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A reminder of some basic concepts…

Simple Shrinking – a purely demographic process –
sustained over at least two generations

Complex Shrinking – a wider downward socio-
economic spiral which drives simple shrinking

Equifinality
 A concept from systems theory

 Similar outcomes do not necessarily indicate similar causal processes

 Demographic trends embedded in complex socio-economic processes of change

 Every shrinking ‘place’ has a unique combination of processes in its development path

 ESPON ESCAPE identified 4 key drivers of shrinking:

Active Shrinking – driven by ongoing migration

Legacy Shrinking – driven by natural decrease, due to 
effects on age structure of selective out-migration in the past 
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Broader context: The demographic scissors…

Sub-replacement fertility rates and uncertainty about the destination of the 
demographic transition…

Most rural regions in the EU will experience demographic shrinking unless they receive 
net in-migration
The policy discourse tends to assume that mobility will continue to rise, and that 
migration can offset natural decrease

BUT

There is empirical evidence which challenges the assumption of a constant 
increase in (within country/EU) mobility - Secular rootedness (Cooke 2011)

The (international) migration crisis may have masked a quiet decline in inter- and intra-
regional mobility

This has fundamental implications for policies addressing rural shrinking…
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Cooke, T.J., 2011. It is not just the economy: Declining migration and the rise of secular rootedness. Population, space and place, 17(3), pp.193-203.



Ultimate Goals: Growth, “balance”, or well-being?
Political imperatives v realism
 Pinilla and Sáez (2021) review the history of rural population policies in Spain (Aragon and Castilla y León), 

concluding: “Policies addressing depopulation in Spain have had a low impact due to their incorrect diagnosis 
and design in terms of their contents and governance.” They advocate a degree of realism “not 
defining fascinating goals which are impossible to achieve, as if we were able to change 
structural and global trends” (p341)
 EU Long Term Vision for Rural Areas –”balanced territorial development”

 OECD Rural Policy 3.0 “adapting to demographic trends”

 However, at a municipal level, “growth” is often still the only politically acceptable goal

 Pinilla and Sáez argue “the relevant question is not how many people live there. In a digital and global world, 
thresholds are changing every day. The question is whether people are able to live in a remote rural area 
because they want to live there. A better life in remote rural areas is the objective, how many is the 
consequence.” (p344-5)

 There is a need an open discussion about policy goals – development/growth (economic? population? well-
being?)
Pinilla, V. and Sáez, L.A., 2021. What do public policies teach us about rural depopulation: the case study of Spain. European Countryside, 13(2), pp.330-351
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Focusing in: Key considerations for rural population policy...

Shrinking – a slow car crash for Rural Europe 28th Colloquium of the IGU-CSRS, Croatia 2021

The importance of Time, Space and Governance
 Demography characterised by long-term, slow-running cycles, … defined and regulated by human life expectancy

 Effects of selective out-migration are “baked into” the age structure for a generation or more, and legacy effects on 
fertility and mortality rates extend for several decades

 By the time policy makers focus on this its often too late avoid the consequences

 The scale of current/future migration required to compensate for age structure legacy effects is often unrealistic…

 Short term policy cycles and planning are badly suited to provide a medium-long term strategy

 Intervention logics need to systematically reflect the place-specific processes which have driven shrinking (avoiding the 
equifinality trap)

 No single policy field has all the levers, different policies have different objectives, and can work against each other

 Coherence is a tough challenge…



The Potential for Conflict and Incoherence

 Neither mitigation or adaptation can be pursued through a single policy – they both require ‘broad spectrum’ awareness across a 
number of policy areas – ‘demographic proofing’

 Clear strategic thinking and good communication based on a strong evidence base is required at the national or regional level

 Explicit prioritization between mitigation and adaptation is desirable

 The potential for ‘unintended consequences’, and conflict between the interventions of different stakeholders (with different 
objectives) can be substantial, especially when local governance structures are complex, and responsibilities for service delivery is 
shared in complex ways

 Adjustments to and ‘rationalization’ of services are often motivated by efficiency and cost effectiveness, rather than adaptation to 
shrinking per se – and they have recursive demographic impacts

 Potential for institutional schizophrenia – ‘officially’ committed to growth, but day-to-day decisions on service delivery are adaptive

Policy Response Mitigation Adaptation

Examples of 
relevant areas of 
policy and forms 

of intervention

Immigration and visas
Regional Economic Development
Place making
Integration support
Housing policy
Decentralisation of Public Sector
Regional taxation

‘Rationalisation’ of services (education, health, social 
care, mail and parcels, leisure…etc)
Digitalisation of services
Support for (regional/local) economic restructuring
Revaluation of the role of older people
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 A micro-spatial targeting approach under the framework of Scotland’s Demographic 
Strategy - also some overlap with the National Island Plan

 6 RZs identified in Western Isles, Highland, Argyll and Bute (x3) and N Ayrshire – partly 
on the basis of statistical analysis, party reflecting local knowledge

 Each RZ will have a full-time “resettlement officer” – embedded in local community

 Interventions organised around five themes: 
1. Housing, 
2. Jobs, 
3. Critical Infrastructure – Transport and Digital, 
4. Access to public services, 
5. Talent Attraction, Retention and Return

 Programme for each RZ designed and implemented by municipality – reflecting local 
knowledge – e.g. in Argyll and Bute the emphasis will be on housing issues

 Little or no new money – more a refocusing of existing schemes

 Still very much an evolving situation – too early even for a full ex ante evaluation

 Reflections: (a) How do RZs relate to economic geography – e.g. labour markets?

(b) Boundary effects and displacement?

(c) Evaluation? Exit strategy? Roll-out to other areas?

(i) Highlands and Islands Repopulation Zones
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ESPON Conference on Sustainable Development and Regional Restructuring in the Baltic Sea Region

 What is smart shrinkage in Finland? – the ÄLY-
project focuses upon the uneven population 
development of different municipalities

 71% (209/294) of Finnish municipalities are 
losing population

 Municipalities driven by ongoing migration 
located in Western part - explanatory factor is 
the religious community

 Municipalities driven by natural decrease located 
in Eastern part

 Different population developments require 
different policy approaches

 However, all shrinking municipalities are treated 
on the basis of one national policy approach

 More place-sensitivity (smartness) is required

(ii) Smart adaptation in Finland’s Municipalities

https://www.uef.fi/en/article/what-does-smart-shrinking-mean-in-finland


(ii) Smart adaptation in Finland’s Municipalities
 Demographic shrinkage is characterised by highly manifold 

processes in different spatial scales

 Shrinkage is basically simultaneously a demographic and 
economic process

 Conventional approaches will respond to these changes and 
contextual questions merely based on sectoral questions

 Adaptation refers to accepting or alternatively recognising the 
downward spiral of demographic change 

 Mitigation includes growth-oriented paradigms 

 Smarter approaches to demographic shrinkage emphasise the 
fact that demographic shrinkage is a complex and mixed 
problem that cannot be dealt with separated policies 

 Smart adaptation recalls that attention should not only to be 
paid to population development but also to wellbeing and 
services

 Smart mitigation recalls new kind of operational routines as 
well as new positions of interests in economic policy
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Some Final Reflections

1. Need for clarity and honesty about the balance between mitigation and 
adaptation.

2. This is part of a broader question about implicit goals of ‘development’ -
from well-being approaches, to ‘de-growth’ and ‘post-development 
approaches’. 

3. Policy should evolve to reflect the increasing interest in these alternative 
goals.

4. Researchers have a responsibility to explicate, examined and justify 
such policy goals, providing concrete examples from a range of contexts.



Read about ESPON ESCAPE...
ESPON ESCAPE Reports: https://www.espon.eu/escape

Paper published in ‘TERRA’: https://ojs.uv.es/index.php/TERRA/article/view/20366

Thank you
andrew.copus@uef.fi

petri.kahila@uef.fi

Read the reports by the Scottish Government’s EAG
https://www.gov.scot/groups/migration-and-population-expert-advisory-group/

Read about the Äly project:
https://uefconnect.uef.fi/en/group/what-is-smart-shrinking-in-finland/

https://www.espon.eu/escape
https://ojs.uv.es/index.php/TERRA/article/view/20366
https://uefconnect.uef.fi/en/group/what-is-smart-shrinking-in-finland/

	�Reflections on the goals and guiding principles of policy to address rural shrinking�	�ESCAPE and beyond...
	A reminder of some basic concepts…
	Broader context: The demographic scissors…
	Ultimate Goals: Growth, “balance”, or well-being?�Political imperatives v realism
	Focusing in: Key considerations for rural population policy...
	The Potential for Conflict and Incoherence
	Evolving responses in Scotland and Finland:�(i) Highlands and Islands Repopulation Zones�(ii) Smart Adaptation by Finland’s Municipalities
	�(i) Highlands and Islands Repopulation Zones
	�(ii) Smart adaptation in Finland’s Municipalities
	�(ii) Smart adaptation in Finland’s Municipalities
	 Some Final Reflections
	Read about ESPON ESCAPE...

