). Respondents were then asked to rank the
liveability determinants in their preferred order of importance, enabling us to
assess the relative importance of several liveability determinants in general and
of volunteering as a liveability determinant in particular.
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Table 5.1
Liveability
determinant
Leisure

Services
Job

Transport

House

Neighbourhood

Descriptive overview and reliability analysis for liveability factors

Items (satisfaction with)a

Availability of leisure facilities in the living environment
Availability of social meeting places in the living environment
Availability of playgrounds for children in the living environment
Availability of cultural facilities in the living environment
Availability of sport facilities in the living environment
Availability of non-essential shopping facilities in the living
environment
Total leisure

Mean

α

3.55

.78
.93
.77
.87
.73
.99

3.78
3.67
3.44
3.63

.95
.81
.86
.71

Availability of jobs in general in the living environment
Availability of jobs for you in the living environment
Work security in the living environment
The level of your income in the living environment
Total job

2.79
2.89
2.89
3.09

.88
.97
.96
.84

Availability of public transport in the living environment
Costs of public transport in the living environment
Availability of bicycle lanes in the living environment
Availability of highways in the living environment
Costs of private transportation in the living environment
Total transport

3.09
2.65
3.79
3.81
3.01
3.27

1.06
.90
.88
.72
.92
.57

Size of own house
Affordability of own house
Quality of own house
Attractiveness of own house
Availability of digital communication networks in own house
Total house

4.34
4.05
3.98
4.20
3.82
4.08

Neighbourhood safety
Neighbourhood attractiveness
Neighbourhood cleanliness
Amount of green space in neighbourhood
Standard of maintenance in neighbourhood
Neighbourhood friendliness
Total neighbourhood

3.98
4.02
3.86
4.09
3.75
3.95
3.94

.70
.81
.84
.77
1.00
.59

Availability shops for daily groceries in the living environment
Availability of educational facilities in the living environment
Availability of healthcare facilities in the living environment
Total services

Opportunities
Opportunity to do voluntary work in living environment
to volunteer
a = Measurements on a 5-point scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest)

4.03
3.48
3.68
3.26
3.71
3.14

SD

2.91

3.70

.74

.56

.74
.84

.75

.63

.78

.73
.75
.78
.83
.83
.81
.58

.83

.75
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The item ‘Home size’ was found to have the highest mean, while ‘costs of public
transport’ has the lowest (Table 5.1). At the level of the liveability determinants,
respondents were most satisfied with ‘house’ and least satisfied with ‘job’. The
Cronbach’s alpha, indicating the internal reliability of the factors, shows
acceptable reliabilities. Only the ‘transport’ factor scores below the conventional
standard of .65 (Vaske, 2008). However, as the alpha is only slightly below this
number and deleting any of the items from the transport determinant would not
improve the overall alpha, we decided to leave all the items in.

Volunteering in village life – respondents were asked how much time they
normally spend volunteering in various forms of community life, such as clubs
(sport, music, theatre and other hobby clubs), religious organisations, societal
organisations (school, nature, elderly healthcare and civil rights), politicallyoriented organisations, and neighbourhood, municipal or village councils. By
active involvement we mean the weekly number of hours an individual rural
resident spends volunteering for local organisations, which can include, for
example, organisational work, coaching a youth team, maintaining a website,
collecting money for charity, visiting the elderly or organising church events. In
line with Stern and Dillmann’s typology, we classified respondents either as nonparticipants (not spending any time in village associational life), nominal
participants (volunteering to a maximum of 5 hours a week in village associational
life) or active participants (volunteering more than 5 hours a week in village
associational life). We explicitly asked respondents about their level of ‘formal
volunteering’ rather than ‘informal volunteering’ or any less formalised activities
(Williams, 2002). This means that it is possible that respondents, including those
referred to as non-participants, are actually involved in community life in other
ways than those captured by this research.

The results show that the non-participant category (N = 77) accounts for only 16.5
percent of the total number of respondents. Almost half of the respondents can be
classed as nominal participants (N = 242) and approximately a third of the
respondents can be referred to as active participants (N = 149) (Table 5.2). The
respondents spend considerably more hours volunteering in village social life
than the average participation rate of the total Dutch rural population would
suggest (Steenbekkers & Vermeij, 2013), although we must consider the
overrepresentation of older age cohorts and more highly educated residents in
the data. Furthermore, the three groups report different scores on overall
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perceived liveability: the active participants report the lowest perceived
liveability scores while the non-participants report the highest perceived
liveability scores.

Table 5.2

Characteristic

N
Liveability scorea
Age
Sex
Male
Female
Education
Low or medium
High
Length of residence
< 6 year
6 yr – 15 yr
15 year >
Home tenure
Home ownership
Rental / other

Social characteristics of the respondents

Form of activityb
Religious organisations
Clubs
Societal organisations
Politically orientated organisations
Neighbourhood and village councils
a=
b

Nonparticipants
77
8.03
55.1

Nominal
participants
242
7.95
53.8

Active
participants
149
7.88
58.5

Total

57%
43%

47%
53%

44%
56%

47.9%
52.1%

45%
55%

15.6%
29.9%
54.5%
85.7%
14.3%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

Measurements on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 10 (highest)
= percentage of the group that is active in this form of activity

47%
53%

9.1%
30.6%
60.3%
85.1%
14.9%
21.9%
49.6&
47.9%
14%
50.4%

55%
45%

6.7%
24.8%
68.5%
86.6%
13.4%
53.7%
77.2%
81.2%
57%
77.9%

468
7.94
55.5

49.4%
50.6%
9.4%
28.6%
62%
85.7%
14.3%
28.4%
50.2%
50.6%
24.4%
50.9%

Sociodemographic variables – a number of sociodemographic factors have been
added to the survey as control variables that previous research has shown to be
important to social participation. We included the variables education, length of
residence, sex, home ownership and age. The association between this latter
variable and any dependent variable is often assumed to be curvilinear. We
therefore decided to use the squared form of age in the analysis. A number of
interesting outcomes can be observed when these factors are combined with the
residents’ activity categories (Table 5.2): active residents are more often male,
better educated and reported a longer length of residence than the other two
categories. Other studies of rural resident activity in village life report similar
results, although there are differences depending on the type of social activity (cf.
Brodie et al., 2009; Wandersman & Florin, 2000; Vermeij, 2015). We also included
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a classification of forms of activity to examine the kinds of activities different types
of active citizens are involved in. The most notable observation is that nominal
participants seem to be only marginally interested in becoming active in local
politics and church events, while active participants can be found abundantly in
each form of civic activity.
5.6. Results

5.6.1. Volunteering as a predictor of liveability
A hierarchical regression analysis was conducted to examine the relative
importance of the opportunities for volunteering as a predictor of perceived
liveability, with blocks of independent measures introduced hierarchically into
the model to assess the net increase in variance explained by each set of variables.
The main advantage of this statistical technique is its ability to identify which
liveability determinant contributes statistically significantly to explaining the
dependent variable, after the effect of several demographic variables is controlled
for (Pallant, 2013). A significant and positive standardised β-coefficient indicates
that this specific determinant makes a unique positive contribution to explaining
overall liveability. An increased value on the liveability determinant by one
standard deviation would be likely to increase the overall perceived liveability
score by the value of the corresponding standardised β. If the sign of the β
coefficient is negative, the opposite effect is found. In that case, an increased value
on the liveability determinant by one standard deviation results in a decrease in
the overall perceived liveability score by the value of the corresponding
standardised β. There were no indications that the assumption of
multicollinearity has been violated, indicating that the statistical inferences made
about the data are reliable.

The seven liveability determinants were introduced into the model first, followed
by the sociodemographic variables (Table 5.3). The seven liveability determinants
collectively account for 31 percent of the variance in the dependent variable
(indicated by the R2). The results show that satisfaction with the neighbourhood
in particular is a strong predicator of individually perceived liveability, making the
strongest unique contribution to the dependent variable. Satisfaction with leisure
was found to be another important predictor of perceived liveability. In contrast
to these significant predictors of perceived liveability, satisfaction with the
opportunity to volunteer in a village’s social life is not significantly related to
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perceived liveability. The standardised effect size (β) of this specific predictor is
very small and highly insignificant.

Table 5.3

Hierarchical regression analysis with total liveability score (dependent variable),
satisfaction with liveability determinants and socio demographics as block
variables (independent variable)

Dependent variable

Independent variables:
Services
Leisure
Job
Transport
House
Neighbourhood
Opportunities to volunteer

Educationa
Home ownershipb
Length of Residencec
Between 6 - 15 years
> 15 years
Age2
Sexd
Active in village lifee
Between 1 - 5 hours a week
> 5 hours a week
Constant
R2
N

Model 1
β
.04
.23**
.05
.03
.07
.32**
.01

Model 2
β
.04
.23**
.04
.03
.05
.33**
.05

-.02
-.04
-.05
-.01
.05
.01

3.28
.31

-.10
-.16**
3.41
.33
468

* p < .05, ** p < .01
a 0 = Low & medium educational level, 1 = High educational level. b 0 = Home owner, 1 = Home renter or other. c
Reference category = < 5 years. d 0 = male, 1 = female, e Reference category = not participating in village life.

Adding the second block of independent variables causes a very small increase in
the R2 to 33 percent (p < .05). In other words, only an additional two percent of
the variance in overall liveability is accounted for by the sociodemographic
variables. The item ‘active in village life’ is the only variable found to make a
significant contribution to the dependent variable. This particular item indicates
that rural residents who participate for more than five hours a week in village
social life are more likely to grade the liveability in their villages somewhat lower
than rural residents who do not spend any time in village social life. Satisfaction
with opportunities to volunteer in village social life is thus not a significant
predictor of perceived liveability, but the actual level of volunteering in village
social life does have a significant and negative effect on the way liveability is
perceived.
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The insignificant relationship between satisfaction with opportunities to
volunteer and perceived liveability concurs with the low importance respondents
attribute to the opportunities to volunteer when asked to rank the determinants
of liveability in order of importance (Figure 5.2). The availability of opportunities
to volunteer is ranked here as the least important determinant. In general, the
respondent’s own house is considered to be the most important determinant
followed by the neighbourhood and services. It is remarkable that house and
services are ranked as two of the most important determinants, but that
satisfaction with neither makes a significant contribution to overall perceived
liveability. The opposite is true for neighbourhood: satisfaction with the
neighbourhood does contribute significantly to perceived liveability and is also
the second most important determinant of perceived liveability. What the two
significant predictors of perceived liveability (neighbourhood and leisure) have in
common is that it is difficult for an individual genuinely to influence their overall
quality. The realisation of a safe and clean neighbourhood with a sufficient
number of leisure facilities can only be achieved if inhabitants act together. It is
difficult for individuals to affect the quality of the neighbourhood and its leisure
amenities, and it appears that exactly these determinants are positively related to
perceived liveability. This is in contrast to a determinant such as the respondent’s
own house, which is in principle privately owned and can therefore be altered by
its owners to best meet their desires and requirements.
Figure 5.2

7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

Mean scores of the ranking of the seven liveability determinants for different
groups of participants

Non-participants
Nominal participants
Active participants
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5.6.2. Level of participation and perceived liveability
The previous regression already revealed that the level of volunteering in village
life correlates significantly with perceived liveability, yet different groups of
residents may value different aspects of rural life differently. To explore this
possibility we now present three hierarchical regression models for nonparticipants, nominal participants and active participants, with which we intend
to answer the question whether active rural residents perceive liveability
differently from less active rural residents and which determinants play a role in
that. We performed the regression in two steps: first the seven determinants were
added to the model, followed by the sociodemographic variables, to explore how
the three categories differ from each other in terms of perceived liveability.

Satisfaction with the neighbourhood is the best predictor of a positive perception
of liveability for all three groups (Table 5.4). In general, this is highly valued by all
rural residents, but most strongly by the non-participant group. Furthermore, one
unique and positive predictor of perceived liveability can be distinguished for the
non-participant group, namely satisfaction with transport. This suggests that this
specific group appraises the quality of place in terms of a pleasant, friendly and
green environment complemented by affordable and well-organised modes of
transportation. This group is somewhat less well educated than the other two
groups and also reports the shortest period of residence. Unfortunately, the data
does not allow us to differentiate further between residents who purposely chose
not to participate and those who were unable to participate. Nevertheless, this
group reports the highest level of perceived liveability, suggesting that they are
the most satisfied with liveability in their villages.

An interesting additional outcome is that the beta coefficient for services
correlates negatively with perceived liveability. This does not necessarily mean
that the non-participant group is less satisfied with the provision of services in
their villages, rather it indicates that the level of satisfaction does not make a
positive contribution to their perceived level of liveability. The individual
correlation coefficient between satisfaction with services and perceived
liveability is positive and not significant (r = .11, n = 77, p > .05). The unique and
negative correlation found in the regression model therefore only occurs when
the other determinants are controlled for. The opposite is true for the other two
groups: their individual correlation coefficients for the relationship between
satisfaction with services and perceived liveability are positive and significant
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while in the hierarchical regression these positive relationships disappear when
other determinants are controlled for (nominal participants: r - .26, n = 242, p <
.01, active participants: r = .44, n = 149, p < .01). It makes sense that the active
participants report the strongest correlation between satisfaction with services
and perceived liveability as they report the longest length of residence. Research
indicates that long-term residents have particularly positive and nostalgic
sentiments towards the social and economic aspects of place (Zwiers et al., 2016).
They seem to believe that the provision of services makes their living environment
more attractive for both current and potential future inhabitants, resulting in
stability-orientated behaviour towards service provisions (Paddison &
Calderwood, 2007; Amcoff et al., 2011).
The nominal participants differ from the other two groups by scoring positively
on the liveability determinant ‘leisure’. For them, being satisfied with an adequate
supply of leisure facilities predicts high levels of perceived liveability. In other
words, this group seems to prefer a less committed style of volunteering, as they
do not spend many hours on formal volunteering. This contrasts with the most
active participants, whose job satisfaction predicts high levels of perceived
liveability. A possible explanation for this positive relationship could be that this
group comprises relatively highly educated people for whom work is generally an
important condition for life satisfaction and thus also for liveability (Andrews &
Withney, 1976). Neighbourhood satisfaction is also the best predictor of
perceived liveability for these two groups.

Introducing the second block of sociodemographic variables into the model did
not result in a strong increase in the model’s R2. The seven liveability
determinants account for the largest proportion of the variation in perceived
liveability. The only significant contributor in the second block is the
homeownership variable in the active participant category. Active homeowners
are more satisfied with overall liveability than renters in this specific category,
most likely because they have better opportunities to actively maintain and
modify their homes and because they are believed to have stronger bonds with
their living environment than home renters (Wilson, 2012).
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Table 5.4

Hierarchical regression analysis with total liveability score (dependent variable)
and satisfaction with several liveability determinants and socio demographics as
block variables (independent variable)

Dependent variable
Independent variables:
Services
Leisure
Job
Transport
House
Neighbourhood
Opportunities to volunteer
Educationa
Home tenureb
Length of Residencec
Between 6 - 15 years
> 15 years
Age2
Sexd
Constant
R2
N

Non-participants
Model 1 Model 2
β
β
-.21*
-.22*
.10
.10
-.13
-.16
.37** .32**
-.18
-.20
.56** .54**
-.08
-.07
.10
.12

5.41
.54

-.16
.05
.14
-.02
5.38
.60
77

Nominal participants
Model 1 Model 2
β
β
.06
.06
.22**
.21**
.02
.02
-.09
-.08
.12
.11
.33**
.33**
.05
.05
-.02
-.00

3.41
.28

.06
.02
.02
.01
3.37
.28
242

Active participants
Model 1 Model 2
β
β
.15
.13
.15
.15
.15*
.16*
.03
.01
.16*
.08
.19*
.25**
.08
.07
-.01
-.16*

2.14
.39

.01
.13
.06
.05
2.36
.43
149

* p < .05, ** p < .01
a 0 = Low & medium educational level, 1 = High educational level. b 0 = Home owner, 1 = Home renter or other. c
Reference category = < 5 years. d 0 = male, 1 = female.

5.7. Discussion and concluding thoughts

Our primary objective in this chapter was to explore the relationship between
perceived liveability and participation in village life via volunteering. Based on
data collected in rural areas in the province of Friesland, the Netherlands, we
provide two additional arguments which call into question the validity of the
prevailing policy assumption that higher rates of citizen activity lead to higher
levels of perceived liveability. First, we found that the most active citizens are the
least satisfied with the overall liveability of their villages and that nonparticipants report the highest value of liveability. This finding indicates that the
non-participants are most satisfied with their direct living environment without
being actively involved in any formal village organisation. At an individual level,
active citizenship could contribute to life satisfaction and possibly to perceived
quality of life (Hyyppä & Mäki, 2003; Nummela et al., 2008; Perkins et al., 1996),
however our results show that the perception of the quality of the living
environment is not greatly affected by increased levels of participation. Second,
the availability of opportunities to volunteer in village life does not correlate with
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perceived liveability. Although the majority of the respondents are at some level
active in village life, having ample opportunities to do voluntary work does not
appear to be an important indicator for a liveable environment. Therefore, this
chapter’s results suggest that the availability of opportunities to volunteer in
village social life is not an important determinant of perceived liveability and that
satisfaction with opportunities to volunteer is not a significant predictor of
perceived liveability.
Consequently, determinants other than the availability of options to do voluntary
work predict high levels of liveability. After distinguishing three groups of rural
residents based on their level of volunteering in village life, we found that
satisfaction with the neighbourhood turned out to be the best predictor for each
group of perceived liveability. However, differences between the groups indicated
transport to be an important predictor of liveability for non-participants, whereas
leisure was more important for nominal participants and jobs for active
participants. It is important that policymakers become aware that villages
comprise diverse groups of residents and that the voices of residents who are less
visible in village social life are also heard. Non-participants’ ideas of what
comprises a liveable village may differ considerably from active residents who are
more likely to set up civic initiatives and to attend public consultation meetings.
In reality, the non-participant group can even be expected to be larger than
indicated by the results of this study. Active residents are normally more inclined
to join online panels and to share their opinion about various societal topics than
non-participants would do.
The active rural resident group is remarkable in that they are very involved in
village social life and invest a significant amount of their spare time in furthering
the overall success of their village. This group of active citizens could therefore
experience feelings of disappointment when they realise that other residents are
not as motivated to participate in the village’s social life as they are. They may also
become more aware of the need to improve local deficiencies and slowly turn from
being active participants into critical participants (Timbrell, 2007). Some active
citizens may perhaps only be participating out of necessity as ‘if I don’t do it,
nobody else will’ (Oliver, 1984; p. 602). Bearing in mind that the group of active
participants are least satisfied with the quality of their living environment, it
would be interesting to inquire further into what motivates this specific group to
volunteer: idealism, dissatisfaction or because they feel they have no choice?
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Through qualitative research, more insight into the motives and the lived
experiences of doing actual voluntary work can be collected. A clearer picture can
thus be obtained of the position of volunteering in rural life in an era of state
rollback. Critical engagement with voluntary work in rural areas is necessary, as
it seems difficult to reconcile the renewed policy focus on localism and community
participation with a rural population which becomes increasingly diverse,
outwardly orientated and less committed to local society.

All in all, scholars are drawing increasing attention to the negative side effects of
promoting voluntarism as a key driver for sustainable rural communities (cf.
Jones & Heley, 2014; Woolvin & Hardill, 2013; Shucksmith, 2000). Taking the
spatial dimensions of welfare into account, the capacity to self-organise is
unevenly distributed across areas (Hamnett, 2009; Uitermark, 2015). Rural
communities which are rich either in social or cultural capital are able to reform
local society in such a way that it aligns with their requirements and demands, yet
communities with less social and cultural capital may increasingly face difficulties
establishing citizen initiatives to respond to state reforms. Such inequalities could
translate into increased marginalisation of those rural communities less well
equipped to successfully implement civic initiatives (Uitermark, 2015). The
unilateral promotion of endogenous development through self-organisation and
voluntarism may therefore not be the best way to create more sustainable rural
communities: policies aiming to stimulate innovation and development seem to
ignore the structural problems, such as poor access to resources, markets and
networks, confronting some rural communities (Bock, 2016). This suggests that
the promotion of greater citizen activity only has minimal impact as a tool to
ensure the quality of the living environment in rural areas.

122

References
Abbott, C., Lyons, J. & Sell, T. (2008). In Search of Urban Livability. Journal of Urban
History, 34(3), 552-561.

Allen, J. & Mueller, S. (2013). The Revolving Door: A Closer Look at Major Factors
in 589 Volunteers’ Intention to Quit. Journal of Community Psychology,
41(2), 139-155.

Amcoff, J., Möller, P. & Westholm, E. (2011). The (un)Importance of the Closure of
Village Shops to Rural Migration Patterns. The International Review of Retail,
Distribution and Consumer Research, 21(2), 129-143.

Andrews, F. & Withney, S. (1976). Social Indicators of Well-being. Americans’
Perceptions of Life Quality. New York; Springer.

Barcus, H. & Brunn, S. (2010). Place Elasticity: Exploring a New Conceptualization
of Mobility and Place Attachment in Rural America. Geografiska Annaler.
Series B, Human Geography, 92(4), 281-295.

Baum, F., Bush, R., Modra, C., Murray, C., Cox, E., Alexander, K. & Potter, R. (2000).
Epidemiology of Participation: An Australian Community Study. Journal of
Epidemiology of Community Health, 54, 414-423.
Bernard, J. (2015). Community Satisfaction in Czech Rural Communities: A
Multilevel Model. Sociologia Ruralis, 55(2), 205-266.

Bock, B. (2016). Rural Marginalisation and the Role of Social Innovation: A Turn
Towards Nexogenous Development and Rural Reconnection. Sociologia
Ruralis, 56(4), 552-573.

Brodie, E., Cowling, E. & Nissen, N. (2009). Understanding Participation: A
Literature Review. London; Involve.

Crisp, R. (2015). Work Clubs and the Big Society: Reflections on the Potential for
'Progressive Localism' in the 'Cracks and Fissures' of Neoliberalism. People,
Place & Policy, 9(1), 1-16.

Cromartie, J. (2008). Defining the “Rural” in Rural America. Economic Research
Service/USDA, 6(3), 28-34.

Douglass, M. (2002). From Global Intercity Competition to Cooperation for Livable
Cities and Economic Resilience in Pacific Asia. Environment & Urbanization,
14(1), 53-68.
123

5

Egelund, N. & Laustsen, H. (2006). School Closure: What are the Consequences for
the Local Society?. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 50(4),
429-439.
Elshof, H., Haartsen, T. & Mulder, C. (2015). The Effect of Primary School Absence
and Closure on Inward and Outward Flows of Families. Tijdschrift voor
Economische en Sociale Geografie, 106(5), 625-635.

Evans, J. & Mathur, A. (2005). The Value of Online Surveys. Internet Research,
15(2), 195-219.

Fiorina, M. (1999). Dark Voices: A Dark Side of Civic Engagement. In: T. Skocpol &
M. Fiorina (eds), Civic Engagement in American Democracy. Washington DC:
Brookings Institute Press. Pp. 395-425.

Fleuret, S. & Atkinson, S. (2007). Wellbeing, Health and Geography: A Critical
Review and Research Agenda. New Zealand Geographer, 63, 106-118.

Flora, C. & Flora, J. (1992). Rural Communities. Legacy and Change. Boulder, San
Francisco & Oxford’ Westview Press.

Gardenier, J. (2010). Rijk met Kleine Dorpen. Een Sociologische Studie naar het
Platteland van Noord-Groningen. Assen; Van Gorcum.

Godschalk D. (2004). Land Use Planning Challenges: Coping with Conflicts in
Visions of Sustainable Development and Livable Communities. Journal of the
American Planning Association, 70(1), 5-13.

Gough, M. (2015). Reconciling Livability and Sustainability. Conceptual and
Practical Implications for Planning. Journal of Planning Education and
Research, 35(2), 145-160.

Groot, J. (1989). Dorpsbinding en Lokaal Bewustzijn. In: P. Huigen & M. van der
Velde (eds.) De Achterkant van Verstedelijkt Nederland. De Positie en Functie
van Landelijke Gebieden in de Nederlandse Samenleving. Amsterdam &
Utrecht; KNAG/GIRU. Pp. 109-118.
Haartsen, T., Huigen, P. & Groote, P. (2003). Rural Areas in the Netherlands.
Tijdschrift Voor Economische en Sociale Geografie, 94, 129-136.

Haartsen, T. & Venhorst, V. (2010). Planning for Decline: Anticipating on
Population Decline in the Netherlands. Tijdschrift voor Economische en
Sociale Geografie, 101(2), 218-227.
124

Haartsen, T. & van Wissen, L. (2012). Causes and Consequences of Regional
Population Decline for Primary Schools. Tijdschrift voor Economische en
Sociale Geografie, 103(4), 487-496.
Hamnett, C. (2009). Spatial Divisions of Welfare: The Geography of Welfare
Benefit Expenditure and of Housing Benefit in Britain. Regional Studies,
43(8), 1015-1033.

Hardill, I. & Dwyer, P. (2011). Delivering Public Services in the Mixed Economy of
Welfare: Perspectives from the Voluntary and Community Sector in Rural
England. Journal of Social Policy, 40(1), 157-172.

Holmes, K. (2014). ‘It Fitted in with Our Lifestyle’: An Investigation into Episodic
Volunteering in the Tourism Sector. Annals of Leisure Research, 17(4), 443459.

Howley, P., Scott, M. & Redmond, D. (2009). Sustainability Versus Liveability: An
Investigation of Neighbourhood Satisfaction. Journal of Environmental
Planning and Management, 52(6), 847-864.

Hunter, A. & Suttles, G. (1972). The Expanding Community of Limited Liability. In:
G. Suttles (ed.). The Social Construction of Communities. Chicago; University
of Chicago Press. Pp. 44–80.
Hyyppä, M. & Mäki, J. (2003). Social Participation and Health in a Community Rich
in Stock of Social Capital. Health Education Research, 18(6), 770-779.

Jancovich, L. (2015). The Participation Myth. International Journal of Cultural
Policy, 23, 107-121.

Jones, L. & Heley, J. (2014). Practices of Participation and Voluntarism among
Older People in Rural Wales: Choice, Obligation and Constraints to Active
Ageing. Sociologia Ruralis, 56(2), 176-196.

Joseph, A. & Skinner, M. (2012). Voluntarism as a Mediator of the Experience of
Growing Old in Evolving Rural Spaces and Changing Rural Places. Journal of
Rural Studies, 28, 380-388.

Kaal, H. (2011). A Conceptual History of Liveability. City: Analysis for Urban Trends,
Culture, Theory, Policy, Action, 15, 532-547.

van Kamp, I., Leidelmeijer, K., Marsman, G. & de Hollander, A. (2003). Urban
Environmental Quality and Human Well-being. Towards a Conceptual
Framework and Demarcation of Concepts; a Literature Study. Landscape
and Urban Planning, 65, 5-18.

125

5

Kisby, B. (2010). The Big Society: Power to the People? The Political Quarterly,
81(4), 1-8.
Lammerts, R. & Doĝan, G. (2004). Warkelijk Waor. Onderzoek naar Economische en
Sociale Participatie en het Voorzieningengebruik van Bewoners van Kleine
Dorpen in Midden-Drenthe. Utrecht: Verwey-Jonker Institute.

Langford, M. & Higgs, G. (2010). Accessibility and Public Service Provision:
Evaluating the Impacts of the Post Office Network Change Programme in the
UK. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 35(4), 585-601.

Leidelmeijer, K., Marlet, G., Ponds, G., Schulenberg. R. & van Woerkens, G. (2008)
De Leefbaarometer; Leefbaarheid in Nederlandse Wijken en Buurten Gemeten
en Vergeleken; Rapportage Instrumentontwikkeling. Amsterdam & Utrecht;
RIGO Report 95640.
Leidelmeijer, K. (2012). Buurtparticipatie en Leefbaarheid. Amsterdam & Utrecht;
RIGO Report P21540.

Lowe, M., Whitzman, C., Badland, H., Davern, M., Aye, L., Hes, D., Butterworth, I. &
Giles-Corti, B. (2014). Planning Healthy, Liveable and Sustainable Cities:
How can Indicators Inform Policy? Urban Policy and Research, 33(2), 131144.

Marans, R. (2003). Understanding Environmental Quality through Quality of Life
Studies: The 2001 DAS and its Use of Subjective and Objective Indicators.
Landscape and Urban Planning, 65, 73-83.
Milligan, C. (2007). Geographies of Voluntarism: Mapping the Terrain. Geography
Compass, 1(2), 183-199.

Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations (2004–05). Wetsvoorstel Wet
Maatschappelijke Ondersteuning, Vergaderjaar 2004–2005, 30131, nr. 4; The
Hague.
Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations (2011). Integratie, Binding,
Burgerschap; The Hague.

Mohan, J. (2012). Geographical Foundations of the Big Society. Environment and
Planning A, 44, 1121-1129.
Morgan, H. (2013). Sport Volunteering, Active Citizenship and Social Capital
Enhancement: What role in the ‘Big Society’? International Journal of Sport
Policy and Politics, 5(3), 381-395.

126

Morrison, P. (2011). Local Expressions of Subjective Well-being: The New Zealand
Experience. Regional Studies, 45(8), 1039-1058.

Musick, M. & Wilson, J. (2008). Volunteers: A Social Profile. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Nakano, L. (2000). Volunteering as a Lifestyle Choice: Negotiating Self-identities
in Japan. Ethnology, 39(2), 93-107.

Namazi-Rad, M., Lamy, F., Perez, P. & Berryman, M. (2012a). An Heuristic
Analytical Technique for Location-Based Liveability Measurement.
Conference Paper, Proceedings of the Fifth Annual ASEARC Conference Looking to the Future - Programme and Proceedings, University of
Wollongong. Pp. 1-6

Namazi-Rad, M., Perez, P., Berryman, M. & Lamy, F. (2012b). An Experimental
Determination of Perceived Liveability in Sydney. Conference Paper, ACSPRI
Conferences, RC33 Eighth International Conference on Social Science
Methodology. Pp. 1-13.

Newman, P. (1999). Sustainability and Cities: Extending the Metabolism Model.
Landscape and Urban Planning, 44, 219-226.

Nummela, O., Sulander, T., Rahkonen, O., Karisto, A. & Uutela. A. (2008). Social
Participation, Trust and Self-rated health: A Study among Ageing People in
Urban, Semi-urban and Rural settings. Health & Place, 14, 243-253.

Oliver, P. (1984). ‘If you don’t do it, nobody else will’: Active and Token
Contributors to Local Collective Action. American Sociological Review, 49(5),
601-610.
Pacione, M. (1990). Urban Livability; A Review. Urban Geography, 11(1), 1-30.

Pacione, M. (2003). Urban Environmental Quality and Human Wellbeing – A Social
Geographical Perspective. Landscape and Urban Planning, 65, 19-30.

Paddison, A. & Calderwood, E. (2007). Rural Retailing: A Sector in Decline?
International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, 35(2), 136–155.

Pallant, J. (2013). SPSS Survival Manual. A Step by Step Guide to Data Analysis Using
IBM SPSS. London; Open University Press.
Patty, C. & Johnston, R. (2011). How Big is the Big Society? Parliamentary Affairs,
64, 403-424.

127

5

Perkins, D., Brown, B. & Taylor, R. (1996). The Ecology of Empowerment:
Predicting Participation in Community Organizations. Journal of Social
Issues, 52, 85-110.
Perlín, R. (2010). Theoretical Approaches of Methods to Delimitate Rural and
Urban Areas. European Countryside, 4, 182-200.

Phillimore, P. & Reading, R. (1992). A Rural Advantage? Urban-rural Health
Differences in Northern England. Journal of Public Health, 14(3), 290-299.

Putters, K. (2014). Rijk Geschakeerd. Op Weg Naar de Participatiesamenleving. The
Hague; The Netherlands Institute for Social Research.
Ruth, M., & Franklin, R. (2014). Liveability for All? Conceptual Limits and Practical
Implications. Applied Geography, 49, 18-23.

Salemink, K., Strijker, D. & Bosworth, G. (2016). The Community Reclaims Control?
Learning Experiences from Rural Broadband Initiatives in the Netherlands.
Sociologia Ruralis, 57(S1), 555-575.

Schwanen, T. & Wang, D. (2014). Well-being, Context, and Everyday Activities in
Space and Time. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 104(4),
833-851.

van Selm, M. & Jankowski, N. (2006). Conducting Online Surveys. Quality &
Quantity, 40, 435-456.
Shortall, S. (2008). Are Rural Development Programmes Socially Inclusive? Social
Inclusion, Civic Engagement, Participation, and Social Capital: Exploring the
Differences. Journal of Rural Studies, 24, 450-457.

Shucksmith, M. (2000). Endogenous Development, Social Capital and Social
Inclusion: Perspectives from LEADER in the UK. Sociologia Ruralis, 40(2),
208-218.
Shucksmith, M., Cameron, S., Merridew, T. & Pichler, F. (2009). Urban–rural
Differences in Quality of Life across the European Union. Regional Studies,
43(10), 1275-1289.

Simon, C., Vermeij, L. & Steenbekkers, M. (2007). Het Beste van Twee Werelden.
The Hague; The Netherlands Institute for Social Research.
Skinner, J. (2008). Voluntarism and Long-term Care in the Countryside: The
Paradox of a Threadbare Sector. The Canadian Geographer, 52(2), 188-203.

128

Skerratt, S. & Steiner, A. (2013). Working with Communities-of-Place:
Complexities of Empowerment. Local Economy, 28(3), 320-338.

State

of
Friesland
(2015).
http://fryslan.databank.nl.

Online

database.

Retrieved

Statistics Netherlands (2014). Statline. Retrieved from http://statline.cbs.nl.

from

Steenbekkers, A., Simon, C., Vermeij, L. & Spreeuwers, J. (2008). Het Platteland van
Alle Nederlanders. Hoe Nederlanders het Platteland Zien en Gebruiken. The
Hague; The Netherlands Institute for Social Research.
Steenbekkers, A. & Vermeij, L. (2013). De Dorpenmonitor. Ontwikkelingen in de
Leefsituatie van Dorpelingen. The Hague; The Netherlands Institute for
Social Research.

Steinmetz, S., Bianchi, A., Tijdens, K. & Biffignandi, S. (2014). Improving Web
Survey Quality. Potentials and Constraints of Propensity Score Adjustments.
In: M. Callegaro, R. Baker, J. Bethlehem, A. Göritz, J. Krosnick et al. (eds),
Online Panel Research. A Data Quality Perspective. West Sussex; Wiley & Sons
Ltd. Pp. 273-298.
Stern, M. & Dillman, D. (2006). Community Participation, Social Ties, and Use of
the Internet. City & Community, 5(4), 409-424.

Timbrell, H. (2007). Volunteering and Active Citizenship in Scotland: Exploring the
Complex Relationship. Stirling; Volunteer Development Scotland – Centre for
Excellence.

Thissen, F. & Loopmans, M. (2013). Dorpen in Verandering. Rooilijn, 46(2), 80-89.
Tonts, M. (2005). Competitive Sport and Social Capital in Rural Australia. Journal
of Rural Studies, 21, 137-149.
Uitermark, J. (2015). Longing for Wikitopia: The Study and Politics of Selforganisation. Urban Studies, 52(13), 2301-2312.

Vaske, J. (2008). Survey Research and Analysis. Applications in Parks, Recreation
and Human Dimensions. State College: Venture Publishing, Inc.

Veenhoven, R. (2000). Leefbaarheid. Betekenis en Modellen. Rotterdam; Erasmus
University Rotterdam.

Veenhoven, R. (2014). Quality of Life: An Overview. In: A. Michalos (Ed.)
Encyclopedia of Quality of Life and Well-Being Research. Dordrecht; Springer.
Pp. 5265-5269.
129

5

Verhoeven, I. & Tonkens, E. (2013). Talking Active Citizenship: Framing Welfare
State Reform in England and the Netherlands. Social Policy and Society,
12(3), 415-426.

Vermeij, L. (2015). Dichtbij Huis. Lokale Binding en Inzet van Dorpsbewoners. The
Hague; The Netherlands Institute for Social Research.
Wagner, F. & Caves, R. (2012). Community Livability: Issues and Approaches to
Sustaining the Well-being of People and Communities. London; Routledge.

Wandersman, A. & Florin, P. (2000). Citizen Participation and Community
Organizations. In J. Rappaport & E. Seidman (eds), Handbook of Community
Psychology. New York; Kluwer Academics/Plenum Publishers. Pp. 247-272.
Wang, F. & Wang, D. (2015). Place, Geographical Context and Subjective
Wellbeing: State of Art and Future Directions. In: D. Wang & S. Hu (eds.)
Mobility, Sociability and Well-being of Urban Living. Berlin; Springer. Pp. 142.

Wellman, B. & Leighton, B. (1979). Networks, Neighborhoods and Communities.
Urban Affairs Quarterly, 14, 363-390.

Williams, A., Goodwin, M. & Cloke, P. (2014). Neoliberalism, Big Society, and
Progressive Localism. Environment and Planning A, 46, 2798-2815.

Williams, C. (2002). Harnessing Community Self-help: Some Lessons from Rural
England. Local Economy, 17(2), 136-146.
Wilson, J. (2012). Volunteerism Research: A Review Essay. Nonprofit and
Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 41(2), 176-212.

Woolvin, M. & Hardill, I. (2013). Localism, Voluntarism and Devolution:
Experiences, Opportunities and Challenges in a Changing Policy Context.
Local Economy, 28(3), 275-290.

Woolvin, M. & Rutherford, A. (2013). Volunteering and Public Service Reform in
Rural Scotland. SRUC; Research Report Rural Policy Centre.

Zwiers, S., Markantoni, M. & Strijker, D. (2016). The Role of Change- and Stabilityoriented Place Attachment in Rural Community Resilience: A Case Study in
South-west Scotland. Community Development, 0(0), 1-20.

130

Chapter 6

Conclusion

131

6.1. Introduction
With advances in (digital) mobility and technology, there are now increased
opportunities for people living in north-western European countries to live in
specific residential areas that best match their self-chosen lifestyles. This
phenomenon has led to an influx of new residents into the countryside, often
motivated by the desire to live their own version of the ‘rural idyll’. This notion
usually pertains to a romanticised area that has little crime and nuisance, high
levels of contact among neighbours, a high quality natural living environment and
spacious houses, while still affording access to urban services (Halfacree, 1995;
Van Dam et al., 2002). Other groups of in-migrants may have decided to move to
the countryside to be near family and friends or because of the availability of
cheap housing (Stockdale, 2015; Bijker et al., 2012). The influx of new rural
residents has created a more heterogeneous rural population in which residents
have diverse needs and wants relating to the immediate living environment. To
better understand this variation within present-day rural contexts, mobility
(Milbourne & Kitchen, 2014; Halfacree, 2012) and selective/elective belonging
(Savage, 2005, 2010; Watt, 2009) frameworks were theoretically integrated
within this thesis. This integration enabled an exploration of present-day
variations in village attachment, volunteering and perceptions of liveability.
Further, this study is situated within a wider policy debate on the implementation
of the participation society in rural areas. Consequently, it is important to develop
an understanding of what the village actually means to diverse groups of residents
and to what extent they are motivated to become active in village life. Integrating
research on village attachment and volunteering necessitated a more empirically
driven research approach to explore the potential and limitations of the
participation society in rural areas.
Variations in village attachment (Chapter 2) as well as the contribution of facilities
to social attachment (Chapter 3) were investigated in order to develop an
understanding of how contemporary rural residents are attached to their living
environments. The different types of village attachment that were identified
constituted a starting point for studying residents’ willingness to volunteer
(Chapter 4). A mix of quantitative approaches was used for these analyses. The
first three chapters entailed analyses using data from an extensive nationwide
database that enabled the formulation of general statements on the existence of
various types of village attachments and how these are related to the availability

132

of facilities and the willingness of residents to volunteer. A second smaller
database was employed for assessing relations between opportunities to
volunteer and perceived liveability in a Dutch province (Chapter 5).

This concluding chapter presents reflections on the research questions
introduced in Chapter 1 and highlights the main findings from Chapters 2 to 5.
This is followed by reflections on the wider implications of these findings that
offer further insights on the meaning of community, volunteering and facilities in
present-day rural societies in the Netherlands. Next, avenues for further research
are identified, followed by a discussion on methodological issues and the use of
large datasets in rural studies. The chapter ends with some concluding thoughts
on the challenges confronting rural areas in the near future.
6.2. Main findings

Chapter 2 addresses the following question: What types of contemporary village
attachment can be distinguished in Dutch rural areas? With advancing technology
and mobility, rural residents are becoming less dependent on their local
environments and have more opportunities to choose the degrees and forms of
their village attachments. This phenomenon applies to in-migrants as well as
village-born residents. Based on the degrees of residents’ social, functional,
cultural and environmental attachments, a typology of contemporary types of
village attachment was established in this chapter. The results of the latent class
analysis demonstrate meaningful variation in contemporary village attachments.
Despite the increase in mobility, the findings of this chapter show that the
majority of present-day rural inhabitants still report high levels of village
attachment. In particular, the social and environmental dimensions of place
attachment emerged as the most important indicators of village attachment.
Residents with a longer duration of residence were overrepresented within the
category of those with strong village attachments. However, this relationship is
far from absolute. A weak degree of village attachment was found among a
substantial number of village-born residents, whereas rural in-migrants also
reported high levels of village attachment.

Furthermore, the differentiation of the social dimension of place attachment into
two sub-dimensions (local contacts and social orientation) turned out to be
meaningful. This finding indicates that a proportion of rural residents, mostly inmigrants, combine an outward social orientation with a large number of local
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contacts. This is an important finding, as it reveals that an outward orientation
does not necessarily exclude active involvement in local networks as is often
assumed. Further, two groups of residents reported below average attachments
to their villages. Some of them appear to have made a conscious decision to live
an autonomous lifestyle away from the village community, whereas others seem
to have an uneasy attachment to their village attributed to involuntary residence
in the countryside. Young residents were overrepresented in this latter category.
Last, some residents were found to be unilaterally attached to the village’s
environmental qualities. This finding seems to confirm the notion of residents in
search of an independent, quiet and peaceful life away from village social life.

Following this exploration of contemporary variations in village attachments,
Chapter 3 focused on the context in which village attachment develops, addressing
the question of the extent to which the availability of village facilities contributes
to residents’ social place attachment. Assuming that alternative facilities are
available in neighbouring villages and cities, most residents no longer have to rely
on locally available facilities for their primary functions. This implies that they are
less used, which is one reason why many village facilities have closed in the last
few decades. However, as village facilities often serve as meeting places, there are
fears that their decline may negatively impact on social place attachment. This
chapter revealed that a positive relation exists between the presence of cafés and
supermarkets and social attachment, suggesting that these facilities contribute
significantly to social attachment for a section of residents. However, a reverse
causal relationship may exist. In villages where residents have strong social
attachments, facilities may have more customers, leading to better chances of
survival.

Contrary to common expectations, community centres, primary schools and
sports facilities were not found to be related to social place attachment, making it
unlikely that their availability would contribute significantly to social place
attachment. Moreover, the availability of a primary school was found to have a
negative effect on social attachment, suggesting that the presence of a school may
even hinder the social dimension of village attachment. A possible reason for this
unexpected finding is that a school provides a meeting place only for a certain
section of families in the village, whereas village activities and social relationships
in the absence of a primary school are more inclusive, encompassing all members
of a village community. The conclusion of this chapter was that the availability of
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village facilities is not a necessary condition for social attachment. A possible
reason for the meagre contributions of village facilities to social attachment is that
the social functions of village facilities are losing relevance, assuming that they
had these functions in the first place. Although social contact occurs within local
facilities, their availability does not necessarily contribute to making new
contacts. Hence, alternative meeting places, such as local festivities, digital
meeting places, meetings in the public space and facilities in neighbouring
villages, are equally suitable for fostering local contacts.

Based on the findings of Chapter 2, and according to the theory of elective
belonging, it can be assumed that a general and all-encompassing attachment to
the village is increasingly being replaced by more selective and individualised
forms of attachment. Thus, it is important to examine how general and selective
forms of place attachment are predictive of voluntary citizen activity within
various local clubs and organisations. The main aim of Chapter 4 was to address
this question. Involvement in village life is not self-evident, which raises concerns
about whether a decline in general attachment and shared emotional
identification with a village would weaken residents’ motivations for becoming
actively involved in village life. In line with the theory of elective belonging, which
posits that residents have increased freedom of choice to move to places that meet
their personal lifestyle demands, this chapter showed that relationships between
selective forms of attachment and volunteering are substantive. In particular, the
number of local social contacts is strongly predictive of volunteering, whereas
cultural and environmental attachments only result in activities related to those
specific forms of attachment. A general attachment to the village, as a whole, only
explains volunteering to a limited extent. Thus, the decreasing impact of a shared
general attachment to the village does not necessarily pose a problem, mainly
because residents with high levels of social attachment, including recent inmigrants, actively volunteer. Hence, in a village where residents have access to an
extensive local social network, volunteering rates are expected to remain high.
The assumption that residents with a general attachment volunteer as a matter of
course is not correct. Present-day rural residents may not volunteer out of love
for the village as a whole; rather, they may do so because of their selective
attachment to specific aspects of the village. Future efforts to strengthen local
communities should take into account the heterogeneous ways in which residents
are attached to their villages in order to stimulate local volunteering.
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Chapter 5 addressed the questions of whether different groups of rural residents
perceive the availability of opportunities to volunteer in village social life as a
significant determinant of liveability and how differences in voluntary activity
affect perceptions of liveability. The relationship between volunteering and
perceived liveability has gained increasing importance, because the participation
society operates under the assumption that citizens would willingly participate in
various aspects of community life on a voluntary basis to keep their village
liveable. Although the majority of respondents were active at some level in village
life, the availability of opportunities to volunteer in village social life was not found
to be an important determinant of perceived liveability. Consequently, this
chapter highlighted the fact that not all residents perceive opportunities to
volunteer as an important part of rural living. Further, non-active residents were
found to have different needs and desires relating to the residential area
compared with active residents. This first group of residents may be highly
satisfied with their lives in the countryside without being actively involved in
village life. This finding is in agreement with the view that villages are becoming
solely ‘residential areas’ where people live in a green and spacious environment
and may have good contact with their neighbours, while spending the majority of
their time outside the village for professional or social reasons. Affordable and
well-organised modes of transportation are an important determinant of
liveability for the group of non-active residents. This situation contrasts with that
of the latter group of active participants whose job satisfaction is predictive of
high levels of perceived liveability.
6.3. Discussion

6.3.1. New rural collectives
The introduction of the participation society has resulted in a strong policy
emphasis on rural volunteering and citizens’ initiatives. Based on the underlying
assumption that present-day rural residents are attached to their living
environments, local governments promote a culture of self-reliance and
community activity. However, classic views on village attachment postulate that
communities are either ‘lost’ (Simmel, 1971) or ‘liberated’ (Wellman & Leighton,
1979) from their immediate living environments. Within such communities,
residents are believed to have a tenuous shared general attachment to the village,
weak social relationships and low degrees of local participation. Following this
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line of reasoning, questions could be raised as to whether the participation society
is sustainable. However, current theoretical insights highlight the continued
attachment of present-day rural residents to their villages and their surroundings.
Savage et al. (2005, 2010) and Watt (2009) argued that increased mobility and
freedom of choice result in improved opportunities for residents to move to places
that match their self-chosen lifestyles and personal wishes. As a consequence, a
large proportion of present-day rural residents have made well-informed
decisions to live in the countryside, choosing to attach to specific aspects of the
village (Benson & Jackson, 2012).

In this thesis, empirical evidence substantiates the abovementioned theoretical
arguments. Although villagers have become less dependent on their immediate
spatial contexts, the findings of this thesis reveal that a large proportion of
present-day rural residents report some sort of selective or other attachment to
the village (Chapters 2 and 4). In addition to a highly valued attachment to the
environment, the majority of rural residents, both in-migrants and village-born
residents, have access to a considerable number of local contacts and social
networks within the village, which they combine with outward social and
professional orientations. This suggests that while villages have remained socially
cohesive on the whole, rural communities are being transformed from close-knit
groups of residents with strong family and friendship ties into loose-knit
collections of residents whose social ties are centred on shared interests in
relation to specific aspects of village life. Although traditional communities have
not completely disappeared, various loose-knit collectives of residents are
expected to increasingly replace traditional village communities.

Three characteristic features of contemporary loose-knit village collectives
contrast with those of traditional close-knit village communities. First, a multitude
of diverse and loose-knit groups of residents can co-exist within the same village.
Some rural collectives comprise just a few residents, for instance those pursuing
fast broadband internet connections, practising a hobby or campaigning to
preserve threatened facilities. Residents can be members of multiple loose-knit
collectives at the same time, and mutual interests among rural collectives
occasionally result in joint place-making projects or citizens’ initiatives. The
establishment of a community centre, for instance, appeals to a large number of
residents. Second, the existence of loose-knit local collectives would explain why
in-migrants can integrate into their new living environments relatively quickly.
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The increased freedom of choice provides villagers with more opportunities to
connect with fellow like-minded residents in ways that fit best with their selfchosen lifestyles (Chapter 4; see also Lammerts & Doğan, 2004). The idea that
rural in-migrants remain aloof from community life and are hardly involved in
local social networks is therefore not supported by the findings of this thesis
(Chapter 2). In fact, after a number of years of residence, long-term in-migrants
do not differ significantly from village-born residents in terms of their local
contacts (Chapter 4). Third, present-day village collectives are more outwardly
oriented than traditional communities. The majority of rural residents have
friends and acquaintances who mostly live outside the village (Vermeij, 2015). In
particular, those residents who combine a local social network with an outward
orientation are expected to have good access to outside resources and capital and
may therefore play a key role in local place-making processes (McCulloch et al.,
2012).

The emergence of new types of rural collectives has consequences for local
processes of solidarity-building. Many in-migrants may not unquestioningly
perceive volunteering as a part of village social life; rather, they may choose to
volunteer, motivated by their personal interests and lifestyles (Holmes, 2014).
This could mean that traditional forms of local solidarity will gradually disappear
within loose-knit village collectives. This raises concerns regarding a number of
elderly residents who used to actively volunteer in village life in line with
traditional social norms and duties but who may not receive similar forms of
reciprocal solidarity from fellow residents when they start to rely on them
(Greider et al., 1991). Because neighbourhood support cannot be taken for
granted, long-term village residents may experience problems relating to their
personal wellbeing at an older age. Also, differences that relate to demands and
requirements regarding the living environment occasionally surface. Thus, in
many villages, discussions are held on whether the local supermarket should be
allowed to stay open on Sundays or whether a local entrepreneur should be
allowed to build a wind turbine near the village.2 Opinions regarding the future of
the primary school provide a good example of how a traditional village facility can
RTV Rijnmond, Supermarkt ’s-Gravendeel blijft open op zondag (Supermarket in ’sGravendeel remains open on Sundays), 27-12-2013. De Gelderlander, Windmolenpark:
Wanstaltig of duurzaam? (Wind turbine park: Hideous or sustainable?), 4-4-2017.
2
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be the cause of a dispute arising between residents who want to preserve the
village school and those who are indifferent about this issue (Chapter 3).3

Local governments and village councils may play an important role in facilitating
and stimulating collaborations between residents with different types of
attachments and interests. Through the organisation of consultation events or the
drafting of ‘village visions’, residents can be encouraged to find mutual interests
that eventually lead to more dialogue among them. Such dialogues enable
policymakers to acquire a better grasp of how to improve village liveability. The
concept of liveability is often described as ‘fuzzy’, because it is not always easy to
understand how the rural living environment fits the requirements of various
collectives of residents (Chapter 5). Perhaps the observation by Ruth and Franklin
(2014) that liveability is hard to achieve for all residents is close to the truth. The
disappearance of traditional and close-knit village communities makes it harder
to find common interests and desires among diverse collectives of village
residents, if these even existed in the first place. Therefore, policymakers are
cautioned against using the concept of liveability as a catch-all phrase conveying
a generic, village-wide opinion. The concept of liveability has not been widely
applied within academic research, but it may increasingly appeal to researchers
because of its ability to capture the diverse needs and wants of present-day
residents regarding the immediate living environment.

6.3.2. Vitality through social qualities

In the likely event that governments will continue to withdraw from their original
roles vis-à-vis rural communities, the pressure on rural communities to become
more self-reliant will increase further. This suggests that more of the
responsibility for safeguarding village liveability will be delegated to residents,
although in practice, village collectives, the government and professionals will
largely continue to collaborate (Salemink et al., 2016). The finding that social place
attachment, in particular, is predictive of volunteering indicates that the role of
the perceived social characteristics of rural collectives requires further attention
(Chapter 4). A social component is important in present-day voluntarism, which
makes it likely that many individuals are seeking ways to meet and interact with
fellow residents through volunteering. Following the theory of elective belonging,
Verdwijnen school Ransdaal leidt tot protest (Closure of Ransdaal School leads to protest),
10-5-2016. www.1limburg.nl.
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it is plausible that a transition from general and all-encompassing village
attachment to selective forms of village attachment may not necessarily result in
less volunteering. As long as residents are involved in one or more local
collectives, it is expected that volunteering rates will remain high. Conversely,
citizens’ initiatives to establish collective facilities, such as energy or healthcare
cooperatives, in villages that do not have socially engaged communities may prove
difficult.
Despite their increasing mobility and outward orientation, most present-day
residents do volunteer in village social life (Posthumus et al., 2013; Steenbekkers
& Vermeij, 2013). In particular, residents living in villages with socially cohesive
and engaged communities are expected to be motivated to undertake voluntary
tasks. Although this proposition is reassuring, two concerns nevertheless arise
regarding the potential of volunteering in rural areas. First, rural residents do not
consider the availability of opportunities to be an important determinant of
liveability. Satisfaction with other aspects of place, such as leisure opportunities
and the quality of the neighbourhood, is more strongly associated with
perceptions of liveability (Chapter 5). This finding could imply that most rural
residents do not volunteer with the aim of improving the overall quality of their
villages; rather, they do so because of personal interests and desires. Residents’
increased freedom of choice relating to their involvement in village life could
indicate that they are less committed to carrying out voluntary tasks. Second, as
residents do not primarily participate out of feelings of solidarity with the village,
there is a risk of their sudden withdrawal or loss of interest, which threatens the
progress of large-scale and enduring initiatives. Therefore, simple transference of
tasks from the local government to the village community may not always have
the desired effect. Residents can be expected to be selective and inconsistent in
the voluntary tasks that they wish to engage in.
Additionally, present-day rural residents may opt for an erratic style of
volunteering. Another development that hinders the implementation of the
participation society in rural areas is the choice of a section of residents not to
become active in village life (Chapter 5). The decision not to participate could be
seen as a valid and legitimate choice (Shortall, 2008). The particular interest of
these residents may be to live an autonomous life in a nice rural neighbourhood
that is green and safe, while maintaining good connections with other areas
(Chapter 5). In general, these ‘consumers’ of the countryside tend to be very
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satisfied with their living environment. This group of non-active residents may be
indifferent towards the survival of traditional village facilities and may feel
incidentally that the presence of facilities disturbs their peaceful and quiet living
environment (Chapters 4 and 5).4 A potential risk of non-volunteering is that
highly skilled and socially engaged residents gain a dominant position in a
participation society, and care has to be taken to ensure that the voices of other
residents are not disregarded. This understanding is important for preventing the
creation of social cleavages within a village, for instance between active and nonactive residents. Another consequence of allocating more responsibilities to
residents is that village councils and citizens’ initiatives do not always represent
all village residents’ interests within negotiations.

The introduction of the participation society has caused a shift in relations
between local governments and residents. Consequently, local governments are
required to become more flexible institutions that encourage and facilitate
promising citizens’ initiatives. A practical example of how this transition could
work is demonstrated by a citizens’ initiative in the village of Rimburg, which was
aimed at establishing a volunteer-led bus service in order to compensate for the
loss of public transport. This project was successfully run by volunteers with a
small subsidy obtained from the local government and contributed to meeting
local mobility needs.5 By supporting local initiatives in a constructive way, the
negative consequences of volunteering, such as ‘volunteer burn-out’ or volunteers
starting to feel frustrated by governmental interventions, can be alleviated.
However, local governments and civic workers are not always equipped for their
new role as facilitators. For example, local governments often expect citizens’
initiatives to comply with existing policy regulations. This kind of government
interference may slow down the progress of an initiative and even hamper
residents in continuing with their initiative, dampening their initial enthusiasm
(Uitermark, 2015; Salemink & Strijker, 2015). Hence, it is important for local
governments to accept that in the context of the participation society, not all
Overlast voor omwonenden door laden en lossen LIDL Heythuysen (Residents experience
nuisance because of deliveries to LIDL supermarket Heythuysen), 18-5-2013.
www.ronduitopen.nl.
5 De Limburger, Rimburg niet langer verstoken van openbaar vervoer (Rimburg no longer
without public transport), 9-6-2017.
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residents are interested in participating in village life. Nor should they try to bring
citizens’ initiatives compulsorily into line with an existing policy framework.

In villages with ageing populations, local governments and policymakers may
wish to stimulate social cohesion proactively among villagers in order to create
self-reliant villages. It is important that frail elderly residents continue to have
access to a local social network on which they can rely if necessary. Whereas the
majority of mobile residents can live their lives relatively independently
regarding the provision of governmental services, vulnerable people become
increasingly dependent on others. Policies on ageing in place emphasise that
individuals should be allowed to grow old within residences (homes and
communities) of their choice that are familiar and secure for as long as they are
able to do so. This also suggests that for a number of older and vulnerable rural
residents, meeting opportunities within the village and support offered by other
villagers can be necessary conditions for a self-sustaining life. Governments are
therefore expected to play an active role in creating a liveable environment that is
adapted to the needs and demands of an older population. Ruth and Franklin
(2014) have referred to this approach as a ‘life course perspective’ of liveability,
emphasising that needs and preferences vary between younger and older age
cohorts.
6.3.3. New residents, new social infrastructure

The finding that locally available village facilities do not seem to enhance social
attachment indicates that these facilities are losing their function as common
meeting places, assuming that they had such a function in the first place. It is
widely thought that facilities have an important social function as places where
residents can meet and interact with each other (Miller, 1993; Clarke & Banga,
2010; Roberts & Townshend, 2013; Svendsen, 2010; Spaaij, 2009). It was found
that from the perspective of villagers, facilities and services do not contribute
significantly to the perception of liveability (Chapter 5), and that in villages
without facilities residents are also able to establish social contacts (Chapter 3).
Although a section of residents rely on traditional facilities to maintain social
contacts, eventually mourning their disappearance, the social importance of
locally available facilities for the majority of residents should not be
overestimated. This applies especially to rural areas where alternative facilities
are available within a short driving distance. Other types of meeting places are

142

becoming increasingly important for meetings and interactions between people.
These include online meeting venues, facilities in neighbouring villages or cities,
meetings in public space and village events. Villages without traditional facilities
can therefore be equally liveable and socially cohesive compared with villages
with facilities.

The finding that the availability of facilities is not an important determinant of
perceived liveability seems to confirm the notion that most residents are highly
mobile and no longer need to rely on the provision of local services. However, this
does not necessarily mean that facilities have become redundant in all village
areas. To some extent, the symbolic functions of facilities can still be important, as
mobile residents can become concerned about specific facilities if these facilities
dovetail with their self-elected lifestyle and are appropriate for ‘someone like me’
(Savage, 2010; p. 132; Christiaanse & Haartsen, 2017). Visits to local pubs,
community centres and sports clubs can therefore be based on well-informed
decisions and may be an integral part of living the ‘rural idyll’ (Markham &
Bosworth, 2016). If this is the case, residents may not mind spending more money
in local facilities in order to keep them viable. This suggests that in the near future,
local service provision will be adapted to meet the wants of present-day rural
populations. Experiments have already been conducted entailing local residents’
collective ownership of a specific facility that they believe is important for their
village, such as a café or supermarket.6 The availability of a village facility may
therefore be a consequence of local social attachment rather than the other way
around. This could result in more diversity among villages in terms of their
services and facilities and the types of people they appeal to. In some villages,
communities prefer to maintain services and facilities adjusted to the needs and
wants of elderly residents. Other villages are more appealing to families with
children due to the availability of sports facilities and playgrounds, and still
others, for example ecovillages, reflect the desire to preserve a specific set of
facilities associated with a societal movement. Villages with low levels of social
cohesion are, however, particularly vulnerable to the closure of facilities.
The limited importance of village facilities in fostering social attachment suggests
that residents are able to create alternative ways of meeting and interacting with
De Volkskrant, Kroeg failliet? Dan kopen we die toch met het hele dorp (Café bankrupt?
Let the village buy it), 29-5-2017.
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each other. This is an indication that other more contemporary types of meeting
places are taking over the social role of village facilities. It is therefore helpful to
better understand how, for example, village festivals, events or digital citizen
platforms affect social attachment and community connectedness. The closure of
many traditional meeting places, such as cafés, primary schools and community
centres, could lead to a temporary revival of community spirit aimed at
establishing new village symbols and meeting places (Oncescu & Giles, 2014). This
could explain the current popularity of local music festivals and farmers’ markets
in the Dutch countryside.7 Experiments entailing the establishment of digital
village collectives are also attracting substantial media coverage.8 Many
inhabitants of Loon, a small village located in the northern part of the Netherlands,
have, for instance, joined village WhatsApp groups with the aim of quickly sharing
information.9 These new types of digital communication platform are often
bottom-up, entailing low monetary costs, which could explain why they are
relatively successful at uniting village residents. Such initiatives are generally
encouraged by local governments, but because residents themselves run these
new types of digital meeting places, they are well able to adapt them to the shared
needs and requirements of present-day village populations. Consequently,
through processes of trial and error, the most effective ones are expected to
endure.
6.4. Methodological issues

Through its focus on residents’ attachment, volunteering and perceptions of
liveability, this thesis has advanced understanding of the meaning of the
countryside in the lives of the present-day rural population. This was
accomplished using diverse methodological approaches within the field of rural
geography. Thus, this thesis responds to Smith’s (2007) call for more quantitative
analyses of contemporary patterns of rural change. Latent class analysis (Chapter
2) and structural equation modelling (Chapter 3) are examples of second
Dagblad van het Noorden, Bluesfans uit het hele land genieten van Blues Village Grolloo
(Dutch Blues fans enjoy Blues Village Grolloo), 10-7-2017.
8 Digitale Dorpsplein Dedemsvaart is online (Dedemsvaart digital village square online),
22-11-2015. www.hardenberg.nu. Ontmoet elkaar op digitaal dorpsplein (Meet each other
on the digital village square), 19-04-2017. www. haarlemmermeergemeente.nl.
9 Ook Loon heeft nu een eigen whatsapp-alert groep (Loon has its own whatsapp-alert
group), 28-08-2016, www.assercourant.nl.
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generation methods of statistical analysis. Because statistical programs, such as
MPlus and LISREL, are slowly becoming more user-friendly, it is expected that in
the near future, an increasing number of researchers will discover the benefits of
using these more advanced types of statistical analysis. However, both of the
abovementioned statistical methods require large sample sizes. The SVP’14
database contains data on over 7,800 residents of small villages (< 3,000
inhabitants), thus enabling the performance of advanced statistical analyses.
Consequently, valid and reliable statements can be made that apply to the wider
rural population.

Latent class analysis conducted for this study enabled unmeasured class
membership among rural residents to be identified using continuous observed
attachment variables. Thus, residents’ self-reported village attachments
(observations) could be categorised into different types of village attachment
(latent classes). Furthermore, one of the benefits of applying structural equation
analysis is that it allows for the inclusion of latent variables within an empirical
model. Social place attachment is a good example of a latent variable, and more
reliable and informative results were obtained by assigning different weights to
all items that measured the latent variable. A large number of known personal and
village characteristics were also included as control variables, which led to more
reliable determination of the unique effect of the core independent variables on
the dependent variables.

As with all research, the data underpinning this study also had their limitations.
First, the data did not allow for longitudinal research. Because data collection was
conducted at a single point in time (autumn 2014), it was not possible to obtain
empirical evidence on how residents’ attachment may have changed over time.
Such changes have basically been assumed in the theoretical (cf. Savage, 2010;
Halfacree, 2012) and popular scientific (Mak, 2001) literatures. However,
repeated cross-sectional surveys are needed to empirically validate these
assumptions. Second, the cross-sectional data did not allow for unequivocal
conclusions regarding cause and effect. Multiple interpretations are possible, for
instance on the relationship between facilities and social attachment. The
availability of village facilities could be the result as well as the cause of social
place attachment. Third, another drawback of using existing databases is that
there is little room for manoeuvre if a variable does not fully capture the meaning
of a theoretical construct. Some flexibility in the process of operationalising
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specific constructs was therefore required. For instance, the scales used to
operationalise different dimensions of place attachment were slightly different
compared with those commonly used in the environmental psychology literature.
In the latter field of study, measurement scales usually reflect the perceived
importance of specific aspects of place for respondents (cf. Scannell & Gifford,
2010), whereas respondents in this study were asked to indicate the extent of
their local social ties and involvement in village culture in order to calculate the
strength of their social and cultural attachments, respectively.
6.5. Suggestions for further research

This thesis has provided new insights on contemporary forms of village
attachment and how these impact on volunteering as well as how liveability is
evaluated by present-day rural residents. These insights were obtained using two
quantitative datasets. Several research questions were answered, but new
research questions have also been raised. Although the participation society
requires rural residents to become increasingly committed to and active within
their villages, systematic research has not been conducted on changing rural
lifestyles and motivations to volunteer, which remain largely unexamined
research topics. Because inclusive and socially engaged communities have been
found to offer the best guarantee of residents’ active involvement in village life,
three pathways are proposed for pursuing further inquiries regarding villages’
social qualities within the context of the participation society.

First, a finding of this study was that while rural residents within the small sample
carried out voluntary work in the village, most of the active volunteers were the
least satisfied with village liveability (Chapter 5). Could this be attributed to
residents having a keen eye for everything that is wrong within a village as a result
of working hard in order to maintain its social and environmental quality? Or does
a small group of active residents become overburdened as they feel that they have
no choice but to volunteer in order to keep things going? The volatile nature of
volunteering may put a considerable amount of pressure on a small group of very
active residents. In this context, it becomes increasingly important to inquire into
what motivates very active residents to volunteer and whether they are motivated
to volunteer as a result of either a lack of choice or freedom of choice. A more equal
distribution of voluntary tasks could reduce the negative side effects of
volunteering. However, this also suggests that more knowledge is needed to
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assess whether and how non-active and less active residents can be persuaded to
become more involved in village community life. Although a number of residents
are simply not interested in becoming active in village life, social barriers and
exclusion could also be reasons why a section of residents does not participate in
village life (see Tonts, 2005). This raises the question of whether stronger
integration within a village collective is in fact hindered by some sort of perceived
social barrier.
Second, this thesis has revealed that the availability of facilities does not
necessarily result in higher levels of social attachment and social cohesion.
Therefore, investing in the maintenance of locally available facilities may not be
the best way to create more socially engaged communities. However, as
previously argued, new types of village facilities and services have emerged due
to the increased diversity of present-day village populations in terms of incomes,
backgrounds, lifestyles and demands. A topic that has not been addressed in this
thesis is how these new types of village social infrastructure emerge. Do new
meeting places replace old meeting places or can they co-exist side by side? And
how do meeting places, such as village festivals, facilities outside the village and
digital village platforms, affect social place attachment? Further, to what extent
are these new structures inclusive of all residents, and what is the role of digital
or other technology in reforming traditional village life? In other words, village
culture is undergoing a rapid transition, but the direction is not clear. It is
recommended that future research focus on the question of how village collectives
create new forms of social cohesion and attachment by deploying innovative
methods of meeting and interacting (both digital and other).

Third, this thesis helps researchers exploring place attachment to extend their
inquiries to examine what it means to be socially attached to a place. Other studies
have drawn a distinction between the physical and social qualities of a place (e.g.
Scannell & Gifford, 2010; Hidalgo & Hernández, 2001). However, the subcategorisation of social attachment into two dimensions (the number of local
social contacts and social orientation) proposed in this study has not been applied
previously. This thesis shows that such a distinction is meaningful (Chapter 2). An
active engagement with local social life does not have to exclude a strong outward
social orientation. It is important that this distinction is recognised by
researchers, because it clarifies that an active local social life does not occur at the
expense of a strong outward orientation. Also, it shows that specific individuals
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can play a leading role in village societies as they have access to both village
organisational skills and outside resources and capital. Further studies conducted
on the geographical distribution of social capital in rural areas may help to explain
why some villages thrive and other villages face marginalisation in the context of
the participation society.
6.6. Concluding remarks

So far, general living conditions in Dutch rural areas have been found to be very
satisfactory (see RIGO/Atlas for municipalities, 2013). However, two major
challenges may threaten the quality of life in the coming decades. First, the
absolute and relative numbers of elderly inhabitants in Dutch rural areas are
increasing substantially. Ageing rural residents do not always feel that their
village still accommodates their needs in their old age (Winterton & Warburton,
2011). Not only the disappearance of locally available facilities, but also the
decline of the local community may spark feelings of loss among older residents.
A section of older rural residents grew up in a village in which an active role within
village life, based on shared social norms, conventions and goals, was prescribed
within traditional forms of village organisation. Nowadays, older residents cannot
be sure whether they can rely on their fellow residents for help with their daily
activities. The threat of an imbalance arising between those who rely on care and
those who are able to provide care is apparent, especially in fringe areas (Van den
Broek et al., 2016). Second, rural development is uneven, and some rural areas
run the risk of marginalisation (Bock, 2016). It was anticipated that advances in
digital technology and mobility would blur the physical and mental boundaries
between urban and rural areas across north-western Europe. Although this has
happened in some rural areas, elsewhere, mostly in peripheral areas, the urbanrural divide has widened across and within countries. Due to unfavourable
socioeconomic and political connections and a selective flow of outmigration,
spatial differences may foster processes of social inequality, exclusion and
population decline, thus contributing to rural marginalisation.
In order to cope with the abovementioned rural challenges, residents cannot
always appeal to a reticent government to take the lead in village development.
Irrespective of the direction of village development, the determinants and
importance of village attachment in contemporary rural societies have been
demonstrated and emphasised in this thesis. Other studies show that residents
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with strong and varied attachments to a place are more resilient to the impacts of
change (Smith et al., 2012) and indicate higher levels of individual wellbeing
(Theodori, 2001). As villages have to become more self-reliant in line with the
current neoliberal policy orientation, it becomes increasingly important for
village residents to remain engaged in a constant dialogue. This will provide them
with improved opportunities to establish new forms of caring and living involving
technical innovations, depending on local needs and capacities. Regular contact
and good social relations among residents are therefore pivotal to guarantee a
living environment in which all rural residents, regardless of age and geography,
express high levels of satisfaction. Sterksel, described in Chapter 1, provides a
good example of a village in which an active village community supports a wide
array of functions. The dominant picture that emerges from this thesis is one of a
countryside that is open to the notion of a society that assigns a greater role to its
residents. For most residents, the countryside is likely to remain a pleasant place
to live in. However, to maintain a high quality rural living environment, residents
will have to take greater responsibility, working together in order to meet their
collective needs. In this process, governments should ensure that the needs and
wants of vulnerable people are also being met.
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Samenvatting
Introductie
De klassieke verzorgingsstaat maakt steeds meer plaats voor een
‘participatiesamenleving’. Een beleid van decentralisatie en bezuinigingen vormt
de aanleiding om bewoners aan te spreken op hun betrokkenheid bij de lokale
leefbaarheid. Verwacht wordt dat actieve burgers met gezamenlijke inzet en
vrijwilligerswerk hun lokale leefomgeving leefbaar houden. Zeker in het geval van
dorpen zijn de verwachtingen hoog. Actieve burgers vormen dan ook een
belangrijke pijler in het overheidsbeleid voor het in stand houden van de
leefbaarheid in bijvoorbeeld krimpgebieden.

Het is echter de vraag in hoeverre hedendaagse dorpelingen daadwerkelijk
gemotiveerd zijn tot meer vrijwillige inzet voor de lokale leefbaarheid. Als
belangrijke voorwaarde voor lokale participatie wordt lokale binding gezien. In
de wetenschappelijke literatuur zijn twee visies te vinden op ontwikkelingen
hierin. In het zogenaamde ‘discourse van verlies’ (discourse of loss) wordt vooral
gewezen op een afname in lokale betrokkenheid. Een toenemend aantal mobiele
dorpelingen zou vooral een consumptieve en residentiële band met het dorp
hebben en hun sociale levens zouden zich overwegend buiten het dorp af spelen.
Zij zouden dan ook slechts zijdelings bij het dorp betrokken zijn. Deze groep wordt
afgezet tegen een andere groep dorpelingen die wel een traditionele en
emotionele band met het dorp hebben. Deze groep betreurt het verlies van de
traditionele dorpscultuur en de sterke onderlinge sociale cohesie. Dit is ook de
groep waarvan verwacht wordt dat ze het meeste vrijwilligerswerk op zich
nemen. Het risico bestaat dat zij gaan ploeteren omdat ze vanuit nostalgische
overwegingen proberen activiteiten en voorzieningen in stand te houden die niet
langer levensvatbaar zijn. Deels wordt het verlies van het oorspronkelijke dorp
toegeschreven aan de mobiele dorpelingen die weinig op zouden hebben met de
directe rurale leefomgeving.

Hiertegenover staat het idee van ‘gekozen binding’ (elective belonging), wat
inhoudt dat mobiele mensen de mogelijkheid hebben zich te vestigen in een
leefomgeving die past bij hun wensen, behoeften en levensstijl. Hierdoor hebben
mensen de mogelijkheid zelf vorm te geven hoe ze zich wensen te binden aan hun
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woonomgeving. Sommige kiezen ervoor om actief deel te nemen aan het lokale
verenigingsleven terwijl andere juist kiezen om te genieten van de rust en de
ruimte die het platteland te bieden heeft. Dit betekent dat mobiele dorpsbewoners
wel degelijk aan bepaalde onderdelen van hun dorp gebonden kunnen zijn, en
vanuit die selectieve binding ook gemotiveerd kunnen zijn om een bijdrage te
leveren aan de ontwikkeling van het dorp. Dit perspectief stelt dus onder meer ter
discussie dat nieuwkomers zich minder betrokken zouden voelen bij de
ontwikkeling van het dorp. Het is echter een vraag hoe deze meer selectieve
dorpsbinding precies vorm krijgt en zich vervolgens verhoudt tot lokale inzet.

In dit proefschrift onderzoek ik hoe hedendaagse dorpsbewoners met hun dorp
verbonden zijn. Hierbij beschouw ik dorpsbinding als een multidimensionaal
begrip: mensen kunnen zich onder meer binden aan de sociale, landschappelijke,
culturele en functionele kwaliteiten van het dorp. Ook bestudeer ik de
voorwaarden die bijdragen aan de totstandkoming van dorpsbinding. Vaak wordt
gedacht dat voorzieningen een belangrijke rol spelen bij het vormen van sociale
binding en daardoor belangrijk zijn voor de leefbaarheid. Het eerste doel van dit
proefschrift is dus meer inzicht te verkrijgen in hoe mensen aan hun dorp
gebonden zijn en welke factoren hieraan bijdragen.
Een ander belangrijk vraagstuk is hoe dorpsbinding samenhangt met de wil om
actief te worden in het dorp. Doordat dorpelingen meer keuzevrijheid hebben zich
te binden aan specifieke onderdelen van hun dorp, zou het zo kunnen zijn dat
vrijwillige inzet in het dorp eveneens meer vrijblijvend is geworden. Het tweede
doel van dit proefschrift is dan ook om te onderzoeken hoe verschillende
dimensies van dorpsbinding samenhangen met vrijwillige participatie in het dorp.
Tevens zal er onderzocht worden in hoeverre actieve en minder actieve mensen
verschillende percepties hebben van wat hun dorp tot een leefbaar dorp maakt.
Om bovenstaande doelen te verwezenlijken zijn vier onderzoeksvragen
opgesteld:
1. Welke typen van dorpsbinding kunnen worden onderscheiden op het
Nederlandse platteland?

2. In hoeverre draagt de aanwezigheid van dorpsvoorzieningen bij aan de
sociale binding van dorpsbewoners?
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3. Hoe verhouden alomvattende en selectieve vormen van dorpsbinding zich
met vrijwillige inzet in het lokale verenigingsleven?
4. Hoe ervaren verschillende groepen dorpsbewoners de lokale leefbaarheid
en in welke mate draagt de aanwezigheid van mogelijkheden om
vrijwilligerswerk te doen hieraan bij?

Dit proefschrift maakt gebruik van een tweetal databestanden. De eerste drie
hoofdstukken maken gebruik van de survey Sociaal Vitaal Platteland 2014. Deze
survey is uitgevoerd door het Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau (SCP) en heeft als
doel om inzicht te krijgen in de lokale binding van dorpsbewoners, hun vrijwillige
inzet voor lokale doelen en hun percepties van leefbaarheid. De survey is ingevuld
door ruim 7.500 respondenten. Een tweede kleinere dataset is afkomstig van het
‘Fries Burger Panel’, omvat 468 respondenten en had als specifiek doel om relaties
te testen tussen ervaren leefbaarheid en tevredenheid met verschillende
onderdelen van het dorp.
Dorpsbinding nog steeds betekenisvol

In hoofdstuk 2 ging ik op zoek naar de verschillende typen van dorpsbinding op
het Nederlandse platteland (onderzoeksvraag 1). Door betere en nieuwe vormen
van (digitale) communicatie en mobiliteit zijn dorpsbewoners minder afhankelijk
geworden van hun directe leefomgeving. Daarbij hebben ze meer mogelijkheden
om te kiezen hoe en in welke mate ze aan hun dorp gebonden willen zijn. Dit geldt
voor zowel nieuwkomers als voor mensen die geboren en getogen zijn in hun
dorp. Gebaseerd op de sociale, landschappelijke, culturele en functionele binding
van dorpsbewoners wordt in dit hoofdstuk een typologie gepresenteerd van
hedendaagse patronen van dorpsbinding. Een latente-klasse-analyse laat zien dat
een groot deel van de dorpsbewoners immer een sterke band heeft met het dorp
waar zij wonen. Het zijn vooral de sociale en landschappelijke vormen van binding
die een betekenisvolle variatie tussen dorpsbewoners laten zien. Mensen met een
lange woonduur zijn oververtegenwoordigd in de categorieën met de sterkste
vormen van dorpsbinding. Echter, deze relatie is verre van absoluut. Geboren en
getogen dorpelingen kunnen ook zwakke vormen van dorpsbinding hebben en
nieuwkomers kunnen daarentegen in een korte tijd sterke vormen van
dorpsbinding ontwikkelen.
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Een onderverdeling van de sociale dimensie van dorpsbinding in twee subdimensies (lokale contacten en sociale oriëntatie) bleek relevant te zijn. Vooral
nieuwkomers zijn in staat om veel lokale contacten te hebben en dit te
combineren met een naar buiten gerichte sociale oriëntatie. Dit resultaat laat zien
dat ook dorpelingen die niet bijzonder sterk op het dorp georiënteerd zijn, toch
een actieve rol kunnen spelen in lokale netwerken. Daarnaast zijn er ook twee
groepen bewoners die nauwelijks binding hebben met hun dorp. Een deel van hen
heeft een bewuste keuze gemaakt om zich afzijdig te houden van het sociale
dorpsleven. Een ander deel heeft echter geen bewuste keuze om in een dorp te
gaan wonen. Het zijn vooral jongeren die in deze laatste categorie aangetroffen
worden. Ten slotte zijn er ook bewoners die uitsluitend binding voelen met de
landschappelijke kwaliteiten van hun dorp. Dit lijkt een bevestiging te zijn van
mensen op zoek naar een ‘rurale idylle’ van rust, ruimte en autonomie.
Voorzieningen dragen weinig bij aan sociale binding

Hoofdstuk 3 behandelt de context waarin sociale dorpsbinding tot stand komt
(onderzoeksvraag
2).
Vaak
wordt
gedacht
dat
voorzieningen
ontmoetingsplaatsen zijn in kleine dorpen, en daarmee een belangrijke bijdrage
leveren aan de lokale sociale cohesie en sociale binding. Echter, sommige
dorpsvoorzieningen moeten hun deuren sluiten omdat ze niet langer
levensvatbaar zijn. Ervan uitgaande dat voorzieningen in steden of naburige
dorpen aanwezig blijven en doordat mensen steeds mobieler worden hoeft het
verdwijnen van voorzieningen niet direct tot problemen te leiden. Een effect zou
wel kunnen zijn dat de sociale binding in dorpen wordt aangetast vanwege de
afname van het aantal ontmoetingsplekken.

De resultaten van de structural equation analyses laten zien dat vooral
supermarkten en cafés een bijdrage leveren aan de sociale binding. Dorpshuizen,
sportvelden en basisscholen vertonen geen significant positief verband met
sociale binding. Sterker, dit hoofdstuk toont een negatief verband aan tussen de
aanwezigheid van een basisschool en sociale binding. Dit zou verklaard kunnen
worden doordat een basisschool bestaande sociale scheidslijnen binnen een dorp
in stand houdt, en dat daardoor dorpen zonder basisschool meer inclusief zijn
voor alle bewoners. Supermarkten en cafés zijn vaak private voorzieningen.
Hierdoor zou een omgekeerde redenering ook plausibel kunnen zijn, namelijk dat
in dorpen met veel sociale binding private voorzieningen meer kans hebben om
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te overleven. Een belangrijke conclusie is dan ook dat traditionele
dorpsvoorzieningen niet per se noodzakelijk hoeven te zijn voor sociale binding
en sociale cohesie. Alternatieve ontmoetingsplaatsen zoals dorpsevenementen,
digitale ontmoetingsplaatsen, ontmoetingen in de publieke ruimte en
voorzieningen in naburige dorpen zouden evengoed kunnen bijdragen aan sociale
binding.
Sociale binding belangrijke voorspeller van inzet

In hoofdstuk 4 die ik onderzoek naar hoe verschillende vormen van binding en
vrijwillige inzet in het verenigingsleven met elkaar samenhangen
(onderzoeksvraag 3). De theorie van ‘gekozen verbondenheid’ maakt het
aannemelijk dat traditionele en alomvattende vormen van binding steeds meer
vervangen worden door selectieve en individuele vormen van binding. Deelname
aan het sociale leven in een dorp is niet vanzelfsprekend. Een afname van een
alomvattende en gedeelde binding met het dorp zou daarom gepaard kunnen gaan
met een afname van de vrijwillige inzet in het dorp.

De resultaten van de logistische regressieanalyses in dit hoofdstuk tonen aan dat
selectieve vormen van binding wel degelijk leiden tot verschillende vormen van
inzet. Vooral sociale binding correleert sterk met bijna alle vormen inzet.
Culturele en landschappelijke binding resulteren vooral in inzet gerelateerd aan
de specifieke vorm van binding. Een alomvattende binding met het dorp als geheel
leidt slechts in beperkte mate tot inzet. Een verminderde alomvattende binding
hoeft dus niet te leiden tot minder inzet; zolang de sociale binding in het dorp hoog
is, is het waarschijnlijk dat inwoners actief zullen blijven. Dit betekent ook dat
dorpsbewoners met een alomvattende dorpsbinding eveneens selectief zijn in
hun keuze om vrijwilligerswerk te doen in het dorp. Toekomstige inspanningen
om dorpsgemeenschappen vitaal te houden zullen zich dan moeten richten op het
versterken van de sociale binding in een dorp.
Vrijwilligerswerk geen voorwaarde voor leefbaarheid

Hoofdstuk 5 gaat dieper in op het belang van vrijwilligerswerk voor de ervaren
leefbaarheid (onderzoeksvraag 4). Vanuit de ‘participatiesamenleving’ wordt
gedacht dat mensen bereid zijn actief te worden in het dorp om de leefbaarheid te
bevorderen. Dit suggereert dat de tevredenheid met mogelijkheden om
vrijwilligerswerk te doen en het belang dat hieraan gehecht wordt belangrijke
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determinanten van leefbaarheid zijn. Uit de analyses in dit hoofdstuk blijkt echter
dat er geen significant verband bestaat tussen deze variabelen. Dit is opvallend,
aangezien de meerderheid van de dorpelingen uit een steekproef gehouden onder
dorpsbewoners in de provincie Friesland in meer of mindere mate actief blijkt te
zijn in het dorp. Dit resultaat laat zien dat veel dorpsbewoners niet actief worden
omdat ze het belangrijk vinden een bijdrage te leveren aan het dorp, maar dit meer
doen vanuit persoonlijke interesses en voorkeuren. Dorpsbewoners zijn dus
selectief in de mate waarin ze ervoor kiezen vrijwilligerswerk te doen.

De niet-actieve dorpsbewoners blijken het meest tevreden met de leefbaarheid
van het dorp. Deze bevinding bevestigt het idee dat een deel van de
dorpsbewoners bijzonder tevreden is met hun leven op het platteland zonder
daarbij actief deel te nemen aan het sociale dorpsleven. Actieve dorpsbewoners
zijn iets minder tevreden met de leefbaarheid. Dit kan enerzijds verklaard worden
doordat zij meer oog hebben voor datgene dat niet goed gaat in het dorp;
anderzijds kunnen zij het gevoel hebben dat de meeste lasten op hun schouders
komen te liggen. Ook blijkt dat niet-actieve inwoners andere behoeften en wensen
hebben ten opzichte van de leefomgeving dan actieve inwoners. De eerste groep
bewoners vindt goede en betaalbare verbindingen met de stad een belangrijk
aspect van de ervaren leefbaarheid. Actieve mensen, daarentegen, vinden
tevredenheid met hun werk belangrijk voor de ervaren leefbaarheid.
Discussie

Rurale gemeenschap(pen)
Door verbeterde (digitale) mobiliteit wordt het wonen in een specifieke
leefomgeving steeds meer ervaren als een weloverwegen keuze. Een woning op
het platteland zegt daarmee iets over de identiteit en de levensstijl van mensen.
Een rurale levensstijl gaat veelal gepaard met een zekere vorm van binding. Dit
geldt voor zowel oud- als nieuwkomers. Beide groepen hebben vaak toegang tot
een groot sociaal netwerk, zowel binnen als buiten het dorp. Dit laat zien dat het
klassieke beeld van een gesloten en hechte dorpssamenleving niet meer opgaat.
Veelal heeft deze plaats gemaakt voor lossere gemeenschapsvormen.
Dorpsbewoners zijn nauwelijks nog afhankelijk van hun directe leefomgeving, en
vinden elkaar daardoor in een gedeelde binding met een bepaald aspect van het
dorpse leven. Niet alleen familie- en vriendschapsverbanden, maar ook
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wederzijdse interesses en voorkeuren zijn bepalend voor deelname aan het
sociale leven in het dorp. Het bestaan van meerdere losse dorpsverbanden zou
ook een verklaring kunnen zijn voor de bevinding dat nieuwkomers niet per
definitie minder met het dorp verbonden zijn dan oorspronkelijke bewoners. Het
beeld dat nieuwkomers altijd buitenstaanders blijven in een dorp blijkt dus niet
te kloppen.

Het losser worden van sociale banden in dorpen roept de vraag op wat dit
betekent voor de onderlinge solidariteit. Inzet voor het dorp wordt niet altijd
beschouwd als een ongeschreven regel. Vooral nieuwkomers zijn actief vanuit
persoonlijke interesses of simpelweg omdat ze het leuk vinden om te doen. Te
denken valt hierbij aan activiteiten omtrent de kinderen of inzet voor het behoud
van het lokale natuurschoon. Traditionele vormen van solidariteit zijn daarmee
minder vanzelfsprekend geworden. Een punt van aandacht is dan ook in hoeverre
hulpbehoevende dorpelingen nog een beroep kunnen doen op hun dorpsgenoten
voor mantelzorg en andere vormen van burenhulp. Dorpsbewoners die actief
burenhulp en mantelzorg verlenen hebben immers geen garantie dat ze dezelfde
vorm van solidariteit kunnen verwachten op het moment dat ze dit zelf nodig
hebben. Ook veranderen met het losser en meer selectief worden van de sociale
banden de mechanismen van welke bewoners op burenhulp kunnen rekenen. Het
is de vraag in hoeverre dorpelingen met weinig sociale binding hulp kunnen
verwachten van hun medebewoners. Het is daarom belangrijk dat lokale
overheden actief beleid voeren om een dialoog in stand te houden tussen
verschillende groepen dorpsbewoners, om zodoende de leefbaarheid voor alle
bewoners te bevorderen.
Een sociaal dorp is een vitaal dorp

De druk vanbuiten op dorpsgemeenschappen om zelfredzaam te worden zal in de
nabije toekomst toenemen. De bevinding dat het vooral de sociale kwaliteiten van
een dorp zijn die in verband staan met het doen van vrijwilligerswerk, toont aan
dat het waarschijnlijk is dat een dorp zich goed kan redden binnen de
‘participatiesamenleving’ zolang de onderlinge sociale contacten goed zijn.
Wanneer de onderlinge sociale cohesie echter afwezig is, dan is de verwachting
dat er weinig initiatieven zullen worden opgezet om bijvoorbeeld een zorg- of een
breedbandcoöperatie op te zetten. Maar zelfs als de onderlinge sociale contacten
goed zijn, dan nog is het de vraag in hoeverre dorpsbewoners geneigd zijn zich te
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committeren aan langdurige en tijdrovende initiatieven ter verbetering van de
leefbaarheid. Het verschuiven van taken van de overheid naar lokale
gemeenschappen zal lang niet overal het gewenste effect hebben: dorpsbewoners
zijn selectief in de taken die zij op vrijwillige basis willen uitvoeren. Daar komt
nog eens bij dat een deel van de dorpsbewoners een bewuste keuze heeft gemaakt
zich niet te bemoeien met het sociale leven in het dorp en bijvoorbeeld weinig
opheeft met lokale voorzieningen. Actieve dorpelingen kunnen hierdoor een grote
stempel drukken op de ontwikkeling van het dorp, maar tegelijkertijd schuilt in
het selectieve karakter van dorpsbinding ook een gevaar dat ze teleurgesteld
kunnen raken doordat ze het gevoel kunnen krijgen dat alle lasten op hun
schouders komen te liggen.

Het is belangrijk dat lokale overheden veelbelovende initiatieven van burgers de
ruimte geven zich te ontwikkelen. Door het faciliteren van initiatieven die qua
organisatievorm aansluiten bij de veranderde dorpssamenleving kan zoveel
mogelijk voorkomen worden dat vrijwilligers een ‘vrijwilligers burn-out’ krijgen.
Ook kan zo vermeden worden dat vrijwilligers gefrustreerd raken door
overheden die proberen bestaande initiatieven met regelgeving in te passen in
een bestaand beleidskader. Daarnaast zouden overheden zich ook actief moeten
blijven inzetten om de levenskwaliteit van kwetsbare groepen te garanderen.
Oudere dorpsbewoners worden gestimuleerd om tot op hoge leeftijd in de eigen
leefomgeving te blijven wonen. Dit houdt ook in dat ze steeds afhankelijker
worden van hun directe leefomgeving voor hulp en mantelzorg. Steeds meer
ouderen in de periferie moeten het bijvoorbeeld door de trek naar stad zonder
hun kinderen in de buurt stellen. Met het oog op een vergrijzend platteland
zouden overheden bij voorkeur ernaar moeten streven om de leefomgeving
zodanig in te richten dat oudere mensen, die vaak weinig mobiel zijn, op een
waardige manier oud kunnen worden in een vertrouwde leefomgeving.
Nieuwe bewoners, nieuwe sociale infrastructuur

Vaak wordt gedacht dat dorpsvoorzieningen een belangrijke sociale functie als
ontmoetingsplaats vervullen. Dit proefschrift toont echter aan dat de
aanwezigheid van voorzieningen niet hoeft bij te dragen aan de sociale binding en
ook dat in dorpen zonder voorzieningen het sociale contact hoog kan zijn. Hoewel
het verlies van een voorziening vaak betreurd wordt door veel dorpsbewoners
moet het feitelijke en sociale belang hiervan in een dorp niet overschat worden.
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Dit laatste geldt vooral in gebieden waar alternatieve voorzieningen aanwezig zijn
op korte rijafstand.

Het is de verwachting dat in de nabije toekomst het overgebleven
voorzieningenaanbod steeds beter aan zal sluiten bij de specifieke behoeften in
een dorp. Hierbij kan bijvoorbeeld gedacht worden aan bewoners die gezamenlijk
een café of een supermarkt gaan exploiteren. In dorpen met veel sociale cohesie
en sociale binding zal dit eerder van de grond komen. Voorzieningen zullen
daarom steeds meer een gevolg dan een oorzaak van leefbaarheid zijn. Ook zal het
voorzieningenaanbod erg verschillend kunnen zijn per dorp, afhankelijk van de
lokale wensen en behoeften. Het verdwijnen van traditionele voorzieningen heeft
een impact op de status en de identiteit van een dorp. Dit kan een verklaring zijn
waarom lokale evenementen, muziekfestivals en digitale ontmoetingsplaatsen
georganiseerd worden. Deels voorziet dit in een behoefte aan onderling contact,
maar ook zijn dit nieuwe symbolen die horen bij de identiteit van een dorp.
Ten slotte

De algehele leefomstandigheden op het Nederlandse platteland zijn goed. Toch
zijn er twee uitdagingen waar beleidsmakers en onderzoekers een antwoord op
moeten zien te vinden. Ten eerste, de leefomstandigheden in dorpen zijn vaak niet
toegerust op mensen die weinig mobiel zijn. Dit terwijl zowel het relatieve als het
absolute aandeel van ouderen verder zal gaan toenemen. Niet alleen
voorzieningen verdwijnen, ook de traditionele gemeenschapszin is aan erosie
onderhevig. Een onbalans tussen mensen die zorgbehoevend zijn en mensen die
(informele) zorg kunnen leveren dreigt te ontstaan. Ten tweede, een scheefgroei
tussen (perifeer) platteland en stad dreigt te ontstaan. Lange tijd was het de
verwachting dat technologie zou zorgen voor een gelijkmatige ontwikkeling van
plattelandsgebieden. Echter, de relatief grote afstand tot politieke en economische
centra en een selectieve emigratie van jongeren en hoogopgeleiden kunnen leiden
tot dreigende tekorten aan werkgelegenheid en kapitaal in het perifere platteland.
Op ten duur zou dit ook een perceptie van achterstelling in de hand kunnen
werken.
De maatschappelijke trend in de richting van meer zelfredzaamheid en
zelforganisatie biedt veel potentie aan mobiele burgers die graag de
verantwoordelijkheid willen nemen voor de inrichting van hun eigen
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leefomgeving. Hierdoor kunnen actieve bewoners steeds meer een stempel
drukken op de leefomgeving die zij delen met minder betrokken bewoners.
Dorpsbewoners hebben de mogelijkheid om te experimenteren met nieuwe
vormen van zorg, ontmoeten en retail. Een goede sociale cohesie is een belangrijke
voorwaarde voor dorpen om de bovengenoemde uitdagingen aan te kunnen. Op
deze manier kan ervoor gezorgd worden dat het platteland een aantrekkelijke
woonlocatie blijft waar mensen met diverse wensen en behoeften naar volle
tevredenheid kunnen wonen.
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Dankwoord
Een van de fraaiste odes aan het dorpse leven is misschien wel geschreven door
de Drentse bluesband Cuby & the Blizzards. In 1969 brachten zij het nummer
‘Appleknockers Flophouse’ uit. Dit nummer gaat over de gezelligheid van de
zangers boerderij in Grolloo, destijds het centrum van de nationale en
internationale blues. De muziekgeschiedenis die geschreven is in het dorp vormt
vandaag de dag een belangrijk onderdeel van de dorpsidentiteit. Zo kan onder
meer het Cuby Museum bezocht worden en wordt er elk jaar een groot blues
festival georganiseerd. Het museum wordt volledig draaiende gehouden door
vrijwilligers. De binding die zowel de band als veel van de hedendaagse bewoners
en bezoekers met het dorp Grolloo hebben is dan ook erg sterk.
De muziek als symbool van een leefbaar en vitaal dorp. Ik ben zelf opgegroeid in
de buurt van Grolloo, en ik heb het altijd bijzonder gevonden hoe groot de impact
van de band op het dorp is geweest en nu nog steeds voor veel inzet en onderlinge
verbondenheid zorgt. Toen ik in 2014 de kans kreeg te gaan promoveren op het
onderwerp ‘determinants of rural quality of life’ heb ik deze met beide handen
aangegrepen. Zowel wetenschappelijk als persoonlijk vond ik het zeer de moeite
waard mij te kunnen verdiepen in thema’s als dorpsbinding, leefbaarheid en
vrijwillige inzet.

Dat ik het promotietraject uiteindelijk binnen drie jaar heb afgerond kan niet
losgezien worden van de bijdrage van een flink aantal collega’s, vrienden en
familieleden. Daarom wil ik graag van deze gelegenheid gebruik maken om mijn
dank naar een aantal mensen uit te spreken, Allereerst Tialda en Dirk. Ik ben jullie
oprecht heel erg erkentelijk voor jullie excellente begeleiding, toegankelijkheid en
bovenal jullie nuchtere feedback op mijn werk. Jullie gaven mij de vrijheid (en
daarmee ook de verantwoordelijkheid) om mijn eigen weg te bewandelen, maar
stonden tegelijkertijd altijd voor mij klaar wanneer dat nodig was. Of we nu in
Toronto, Aberdeen, Krakow, Leuven of Ulrum zaten, ik heb altijd genoten van onze
discussies en jullie kennis. Die ‘Groningen school of rural thought’ gaat er zeker
een keer van komen.
Lotte, ik wil jou heel erg bedanken voor je hulp, enthousiasme en immer kritische
blik op mijn schrijven. Mede door dit laatste zijn de papers uiteindelijk tamelijk
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vlot door het reviewproces gekomen en gepubliceerd in vooraanstaande
tijdschriften. Ook heb ik veel van je opgestoken op het gebied van
onderzoeksmethoden en data-analyse. Daarnaast wil ik je ook bedanken voor de
gastvrije ontvangst bij het SCP. Ik kijk met veel plezier terug op onze
samenwerking. Graag wil ik het SCP bedanken voor het beschikbaar stellen van
de data waar het grootste deel van dit proefschrift op gebaseerd is.

Suzan en Paul, medebewoners van kantoor 00.23, door jullie aanwezigheid
maakte het mij eigenlijk niet zoveel uit dat ik het grootste deel van mijn PhD wat
weggestopt zat in een kantoor op de begane grond. Ik hoop dat we ook in het postPhD leven nog veel koffie- en dinerdates mogen hebben. Of het nu over onderzoek
of voetbal ging, graag wil ik ook de andere ‘cult geo’ers’ bedanken voor de vele
gezelligheidsmomenten: Erzsi, Koen, Jasper, Gert, Hiska, Jelmer, Philippe, Angelo,
Carina, Lili, Laura, Anna, Rik, Patrick, Eva, Angelica en Gwenda. En Peter, het
waren mooie weken in de VS. Dus nog een keer, gewoon omdat het kan: Let’s go
Cubbies let’s go!

Jannes, Maties, Nikoletta en Michiel, het is alweer even geleden maar volgens mij
hebben we toch aardig wat bereikt als PhD-council! Ook wil ik de PhD collegae van
de overige afdelingen bedanken met wie ik de afgelopen jaren op enig moment
gespard heb over mijn onderzoek, zowel binnen de faculteit als in een van de vele
cafés die Groningen rijk is.
Ook mijn vrienden van buiten de faculteit wil ik niet onbenoemd laten. Yory,
Ewoud, Bas, Renger en Steven, doordat we zo verspreid over de wereld wonen
zien we elkaar veel te weinig, maar desondanks hebben we toch een hoop beleefd
in de loop der jaren! Ik hoop dat we dit onverlet kunnen voortzetten de komende
jaren. En Thomas en Paul, dat we nog maar veel stadions mogen bezichtigen door
heel Europa.

Tot slotte, pa en ma ook heel erg bedankt voor jullie onvoorwaardelijke steun.
Hierdoor heb ik mij altijd gesterkt gevoeld in de keuzes die ik gemaakt heb, en het
is ook bijzonder fijn om te weten dat hoe een en ander ook uitpakt, ik altijd op
jullie kan rekenen. En vooruit, dat laatste geldt ook voor jou Maarten! En als
allerlaatste natuurlijk Elizabeth, “Gracias por ser parte de mi vida. Eres muy
hermosa”.
Groningen, januari 2018
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Appleknockers Flophouse
Appleknockers flophouse that's were we live in
Such a good place for you and for me
If you come to our Appleknockers flophouse
You don't know what you're bound to see
Come, baby, give me your hand
Come with me now, try to reach the end
If you don't believe what I'm going to say
Go ahead girl and find your own way

Appleknockers flophouse it's a place in the sun
The only thing you can do is come and have some fun
So if you come to our Appleknockers place
Be kind to us honey, wear a smile on your face
Appleknockers flophouse that's where we live in
Such a good place for you and me
If you come to our Appleknockers flophouse
You don't know what you're bound to see
(Cuby & the Blizzards, Groeten uit Grollo, 1967)
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