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Urban decline, urban shrinkage and population decline are a 
few terms which describe the transformation processes currently 

going on in many cities and regions throughout the world. We 
are beginning to understand the driving forces of these urban 

transformation processes – such as structural economic changes 
and declining birth rates – yet it is still unclear why within the same 

region some cities are declining stronger than others. 
In this dissertation, this issue of intra-regional differentiation is 

addressed in two declining former mining regions. 
 

Josje Hoekveld obtained her research master degree at Utrecht 
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Introduction 
 
 
 

1.1 Urban change 

An   increasing   number   of   cities   and   regions   in   the  Western  World   are   ‘shrinking’   or  
‘declining’.  Shrinkage   is  a  combination  of  economic  decline and demographic decline 
(population loss), which leads to an amalgamation of social, environmental and 
financial problems, which influence the livelihoods of the inhabitants in those affected 
areas. The liveability problems are, for example, vacancies and derelict lots, and the 
closures of shops, schools and facilities (Hospers, 2014). In addition, lower demand for 
housing   due   to   a   declining   population   makes   selling   one’s   own   house   increasingly 
difficult,   which   may   give   inhabitants   a   feeling   of   ‘being   stuck’   (Mallach,   2011).  
Furthermore, selective out-migration means that lower-income and low-educated 
households tend to get left behind in declining cities, which leads to social segregation. 
Due to consequent decreasing tax revenues, city administrations then increasingly find 
it more difficult to maintain public facilities, such as infrastructure, public 
transportation and sewerage systems. As a consequence, neighbourhoods and even 
entire cities or city regions can become unliveable. One of the best known examples of 
a declining city is Detroit, which lost over 60% of its population between 1950 and 
2011 and it is experiencing severe financial and liveability problems (Galster 2013; 
Short and Mussman, 2014).  

Of course, liveability problems such as congestion, pollution and housing 
shortages can also occur in growing cities. This fact is used by urban planners, who 
stress the positive side of urban shrinkage and who also perceive urban shrinkage as 
an opportunity: less people means less pressure on the housing market, less 
congestion and pollution and more green space. However, on the whole, the problems 
associated with shrinkage largely negate the advantages that may exist. Due to the 
urgency of these problems, it is extremely important that we understand the 
mechanisms of urban decline. This may contribute to a more informed way of dealing 
with decline for urban planners and policymakers. 
 The roots of these problems are often sought firstly in structural economic 
changes in a city or region resulting from globalization, which in turn leads to out-
migration and consequent population decline (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012; Rink et 
al., 2012). A second factor is fundamental change in reproductive behaviour leading to 
lower birth rates and, as a result, population decline (Richardson and Woon Nam, 
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2014). In addition, major political shifts, wars and changing living preferences (leading 
to urbanization or suburbanization) can spur migration flows and affect birth and 
death rates (Reckien and Martinez-Fernandez, 2011). 
 Extensive knowledge therefore already exists about the causes and 
consequences of urban decline. However, at least two fundamental gaps in our 
understanding about urban shrinkage remain. The first gap concerns the causal 
relationships between demographic and economic development. In the literature, it is 
often assumed that if employment opportunities fall, people will leave the city or 
region to search for employment elsewhere. Some scholars point out that this causal 
relation between economic and demographic development might be cumulative (Rink 
et al., 2011a; Verwest and van Dam, 2010. A possible cumulative causal shrinkage 
sequence is that outmigration then leads to a smaller customer market for shops, 
services, sewerage systems, public transportation, etcetera. The area becomes less 
attractive because of these diminishing (service) infrastructures, which again fuels new 
waves of out-migration. As a consequence, companies get into difficulty finding high-
quality employees and so they also move to other areas, which again reduces 
employment opportunities in the area. Such a sequence of events has been assumed, 
but empirical evidence underpinning this assumption is scarce. In this dissertation, I 
address this issue in three shrinking Dutch regions. 
 A second and even more fundamental gap concerns the attention paid to the 
explanations for intra-regional differentiation in population development, i.e. the 
differences in levels of population development between cities and villages within a 
region. Whereas many explanations explain shrinkage at regional or even supra-
regional level (deindustrialization, low fertility rates, political shocks) little attention is 
paid to causes at local level. There must also be local causes, given the fact that we still 
encounter varying levels of shrinkage within, for example, a deindustrializing region. 
Such differences cannot be explained by those macro-level processes alone. This 
question has been largely overlooked in the literature about urban shrinkage. In this 
dissertation, I address the causes of this intra-regional differentiation in shrinkage in 
two case study regions, both being affected by the higher-level process of 
deindustrialization.  
 In the literature so far, this multi-level and intra-regional perspective for 
understanding urban decline has largely been overlooked. It is of both societal and 
academic relevance to disentangle the impacts on decline from a multi-level and intra-
regional perspective. 
 
 



 

5 
 

1.2 Theoretical framework 

 

Concepts 

Urban shrinkage and urban decline both signify severe economic and demographic 
transformation processes occurring in an urban setting. The term urban decline is 
rooted in the Anglo-Saxon context and signifies demographic and economic changes 
which lead to a concentration of social, economic and environmental problems in a 
city (OECD, 1983). The term urban shrinkage is rooted in the German context (called 
Schrumpfung) and denotes also both economic and demographic loss (Rieniets, 2005), 
as   a   shrinking   city   “…has experienced population loss, economic downturn, 
employment decline and social problems as symptoms of a structural crisis.”  (Martinez-
Fernandez et al., 2012, 214). Urban shrinkage is, especially in the German context, also 
linked to negative natural population developments (low birth rates and high death 
rates)   (Groβmann   et   al.,   2008).   These   negative   natural   developments   are   caused by 
changing values in relation to family formation, living arrangements and child birth 
(Surkyn and Lesthaeghe, 2004), in Eastern Europe closely related to the post-socialist 
transformation. It  is  often  argued  that  urban  shrinkage  poses  a  ‘new  urban  reality’,  as  
it  “…connotes an urban process that is, at least in part, new in its foundation, spatial 
manifestations and social, economic and environmental implications.” (Cunningham-
Sabot et al., 2014, 14). I use in chapter 1 – 3 the rather broad definition of shrinkage 
and decline: a process of economic and demographic decline in an urban setting. In 
this definition, the (liveability) consequences of decline are not mentioned. The reason 
for leaving the consequences out is that such consequences do not need to be present 
(yet) in a declining city.  
 One may notice that with the second gap about intra-regional differentiation 
(which will be addressed in chapters 4 – 5), the focus shifted from the wider process of 
urban decline to the more specific term population development. The reasons for this 
were, firstly, that population growth would not be ruled out as a possibility this way. 
This is crucial as not all cities are necessarily losing population in declining regions. 
Secondly, population development is in this way uncoupled from economic 
development, as the relationship between population development and economic 
development may be less pronounced at local level than at regional level. After all, if 
employment opportunities are decreasing in a city, people do not necessarily have to 
move since they can commute to other cities in the vicinity. 
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Theories 

Urban shrinkage and population development are first positioned within the wider 
literature about urban change. Figure 1.1 shows four theoretical models for urban 
change in terms of economic and demographic development. Obviously, the urban 
shrinkage and decline debates need to be positioned in boxes 2 and 3.  
 
Figure 1.1. Theoretical possibilities 

 
There are two aspects of urban change which are central in this dissertation: the first is 
the process, or sequence of change, investigated at regional level. The main bodies of 
theory used to explain these processes are structural economic and institutional 
approaches. The second aspect is the intra-regional differentiation in population 
development, i.e. the variance at local level. Why there are differences in growth or 
decline rates between municipalities within the same region is investigated here. The 
main bodies of theory used are the institutional and behavioural approaches. Figure 
1.2 captures these various concepts and the building blocks of the research and 
indicates in which chapters they are addressed. 
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Figure 1.2. Main concepts and building blocks of research 

 
Structural economic theories and especially viewpoints of evolutionary economic 
geography can be used to explain both the continuation of growth or decline in a 
specific area (positions 1 and 3 in figure 1.1) and the shift from one position to 
another. The continuation of growth is often explained by agglomeration economies 
and increasing returns. The general idea is that growth or decline in population and 
employment is a reinforcing process with a positive relationship between economic 
and   demographic   development:   “the productivity of capital and labor is greatly 
enhanced where selected units of each come together in geographic space to form 
interconnected systems or agglomerations of firms and workers.”   (Storper  and  Scott,  
2009, 156). Localized external economies of scale boost these agglomeration processes 
promoting further growth (position 1). The opposite is possible too. Once a process of 
decline is set in motion, economic losses will spur migration, which contributes to 
further economic losses (position 3) (Friedrichs, 1993; Gatzweiler et al., 2003). Path 
dependency is therefore an important concept in explaining processes of growth and 
decline (Musterd and Kovács, 2013).  

Shifts in position from growth to decline and vice versa can be explained by 
the principle of the industrial life cycle (Menzel and Fornahl, 2010). Agglomerations 
can mature and eventually decline as their main industries pass through the industrial 
life cycle under the influence of all kinds of evolutionary changes and negative 
externalities (Potter and Watts, 2011). Consequently, a city can make the transition 
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from growth (position 1) to economic decline with population growth (position 4) or to 
both economic and demographic decline (position 3).  
 In recent urban shrinkage and urban decline debates, the root of urban 
shrinkage was indeed often sought in these large-scale evolutionary changes, as 
shrinkage is understood  as  ‘socio-spatial manifestations of the forces of globalization’ 
(Pallagst et al., 2014, 3). Shrinking cities or regions are considered to have made the 
move from the mature stage towards the decline stage of the industrial life cycle 
concept, as these cities or regions were not able to make the transition from an 
industrial economic structure to a service-based economic structure (Wu, 2013). Cities 
that have a more varied economic structure are less vulnerable to such economic 
shocks (Frenken et al., 2007). Potter and Watts (2011, 31) recapture the above as they 
state  that  “…similarities and differences between territories can be understood in the 
context of long term evolutionary processes and structural change […]   and that 
diverging regional development trajectories represent the spatial outcome of city-
regions that have become locked into industries that are at different stages of the 
industry life cycle.” 
 Institutional approaches shed a different light on the spatial patterns of 
growth and decline, as it is assumed in these approaches “…that although institutions 
are  unlikely  to  be  the  sole  “cause”  of  geographically  uneven  development,  they  enable,  
constraint and refract economic development in spatially differentiated ways.”  (Martin,  
2000, 79). They study how local economic development is affected by place-specific 
and higher level institutions (Boschma and Frenken, 2006). Williamson (2000) 
distinguishes institutional factors affecting economic development operating at four 
levels  of   analysis:   level   1  entails   ‘social   embeddedness’,   and  all   informal   institutions,  
norms,   traditions   and   religions.   The   second   level   is   the   ‘institutional   environment’,  
containing formal rules such as constitutions, laws and property rights. Level 3 
contains   the   ‘institutions   of   governance’,   and level 4 ‘resource allocation and 
employment’, which strongly relates to agency theory and the importance of actors 
(see also Scully, 1988; North, 1999). The latter two levels are also addressed in the 
literature about ‘institutional   thickness’,   or   strength   of local institutional relations 
(Amin and Thrift, 1994). According to Logan and Molotch, it is especially the presence 
and behaviour of urban elites that count in explaining differences between cities: 
“although virtually all places are subject to the pervasive rule of growth boosters, 
places with more active and creative elites may have an edge over other areas.”  (Logan  
and Molotch, 2007, 52). Conversely, institutional lock-in  or  ‘institutional  sclerosis’  can  
withhold the area from growing further (Amin, 1999). With institutional sclerosis is 
meant how interest groups can hamper growth as they resist change. 
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Still, these local efforts to boost (or hamper) local economic development can only 
take place within and are shaped by the higher levels as mentioned by Williamson. This 
not only refers to higher level legal frameworks and policies (level 2 and 3), but also to 
the changing views on how society and the economy should function (level 1). An 
example of the latter is the shift towards a more neo-liberal climate, which leads to the 
move away from territorial redistributive policies. As a consequence, the differences in 
economic performance between regions that are able to compete on the worldwide 
economic marketplace and those that are not are likely to increase even further (Peck 
and Tickell, 1994).  
 
There are still intra-regional differences in the level of population development within 
such growing and declining regions. Behavioural approaches can be used to address 
these differences. It is common to explain the intra-regional differences by differences 
in migration rates. Migration is the result of a household’s  appraisal of its preferences, 
resources, opportunities and constraints (Mulder, 1993). Migration is often fuelled by 
life course events, such as leaving the parental home, cohabitation or divorce. A 
considerable number of studies have been devoted to unravelling the residential 
preferences and they tend to focus on a range of dwelling- and neighbourhood 
characteristics (Michalos, 1996). More recently, studies addressed the importance of 
life styles in residential location decisions (Walker and Li, 2007; Ærø, 2006). The 
general tendency is that the decision process is dominated by the size, type, price, and 
tenure of the dwelling and its location relative to workplaces and services (Dieleman, 
2001). What is regarded as attractive does differ for different types of households in 
terms of stage of life cycle and socio-economic status and it also differs in different 
periods. The most evident example of the latter is the shift from urbanization (fuelled 
by the need and the desire to live close to the workplace), to suburbanization and 
counterurbanization (the desire to live in a quieter environment and in a larger 
dwelling), to reurbanization (the desire to live near cultural amenities) (Geyer and 
Kontuly, 1993; Richardson, 1977; Champion and Illeris, 1990; Storper and Manville, 
2006). At the same time, such preferences cannot be realized without housing 
opportunities in those preferred locations. It is therefore necessary to draw in 
institutional approaches and investigate the opportunities and constraints imposed by 
the institutional setting, which comprises both local and supra-local housing market 
policies, housing subsidization schemes, mortgage and taxation regulations etcetera 
(Bramley, 1993). 
 Still, differences may exist between cities of the same type, located in the 
same region and being affected by the same higher level economic and institutional 
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process. Such differences can possibly be explained by the specific local conditions, or 
place-particularities (Nijman, 2007), like the life cycle of the suburb as explanatory 
variable for the differences in growth rates between suburbs (Choldin et al., 1980; Bier, 
2001), or the pro-growth stance of local politicians or alternatively anti-growth 
sentiments and lobbying of the current residents (Short et al., 2007). 
 
There are two difficulties with the current state of knowledge described above. Firstly, 
these residential relocation studies are conducted in a setting of population growth. 
Can we use the same principles and explanations for understanding the pattern of 
intra-regional differentiation in shrinkage as we use for intra-regional differentiation in 
growth? I expect that if we find a different pattern of intra-regional population 
development in a shrinking region than in a growing region, this is not the result of 
different mechanisms, but rather of a composition effect: we know that different types 
of households have different types of living preferences, resources, opportunities and 
constraints. We also know that in declining regions the population composition tends 
to be different, with relatively more older and less affluent households. So one might 
expect these differing population compositions to crystallize into differences in the 
perceived attractiveness of those areas by households and thus in the local growth or 
decline rates (the intra-regional differentiation). 
 A second difficulty concerns the effect of natural developments on total 
population development. Natural decreases are a commonly accepted cause of 
shrinkage in the shrinkage debates. It is expected that natural development will 
become even more important than migration in the future (Wiechmann and Pallagst, 
2012). However, the question is, whether these natural developments have a spatially 
differentiated effect too (just like migration) or whether these natural decreases are 
found throughout the region and are therefore not important for explaining the intra-
regional differentiation in population development. 
  

1.3 Questions and methodology 

 

Research questions 

The analysis consists of three parts. The first part builds on and elaborates the 
theoretical discussion above. It further elucidates the concept of urban decline and 
urban shrinkage and describes how the explanations for decline found in the literature 
can contribute to a better understanding of intra-regional differentiation in urban 
decline. The research question for this part of the analysis is: how can inter-regional 



 

11 
 

and intra-regional differentiation in levels of decline between and within Western 
European regions be explained? 
 The second part of this study addresses the gap in our understanding of the 
process of decline. How the process of shrinkage unfolds and whether or not there is a 
uniform shrinkage trajectory was investigated. For this part of the analysis, the main 
research question is: how does the process of regional shrinkage unfold over time? 
 The third part of the study concerns the gap in our understanding of intra-
regional differences in population development within declining regions. For this part 
of the analysis, the research question was: how can intra-regional differentiation in the 
level of urban population development in the declining regions of Saarland and 
Southern-Limburg be explained?  
 
Levels of analysis 

In this research, multiple levels and units of analysis were used. As already evident in 
the introduction and theoretical discussion, studying urban shrinkage requires a multi-
level approach, as causes and effects take place at different levels of analysis. Figure 
1.3 illustrates the different levels of analysis that play a role in the process of 
shrinkage.  
 
Figure 1.3. Levels of analysis 

 

The figure illustrates the relationship between the levels of analysis of the dependent 
variables and the independent variables. The regional level captures intra-regional 
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differentiation in local level population development. The causes for this 
differentiation can only be understood by incorporating the local and individual levels 
of analysis and investigating why apparently different individual demographic events 
take place in some cities in that region, in contrast with other cities in that region (the 
right column). 
 The causes for these differentiated individual demographic events are also 
taking place at different levels, indicated by the independent variable characteristics 
(the middle column). These demographic events depend on the characteristics and 
preferences of those individuals, the characteristics of the city (as regards what kind of 
people are attracted to and live in what types of cities, in what types of cities are more 
births and deaths taking place) and the regional level (as regards the characteristics of 
the region, such as the regional employment structure) and the national level (policies 
dictating where housing is allowed, the level of health care, family policies). These 
individual, local, regional and national characteristics are, however, not set in stone. All 
kinds of processes can lead to changes in these characteristics and such processes can 
again occur at different levels of analysis (the left column).  
 The dotted arrows in the scheme indicate the possibility of a feedback 
mechanism between local/regional population development and local/regional 
characteristics. Local population decreases can affect local housing opportunities and 
the   city’s   image   for   example.   Moreover,   processes and characteristics at multiple 
levels of analysis can be interrelated in the process of decline: such local changes can 
in turn call for local and regional policies. In this situation, population decline becomes 
an independent variable and these local characteristics become dependent variables. 
In chapter 3 (investigating the regional shrinkage trajectory), no distinction is made 
between dependent and independent regional characteristics. Instead the several 
regional characteristics are perceived as mutually influencing each other.  
  
Methods  

Different methods were used to answer the questions. For the question about the 
theoretical explanations for differentiation in urban shrinkage, the literature about 
urban decline and urban shrinkage in Western contexts was reviewed. A distinction 
was made between drivers of economic and demographic decline – as particularly the 
latter is of interest for the remainder of the analysis – and between causes of decline 
at regional level and local level. These drivers were captured in a conceptual model. 
 For the research question about the process of decline, the focus was on 
disentangling how regional trajectories of decline as expressed in demographic and 
economic processes are unfolding over time and whether different processes are 
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affecting each other in a linear or in a cumulative causal manner. The choice was taken 
to focus on the regional level here, as expectations were that regional economic 
changes would have a greater impact on population development than local economic 
changes would have. For this purpose, a time series analysis was performed on a set of 
demographic and economic variables over the period 1990-2010. With this type of 
analysis, one can, if applicable, isolate the time lag in the relationship between two 
variables. The analysis focused on the three Dutch regions experiencing population 
decline.  
 The research question about the causes of intra-regional differentiation in 
population development was addressed in several ways. In the final section of chapter 
3, a first effort was made to explore the role of spatial local characteristics in 
explaining the intra-regional differentiation in decline by means of a cluster analysis. 
The cluster analysis yielded a typology of declining municipalities on the basis of spatial 
characteristics of the municipalities in two Dutch declining regions.  
 The cluster analysis findings called for closer investigation of the intra-regional 
differentiation within one of those regions (Southern-Limburg) and these findings were 
compared with another similar type of declining region (Saarland). A variety of 
methods were used to grasp the intra-regional differences. Firstly, the spatial 
differentiation in local population decline was mapped. Population decline at local 
level was measured as a percentage since the year in which population decline started 
in the municipality concerned (the local level of analysis). Second, regression analyses 
were performed on the relationship between total population development and the 
components of population decline – net migration rate and the net rate of natural 
increase – to see which of these components contributed the most to the 
differentiation in population development in the region. These components were 
measured pro mille, in order to control the influence of population size, and based on 
a five year average. 
 In one region, the factors driving total population development and migration 
were first investigated using a multiple regression analysis (chapter 5). The dependent 
variable was the percentage of population decline since the year decline started. The 
independent variables were local characteristics potentially steering migration into 
different parts of the settlement system identified in the literature. These were 
accessibility to and type of employment, level of deindustrialization, population 
density, infrastructural connectivity, accessibility to services, schools and type of 
housing, housing prices and real estate taxation. The goal was to see whether there is 
a relationship between degree of decline and the characteristics of the city. 
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In the second region, a different quantitative approach was used because the small 
number of municipalities did not allow for a regression analysis between local 
population development and local characteristics. Moreover, data at individual level 
were available for this region (chapter 4). Here, the factors driving migration were 
drawn from the large-scale WoOn-surveys of 2006 and 2012 in which about 70,000 
Dutch inhabitants were questioned about their living situation, household 
characteristics, their living preferences, and constraints (the individual level of 
analysis).  
 A total of 50 interviews with local and regional administrative, economic and 
societal key persons in the two regions were used to scrutinize the findings of the 
quantitative analyses and find additional factors explaining the intra-regional 
differentiation in decline. See appendix 1 for the list of anonymized interviewees and 
appendix 2 for the topic lists of the interviews. The interviews focused broadly on four 
topics: the development and particularities of the region and the municipality, the 
causes of intra-regional differentiation, residential mobility and the political and 
financial situation of the municipality.  
 

1.4 Cases 

The empirical analysis consists of two parts: the investigation of the process of 
shrinkage and the investigation of the intra-regional differentiation of population 
development. For both analyses a total of four regions were investigated (the region of 
Southern-Limburg was part of both analyses). The spatial demarcation of the regions 
was based on the Functional Urban Areas demarcation, which uses the criteria of an 
urban   core   and   its   ‘worker-catchment   area’   as   hinterland   (OECD,   2013).   While  
acknowledging that every regional demarcation is by definition artificial, I believe the 
choice for this criterion of core and hinterland, in terms of employment and 
employees, makes sense for the purpose of this research. For, in a region spatially 
defined on the basis of the interdependent relation between core and hinterland, one 
can investigate the often hypothesized importance of regional employment for 
population development. 
 Of course, such intra-regional interdependencies are fluid in practice, as the 
scope of the catchment area can increase and decrease under the influence of macro 
trends like increasing accessibility or changing access to employment opportunities. 
This might be the case particularly in an area undergoing such structural changes as 
the declining regions under study. 
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Case selection for investigating the process of shrinkage 

Chapter 3 reports the findings of the investigation of the shrinkage trajectories of 
three Dutch declining regions. These are Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, East-Groningen and 
Southern-Limburg (see table 1.1).  
 
Table 1.1. Key figures case study regions 

 Zeeuws-Vlaanderen East-Groningen Southern-Limburg 
Number of inhabitants, 2014 105,917 148,944 604,154 
Regional population decline -2.1% -3.7% -7.0% 
Year start population decline 2003 2003 1997 
Area 875 km2 907 km2 660 km2  

Source: CBS, 2014a,b 
 
These three regions were the three most prominent Dutch shrinking regions. They 
were all border regions and located in the periphery of the Netherlands. However, 
they also differed significantly in some of their regional characteristics: the 
development of Southern-Limburg was strongly related to its mining history, Zeeuws-
Vlaanderen is both an industrial and touristic region with interrelations with Belgium 
and East-Groningen is an agricultural region. So, these regions allowed for an 
investigation into whether different types of regions also had different types of 
shrinkage trajectories. 
 
Case selection for investigating intra-regional differentiation  

The choice for the two regions in the part of the study that focused on intra-regional 
differentiation was based on the findings of the theoretical explorations in chapter 2 
and the analysis of the regional shrinkage process in chapter 3. In chapter 2, it was 
suggested that the intra-regional differentiation in population decline was the result of 
the spatially differentiated filtering down of wider societal processes (such as 
deindustrialization or suburbanization), through the institutional, spatial and local 
context. Institutional context is understood to mean the governmental structure and 
its power relationships, roles and responsibilities of governmental bodies, regulations 
and policies, rather than governance structures or the organisation of society in 
general.  

The effect of the local context was isolated by comparing two regions which 
were affected by similar macro processes and which as much as possible had similar 
institutional and regional characteristics. In chapter 3, the findings of the cluster 
analysis fuelled the need to further investigate the situation in Southern-Limburg. A 
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comparable region was the German region Saarland. The two regions were exposed to 
the same higher-level process of deindustrialization and are both former mining 
regions and are from a national perspective peripherally located and from a European 
perspective centrally (the spatial context). Furthermore, they had a very similar type of 
welfare regime. Both regions have experienced severe regional population decline and 
have a large variance in levels of population decline (see table 1.2). 

In this research, the municipality was used as the unit of analysis for the local 
level. In the two regions under study, many municipalities consisted of numerous cities 
and villages. Since one might expect the village as a residential nucleus to be a stronger 
determinant in residential location choices than the administrative municipality, using 
the village instead of the municipality as unit of analysis would be logical. 
Unfortunately, there were no data available at this lowest level in the two regions. 
Therefore the choice for the municipality was based on the pragmatic argument of 
data availability.  
 All municipalities in the two regions were investigated for the quantitative 
parts of the analyses. For the qualitative part of the analysis of Saarland (the 
interviews), a selection had to be made due to time limitations in combination with the 
large number of municipalities in this region (see §5.3 for the selection criteria). In 
Southern-Limburg all municipalities were part of the qualitative analysis (see figure 
1.4).  
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Figure 1.4. Case study regions with case study municipalities 
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Table 1.2. Key figures for case study regions 

 Saarland  
(minus Merzig-

Wadern) 

Southern-Limburg 

Number of inhabitants 890,767 (2012) 604,154 (2014) 
Regional population decline -7.3% -7.0% 
Year start of regional population decline 1992 1997 
Variance population decline 28.4  (-23.0% <> -3.3%) 14.1  (-18.5% <> -0.9%) 
Number of municipalities 45 18 
Area 2014 km2 660 km2  
Period of closure of mines 1957-2012 1965-1975 

Source: Derix, 1990; Lerch, 2007; Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder, 2014; 
Statistisches Amt Saarland, 2012; CBS, 2011b, 2014a,b.  
 

 

1.5 Reading guide  

Chapter 2 first discusses the concepts of urban decline and urban shrinkage and 
scrutinizes the usefulness of the common explanations for decline for understanding 
inter-regional and intra-regional differentiation in decline in the Western European, 
more specifically the Northwestern European context. Chapter 3 presents the analysis 
of the process of urban shrinkage and how these processes differ between different 
types of regions. Chapter 4 describes the factors that help to understand the intra-
regional differentiation in population development in Southern-Limburg and chapter 5 
does the same for the region of Saarland. Chapter 6, the conclusion and discussion, 
recaptures the findings and answers of the research questions. These findings are 
linked back to theory again. Furthermore, some reflections on the methods and data 
are included along with a brief discussion of an agenda for future research. 
 The chapters 2-5 are based on articles written for international peer-reviewed 
academic journals. Two of them were published, one was accepted for publication and 
one was under review. The articles were copied in full. However, I took the liberty of 
altering the text in a couple of instances (e.g. changing   ‘in   this   article’   to   ‘in   this  
chapter’).  The  alterations were very minor. In some cases, I had to add sentences to 
the main body of text due to progressive insight and the findings of the qualitative 
analysis. These additions are marked at the end of the sentence with this symbol: i. 
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ABSTRACT – The economic and demographic changes currently manifest in many 
Western cities – referred to as urban decline or urban shrinkage – are receiving 
increased attention in public and academic debates. Although the general processes 
driving these changes have been identified, such processes cannot explain why regions 
and cities which have been exposed to similar processes still differ in their economic 
and demographic developments. This Western European and US-based literature 
review attempts to answer the question of how this inter-regional and intra-regional 
differentiation in levels of economic and demographic decline can be understood. It is 
argued that the degree to which wider societal forces (such as deindustrialization, 
changes in international and domestic migration and changing fertility levels) impact 
on a particular region depends on how these forces are filtered, first, through the 
institutional and, second, the spatial context that the region is located in. To 
understand the differences between the cities within one region (being part of the 
same institutional and spatial contexts), we need to descend to the city level and take 
account of the city type, local (dis)amenities, comprising its physical, social and 
economic assets, the influence of (the place characteristics of) other cities in the vicinity 
and the local political framework. 
 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 
More and more cities in the Western world are undergoing structural changes in the 

form of population decline and eroding economic structures. Growth, in both 

demographic and economic terms, is no longer a reality. Some describe these changes 

as urban decline, whereas others use the term urban shrinkage. What the terms have 

in common is the demographic and economic changes occurring in some type of 

settlement, such as a decline in the total population and changing population 

composition and changes in the amount and type of employment as well as 

productivity and income. The rustbelt cities in the US and shrinking cities in former 

Eastern Germany are the well-known examples, but also other types of cities and in 

other parts of Western Europe are now affected.  
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The drivers of these changes have received considerable attention so far. A number of 

them have been pinpointed as major drivers of population decline in the Western 

world. For instance, Hollander et al. (2009, 223) state that many shrinking cities exist 

because of the post-industrial shift from manufacturing to service industries, with the 

resulting unemployment and out-migration (e.g. Pittsburgh, St Louis, Manchester 

[UK]). Contributing factors might, among many others, be suburbanization, war, 

natural or human-induced disasters, and ageing or a low-fertility rate, and the 

dissolution of socialist systems. 

 Such general   factors   may   help   us   to   understand   the   ‘occurrence’   of   urban  
decline,  but  not  the  ‘degree’  of  decline.  To  give  an  example,  mining  regions  in  Europe  
have suffered from the closure of the mines (for instance, the Ruhr area in Germany 

and the mining basin in Nord-Pas-de-Calais). Employment has decreased significantly, 

and it is argued that people have consequently migrated to other regions, thereby 

causing   population   decreases   (decline   ‘occurs’).   Nevertheless,   the   degree   of   decline  
differs strongly between the regions and also between the cities in these regions. The 

closure of the mines alone cannot explain this variation, so the question is what can.  

 By concentrating on the general causes, the influence of the particularities 

between regions and within regions – which may be crucial for understanding the 

variance of growing and declining cities – has been overlooked. In this chapter, I 

formulate a framework for approaching the inter-regional and intra-regional 

differentiation by taking account of different types of spatial and institutional settings 

and different types of settlements. The main question that is answered is how can 

inter-regional and intra-regional differentiation in levels of urban decline between and 

within Western European regions be explained? 

 First, the terms urban decline and urban shrinkage are briefly discussed. Then, 

after discussing the spatial patterns of urban decline in the Western European and 

American context, the contexts which contribute to these different regional patterns 

are discussed (the institutional and spatial contexts). Finally, the discussion switches to 

the factors that contribute to different levels of urban decline within the same 

institutional and spatial contexts.  

 

2.2 Urban decline vs. urban shrinkage 
In the literature, two terms are used to describe population and employment decline: 

urban decline and urban shrinkage. Urban decline is used especially in the Anglo-Saxon 

debate from the post-war period onwards, while urban shrinkage originates from a 

later date and features in the German urban development debate. 
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In most of the definitions, urban decline is perceived as an urban transformation, 

comprising population and employment losses as well as related problems of social 

exclusion, deprivation and sometimes even physical decay (Cheshire and Hay, 1989). 

An OECD report (1983, 52) states that “Urban   decline   is   thus   defined   as   the   spatial  
concentration in large cities of social, economic and environmental problems such as 

high levels of unemployment and poverty, housing deterioration and decay of the 

urban infrastructure”.   There   is   a   strong   focus   on   social,   economic   and   physical  
transformations and less on population decrease. Although these urban problems can 

often cohere with population and employment decreases, this is not necessarily a 

causal combination. After all, population decrease may lead to an improvement in 

living conditions because of less overcrowding and pollution. Moreover, such urban 

problems can also occur in cities with a growing population.  

 Bradbury et al. (1982, 18) also separate population and employment losses 

from  the  problems  that  affect  quality  of  life  and  state  that  “declining cities are cities in 

trouble, cities not as economically or socially healthy as they used to be or as they 

should be”.   They  distinguish  between   the  descriptive   (the  objective  measurement  of  
any change in population and employment) and the functional meanings of decline 

(the declining ability of a city to perform its functions and contribute to the wellbeing 

of the urban residents and society in general). Theoretically, therefore, functional 

decline can also occur in cities which are not descriptively declining and vice versa. The 

term functional decline and what is regarded as economically or socially healthy are 

subjective.   Beauregard   (1993,   189)   is   strongly   opposed   to   a   “typical social scientist, 

objective narrative”  of  urban  decline  and  claims  that  such  narratives  “negate what is 

most important about urban decline; its evaluative, emotional and symbolic content”.   
 The same problem of definition and negative framing applies to urban 

shrinkage.   Lang   (2012,   6)   states   that   it   is   “also the labelling and adding of values to 

these structuralist processes and types of regions”  which  constitute  shrinking  cities  and  
regions. The term shrinkage was coined by two German scholars, Siebel and 

Haüßermann, in 1987 to describe, what was then, a new and unprecedented urban 

development of urban population and employment decline. They distinguished 

between cities affected by suburbanization of employment and population and cities 

affected by a full erosion of the economic structure. The term shrinkage continued to 

take  root   in   the  current  century.  According  to  Großmann  et  al.   (2008,  79),  “the term 

described the massive post-reunification population losses of the cities and towns in 

Eastern Germany, due to job migration, suburbanization and negative population 

growth”. A marked difference between the two concepts is that in the urban shrinkage 

literature also attention is paid to the effects of negative natural developments on 
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population developments (low birth rate and high death rates).
i 

The definition of 

Pallagst et al. (2009, 1) is more general and applicable beyond the context of Germany: 

“The shrinking city phenomenon is a multidimensional process, comprising cities, parts 

of cities, or entire metropolitan areas that have experienced dramatic decline in their 

economic and social bases”.  Most   scholars  do  not   a  priori   determine   the   causal   and  
sequential relation between economic decline and demographic decline, but rather 

acknowledge that both types of decline are interrelated. 

 Whether it is called urban decline or urban shrinkage, we are clearly talking 

about an urban transformation process which entails demographic and economic 

changes   and   possibly   other   social   and   spatial   changes   as   well.   The   ‘urban’   aspect   is  
interpreted differently by the authors, however, and the definitions therefore apply to 

different   geographical   units.   The   ‘urban’   in   the   above-mentioned definitions ranges 

from the neighbourhood (Cheshire and Hay) to cities with more than approximately 

100,000 inhabitants (Bradbury et al.) and 333,000 inhabitants (OECD) to the 50 largest 

US cities (Beauregard). Some do not specify the geographical extent of the unit at all. 

In the remainder of this review, I use the term urban decline, which is perceived as a 

process of economic and demographic decline in an urban setting.  

 We need to be aware that each explanation actually explains the decline in a 

specific city, a specific region and a specific institutional context (the US, Western 

Europe and Eastern Germany). This complicated set of drivers of urban decline needs 

to be unravelled according to the type of settlement and the context this decline finds 

itself in. This leads to the central question of this paper of how to explain inter-regional 

and intra-regional differentiation in levels of urban decline. 

 

2.3 Methodology 
In this chapter, urban decline is subdivided into demographic decline and economic 

decline. Even though demographic decline and economic decline and their 

consequences are strongly interwoven, I do not incorporate the consequences of 

decline in this review. The consequences – for instance, vacancies, social segregation, 

underused infrastructures and declining tax revenues – are as numerous and complex 

as the drivers, and it would take a whole other chapter to discuss them.  

 I review the literature about urban decline and urban shrinkage in Western 

European and US cities and try to disentangle the different drivers leading to 

demographic and economic decline. This disentanglement entails separating 

demographic change and economic change from their components and their drivers. 

The components of demographic change are natural increase (births minus deaths) 

and net migration (in-migrants minus out-migrants) and those of economic change are 
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changes in the economic structure and number of jobs. The drivers are those 

processes that lead to the changes in the components (figure 2.1). An example is the 

driver of declining fertility rates, which then affects the component of natural increase, 

leading to demographic change. As will be made clear later, the economic and 

demographic drivers are also interrelated.  

 I investigate whether and to what extent these drivers differ between regions 

and among cities in a region. After all, it is not important to policy-makers as to why 

cities in general are declining, but why exactly their specific city and cities in the region 

are declining. Or, as Pumain (1999, 1)   puts   it,   “a good and spatially exhaustive 

knowledge of regional variations in rural and urban types and patterns is therefore 

needed before any implementation of territorial policies”. 
 

Figure 2.1. Conceptual model 

 
Source: Made by the author 

 

In this review, wider societal forces manifest in the entire Western world are identified 

first. In order to explain why there are differences between regions, the ensuing 

discussion is on how a number of processes differ between different institutional and 

spatial contexts. For an explanation of the differences between cities located in the 

same region, I move the focus to the city level and discuss the local context. 

 

 

2.4 Urban decline in the US and Western Europe 
The maps of the US and Western Europe show that there are both regional patterns 

and local variations in population development levels (figures 2.2 and 2.3). There is a 

pattern of region-wide population decline in the US in the mid-west and the 
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Appalachian counties, in many Great Plains counties and in counties along the Great 

Lakes and Canadian border (Mackun and Wilson, 2011). In Western Europe, large-scale 

population decline has occurred in large parts of Germany, Portugal and Sweden. 

However, within these large areas of population decline, some cities and counties are 

still growing (such as Delaware and Dallas in the US and the counties around Berlin in 

Germany). These maps also demonstrate the fact that the patterns and level of 

differentiation in growth and decline very much depend on the size of the region in 

question. 

 

Figure 2.2. Population development in the US, county level, 2000-2010 

 
Source: US Census Bureau, 2010. 
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Figure 2.3. Population development in Europe, NUTS 3-regions, 2005–2009 

 
Source: Nordregio, 2010. 

 

Population decline is almost omnipresent in Eastern Europe, but there it is rather 

unique. In this chapter, the focus is only on the US and Western Europe. For further 

reading on Eastern European urban decline, see, for instance, Mykhnenko and Turok 

(2008) or Smith and Timar (2010). 

 

2.5 Wider societal forces 
There are a couple of drivers that affect demographic and economic developments in 

the Western world. The primary process that affects natural demographic 

development is said to be the low and/or declining total fertility rates. These 

decreasing fertility rates can be regarded as part of the second demographic transition 

which also includes population ageing and changing household structures (Audirac, 

2009; Klemme, 2009). Ageing (the shift of age distribution towards the older age 
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groups because of lower fertility and/or increasing longevity) does not necessarily lead 

to population decline. In fact, it tends to moderate decline, at least temporarily 

(Coleman and Rowthorn, 2011; ESPON, 2010). Currently, in many places, ageing 

compensates birth deficits to a certain extent and, in that sense, population decline is 

postponed until the point in time that this older generation deceases.  

 Because this issue of fertility is stressed so often, it is worth digressing on this 

matter briefly to establish whether there is, indeed, evidence for a relationship 

between total fertility rates (TFR) and population development in Western Europe
1
. An 

analysis was carried out on 174 Western European NUTS 2 regions and a significant 

and positive relationship between TFR of 2009 and population development (2000-

2010) was indeed found. This showed that the higher the TFR, the higher the 

population growth (figure 2.4). Clearly, those regions with very low TFR’s are also 

regions suffering from population decline. Nevertheless, only 8 of the 174 regions in 

this analysis had a TFR of 2.1 or higher (the replacement rate) in 2009. The majority of 

the regions had a TFR below 2.1, but still experienced population increases. This means 

that migration and/or ageing was compensating these low total fertility rates.  
 

Figure 2.4. Fertility rate (2009) and population change in Western European regions, 2000-
2010 

 
Source: Eurostat, 2012. 

                                                                 
1
 Western Europe being defined according to the United Nations geoscheme for Europe + UK. 
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The question remains, however, of whether there is a relationship between declining 

total fertility rates and population decline as mentioned repeatedly in the literature. 

This relationship cannot be confirmed for Western European regions in the period 

2000–2010 (figure 2.5). There is one clearly discernible cluster of regions with the 

unexpected combination of high increases in fertility rate and high decreases in 

population numbers. These are all the Eastern German regions that are catching up 

with the other regions, as they had extremely low fertility rates to begin with 

(approximately 1.25 children per woman in 2000).  

More  ‘national  effects’  are  discernible.  Examples  are  the  German  cluster  with  
very low total fertility rates and low population development (in figure 2.4), an 

Austrian cluster with growing fertility rates and populations and a UK cluster with 

extremely high increases in TFR (average increase 19%) and small population growth 

(in figure 2.5). The lower left-hand quadrant (decreasing TFR and population decrease) 

is a cluster entirely filled with Western German regions. We can therefore identify 

both national and regional effects.  

 To sum up, it would appear that it is not so much recent total fertility decline 

that leads to population decline, as the fact that the already below-replacement level 

fertility rate is not compensated any more by other forms of population increases 

(such as migration or ageing). 
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Figure 2.5. Change in fertility rate and population change in Western European regions, 2000-
2010 

 
Source: Eurostat, 2012. 

 

With regard to migration, a number of processes which stimulate migration flows are 

mentioned in the decline debate. The most frequently mentioned factor is the large-

scale economic transformation called the post-industrial and post-Fordist shifts from 

manufacturing to service industries (Audirac, 2009; Hall, 1993; Hollander et al., 2009; 

Klemme, 2009; Pallagst, 2008; Wiechmann, 2008), which is related to the integration 

of regions into the world economy (Sassen, 1994). The demise of industrial economic 

structures is not that problematic, as long as the losses in industrial employment are 

compensated by gains in employment in other branches, such as the information and 

service-based industries (Popper and Popper, 2002). If the industrial employment 

losses are not compensated, people will leave the region in search of employment 

elsewhere and the region will also attract fewer immigrants.  

 A second general factor that influences net migration is (the absence of) 

international immigration. This immigration flow is crucial for an understanding of 

population developments in urban areas, as international migration can (partly or fully) 

compensate for the losses caused by domestic migration and natural decreases 

(Flöthmann, 2003; Frey, 2005). This happened recently in some cities in the most 

declining region of the Netherlands, Southern-Limburg, due to the immigration of 

Eastern European workers to the region (Scheeren-Nowak, 2012). 
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After the fall of the Iron Curtain and, later, after the admission of many Eastern 

European countries to the European Union (EU), many Western European countries 

profited from immigration flows from Eastern Europe. However, these migration flows 

are rather limited in extent when compared with the population sizes of the sending 

and receiving countries (European Commission, 2006). 

  

2.6 The institutional context and the role of the welfare state regime 
The degree to which these wider societal forces find a foothold in a particular area 

depends, to a certain extent, on the institutional context that the area is embedded in 

(Kazepov, 2005). This institutional context serves as a kind of filter. National policies 

can aggregate, alleviate or avert the effects of certain wider societal forces. Any 

particular area therefore functions within, and is affected by, its national frameworks 

with fiscal and monetary regimes and labour market regulation (European 

Commission, 2007) as well as by social and redistribution policies. How can such 

frameworks help to understand the spatial differentiation in decline levels? In other 

words, are cities and regions located in different institutional contexts affected 

differently by these wider societal forces?  

 Even though all countries have their own specific sets of policies and regimes 

and no two countries are exactly the same in this respect, there are still a number of 

welfare regimes with more or less similar institutional frameworks. Esping-Andersen 

(1990) identified three ideal types of welfare regimes, namely the liberal, conservative 

and social-democratic regime. Others added the Mediterranean countries (Arts and 

Gelissen, 2002) and presented different classifications (such as Ferrera (1996), who 

distinguished between Anglo-Saxon, Bismarckian, Scandinavian and Southern types, or 

Bonoli (1997), who mentioned British, continental, Nordic and Southern types). 

 There are certainly aspects of the institutional framework which can influence 

natural increase, particularly birth rates. The most important aspect is the influence of 

national child-related facilities and family policies that influence fertility levels by 

stimulating child-rearing and by facilitating the combination of children and work. 

Sleebos (2003) found a weak positive relationship between reproductive behaviour 

and cash benefits and tax policies in the OECD countries. The types of policies used 

differ from one welfare regime to the other. In France, Belgium, Denmark, Finland and 

Sweden, mothers with children are helped to participate in the labour market. In the 

liberal UK, the chances of a mother remaining employed depends more on her 

individual capacities and preferences and less on the services and policies of the state. 

Germany, the Netherlands and Norway take up a middle position. Indeed, in those 

Western European countries where generous family support is provided, the fertility 
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rates are higher than the rates in those in which family support is moderate (Neyer, 

2003).  

 The institutional contexts impact on net migration as well. Large-scale 

economic changes such as deindustrialization and tertiarization, with concomitant 

effects for the urban labour population, have various impacts in different welfare 

regimes. In a liberal regime, such processes are theoretically seen as a logical 

consequence of market behaviour and governments hardly interfere with these 

market forces. In a social-democratic regime, the reverse applies, with the national 

government likely making an effort to intervene. An example of a city that suffered 

from the decline of federal and state support in a liberal national framework is Detroit 

(Wilson, 2009). The federal state and the state of Michigan did not intervene in the 

breakdown of the automobile industry (which was a consequence of normal market 

behaviour). Additionally, the cutbacks in urban aid by the Reagan administration 

affected   the   city   tremendously   (DiGaetano   and   Lawless,   1999).   Under   Clinton’s   and  
Obama’s  presidency,  however,  federal  state  aid  was  again  funnelled  to  the  city,  first  in  
the form of an empowerment zone grant and, more recently, via the new American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (Steinmetz, 2009). However, above all, local 

businesses   and   local   politicians,   read   mayors,   have   been   driving   the   city’s  
development, with varying success.  

 Another wider societal force which has filtered through the institutional 

framework is the process of neoliberalism. The degree to which a national government 

employs neoliberal policies and strategies and wishes to intervene in economic 

processes and regional inequalities is important for an understanding of these 

differences. A product of the neoliberal school of thought is the concept of territorial 

competitiveness. According to Brenner (2004), states that have adopted territorial 

competitiveness policies have contributed to the widened gap between cities(-regions) 

that are able to compete and those that are not. Those cities that are not competitive 

and in decline find it difficult to attract investors and private parties as there is no 

certainty of generating returns (Rink et al., 2011b). Such processes can therefore cause 

the city to be stuck in a process of decline.  

 Another  institutional  ‘filter’  through  which  wider  societal  forces  impact  on  net  
migration rates is national immigration policy. Besides the general legislation regarding 

asylum seekers included in the Geneva convention and the EU legislation regarding 

intra-European free movement, European countries still have their own sets of 

immigration legislation. These differ especially in the admission of non-EU citizens and 

naturalization. Generally, immigration policy is intended to favour certain population 

groups and stem certain unwanted groups (Joppke, 2011). In countries in which 
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immigration policy hampers large-scale immigration, there is less of a chance of 

immigration compensating population decline through natural decreases.  

 

2.7 The spatial context and the role of regional specificities 
A key question is how the differences between regions located in the same 

institutional context can be explained. I argue that we need to involve the spatial 

context, or spatial characteristics of the region.  

 One such regional specificity that directs migration processes is the regional 

employment structure. Wider societal forces of deindustrialization and tertiarization 

are filtered not only through the institutional context, but through the spatial context 

as well, as the degree to which such forces affect a particular region depends on the 

characteristics of the economic structure of that region and on how diversified and 

flexible the economy is. Deindustrialization will not lead to dramatic economic and 

demographic decline if the economic structure comprises enough other sectors which 

can take on these industrial workers. Indeed, the danger of monofunctionality is 

mentioned frequently in the literature (Bontje and Musterd, 2008; Haüßermann and 

Siebel, 1987).  

 Another regional factor is connectivity and situation. Where is the region 

located within the country and how well is the city connected to other places? 

Peripherality, perceived as the distance to the economic and administrative core area, 

seems to play a role in regional decline. Examples are the declining French regions, 

such as Champagne-Ardenne and Limousin (Cunningham-Sabot and Fol, 2007), as well 

as some Dutch regions (Southern-Limburg, Zeeuws-Vlaanderen and East-Groningen). 

Although the negative developments in these regions are not affected by peripherality 

alone, it certainly plays a role. Just like urban decline itself, this peripherality is a value-

laden  concept  as  it  is  “a relational concept which also depends on dominant normative 

interpretations and/or theoretical viewpoints of the central and the peripheral”  (Lang,  
2012, 5). Scale matters as well. After all, a region which may be located peripherally at 

national level may be located centrally from an international perspective (for instance, 

the Alsace region in France). Connectivity can influence relative peripherality. Although 

a region may be located close to the economic core in terms of absolute distance, 

without good infrastructure it will continue to be relatively distant. This is illustrated by 

the development of the French region around Lille. The border region in the north of 

France  saw its relative peripherality decrease via the construction of a TGV station, 

putting Lille strategically on the London–Paris line. This was a powerful impetus for 

Lille’s  economic  upswing  (Paris,  2000).  
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This issue of peripherality touches upon the influence of the border. It has already been 

pointed out that the national institutional setting is an important factor. Border 

regions are challenged by the proximity of different institutional contexts, leading to a 

variety of consequences. One important consequence is cross-border migration 

induced by, for instance, differences in taxation regimes between countries (Latten 

and Musterd, 2009).  

 

In short, the literature review has shown that the institutional and spatial contexts 

filter, constrain and fuel the wider societal forces and therefore determine how these 

forces impact on a particular city. The institutional framework with its concomitant 

policies can both directly and indirectly influence demographic and economic 

developments (by stimulating birth rates, protecting and subsidizing important 

economic sectors and by offering a social and financial safety net in the event of mass 

unemployment). Furthermore, governments can intervene in the process of decline 

and start a regeneration process. However, these general processes – even though 

filtered through the institutional dimension – do not occur on an isomorphic plane. 

The spatial context that the affected city is located in plays a role as well. The regional 

economic context, location of the city in the country – peripherality – and the 

infrastructural connection all play a role. Such a framework allows us to explain the 

differences between cities in regions that have been exposed to the same wider 

societal forces. Figure 2.6 schematically portrays this filtering principle. It is clear that 

the wider societal forces alone are insufficient when it comes to explaining the inter-

regional differentiation in levels of decline. 

 There are reciprocal arrows between the elements of the model, portraying 

the intricate process of decline with multiple layers of interrelated drivers and 

feedback loops (Hoekveld, 2012). Demographic and economic drivers are often 

interrelated. Declining employment may lead to out-migration of young people, which 

results in dropping birth rates. Population ageing often leads to a change in demand 

for consumer goods, resulting in the establishment of different stores and, 

consequently, retail employment. Schwarz and Haase (2010) mentioned the circularity 

of the decline process and the circular process of population decline, neighbourhood 

downgrading and use of infrastructure. Friedrichs (1993) also referred to the circular 

process of demographic decline, economic decline and urban elites. However, neither 

model has (yet) been empirically tested.  

 The drivers and the context are also mutually related. If, for instance, urban 

decline leaves a city obsolete and various problems occur, the national government 
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can decide to change its redistribution   policies   or   improve   a   region’s   infrastructure  
(thereby affecting the spatial context).  

 

Figure 2.6. Adjusted conceptual model 

 
Source: Made by the author 

 

Although this framework may help to explain the difference between regions, it fails to 

answer the question of why there are differences between cities within a region, 

despite them having been exposed to the same wider societal forces and the same 

institutional and regional spatial contexts. Given that insufficient attention has been 

focused on this question in the literature, I propose a number of areas in which an 

answer to this question can be sought. 

 

2.8 Intra-regional differentiation: the differences between cities in 

the local context 
It is expected that the absolute properties of cities (that is, size, type, amenities and 

image of a city) determines which type of drivers of decline play a role. Furthermore, 

these drivers can have contradicting outcomes. Here, core cities, suburbs, regional 

cities and small peripheral villages are distinguished.  
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Core cities in the Western world are often migrant magnets, both internationally and 

domestically. They serve as economic and political hubs and accordingly have 

attraction potential. For high-skilled workers, for instance, the attractiveness of 

metropolitan European regions depends not only on the regional economy and labour 

market or on national immigration and tax policy, but also on family networks and soft 

factors (Pethe et al., 2010). What is important with respect to urban decline is the fact 

that the cities that attract international immigrants are often more stable over time, 

whereas cities that attract primarily domestic migration vary over time (Frey and Liaw, 

1998). This relates to established racial and ethnic enclaves and family connections 

provided to the new international immigrants by these cities. Conversely, domestic 

migrants are freer and respond to changes in the location of employment and 

amenities (Frey, 2005). This means that those cities that primarily attract domestic 

migrants are, in theory, more vulnerable as changes in their employment base 

influence net migration rates. Furthermore, those cities that attract international 

immigrants tend to have positive migration rates and rates of natural increase, 

although these rates may be negatively affected by suburbanization.  

 The suburbs profit from the flow of people out of the core city.
2
 

Suburbanization is mentioned as one of the key drivers of core city decline throughout 

the Western world. In the US, urban decline is often understood in terms of the 

‘doughnut  model’   in  which  the  core  city   loses   its  population  and  employment   to  the  
surrounding suburbs. Reckien and Martinez-Fernandez (2011) argue that the 

relationship between population decline of the core city and suburbanization should 

be seen as a mutually reinforcing process: if people move out towards the suburbs, all 

kinds of urban problems can emerge in the core city and, consequently, these urban 

problems can push people out of the city towards the suburbs again. Suburbanization 

has a couple of underlying drivers as well, at personal and societal level. One example 

is  a  person’s  desire  to   live   in  a  detached  house   in  a  greener  environment.  Another   is  
rising incomes and the fact that cars became affordable, with this leading to the 

decoupling of the workplace and the home (Jackson, 1985).  

Suburbanization is shaped and conditioned by the institutional framework. In 

the US, suburbanization was primarily the result of the functioning of a neoliberal 

housing market. In Germany, however, the government has actively stimulated 

suburbanization – and indirectly urban decline – by offering tax benefits referred to as 

                                                                 
2
 These paragraphs on suburbanization were in the original publication discussed in the sections 2.5 and 2.6 

as wider societal force, however I chose to relocate it to this part of at the chapter, as it is actually a factor 

contributing to the intra-regional differentiation and it would therefore be more logical to discuss it in 

section 2.7.  
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the   ‘Eigenheimzulage’3 and   the   ‘Entfernung-pauschale’4 (Rosenbohm, 2006; Woyke, 

2006). In former Eastern Germany, the massive construction of housing in the suburbs 

was further encouraged by a special tax deduction for supporting new home 

ownership (Aring and Herfert, 2001). Suburbanization was actively promoted by 

governments in other European countries as well. In Belgium, for instance, 

“…suburbanization has long since been encouraged by policy measures not only for 

economic but also for political motives. The ruling political parties have considered 

housing construction outside the cities as an excellent countermeasure to socialist 

mobilizations in the cities.”  (De  Maesschalck, 2009, 4). 

 Finally, small peripheral villages are in western European countries often 

characterized by high death rates and low birth rates (RLG, 2009). Quite often, there is 

substantial out-migration of young people, spurred by the decrease in employment 

(due especially to changes in the agricultural sector but also in the retail sector) and 

the desire for better education facilities.  

 Intra-regional differentiation in levels of population development can also 

occur because of differentiated natural developments, which relate to the composition 

of the population. This composition depends on (a) the size of the fertile female 

population, (b) the racial composition of the population (although fertility levels are 

converging, in the Western world immigrant women tend to have more children than 

native women) (Sobotka, 2008) and (c) religiosity of the population (Frejka and 

Westoff, 2008). The composition of the population in turn is – to a certain extent – the 

result of recent and historical migration processes and again the city type: suburbs 

may attract families with children, which leads to a skewed age composition.  

 

The question is how the differences in net migration between cities of the same type 

and within the same region can be explained. It is most likely that employment-related 

motives are more important for migration decisions at regional level rather than at 

local level. After all, people are willing to accept a certain commuting time to reach 

their jobs and the jobs do not necessarily have to be available in the city of residence. 

It is therefore expected that other factors must play a role as regards the differences in 

net migration rates between cities in the same region.  

 One of these factors is the presence or absence of local amenities, such as the 

quality of the urban built environment, recreational and educational facilities, safety 

and quality of the housing stock. To give an example: First or inner ring suburbs which 

became populated in the 1960s have to deal with the ageing of the original population 

                                                                 
3
 Home-ownership grant. This grant has been annulled on 1 January 2006. 

4
 Tax exempt mileage. The height of the Entfernungspauschale has been lowered in 2004. 
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and sometimes outdated housing as well (Puentes and Warren, 2006), which can 

function as push factors for the inhabitants. This can explain differences in population 

development between suburbs. Similar processes may apply to firms. Differing levels 

of quality of business parks, qualified personnel and the level of cooperation with the 

city government may result in a differentiated attraction of firms.  

 Additionally,  ‘image’  or  ‘place  character’  (Molotch  et  al.,  2000)  can  play  a  role  
at local level. Declining cities not only have to deal with the physical, economic and 

social consequences of decline, but also have to deal with the mental and 

psychological consequences. Negative framing of decline and shrinkage in the media 

certainly does not help to attract new inhabitants to declining cities. Interestingly, 

some cities and regions are now trying to capitalize on their image. Some regions use 

their negative image in a humoristic way, for instance the declining Dutch region 

Southern-Limburg, which advertised in 2012 in national newspapers and magazines 

with  the  slogan  “The only thing that really shrinks here is your mortgage”.   
 However, the decision to migrate or not depends not only on whether the city 

of departure offers urban functions (work, housing, education, amenities, etc.), but 

also on whether or not these functions are found elsewhere in the region. As long as 

these features are offered by cities within the commuting tolerance zone, migration 

might  not  be  necessary  and  the  city’s  population  will  probably  not  decline  because  of  
migration. In addition, trade-off mechanisms may exist between the different urban 

functions and their accessibility (Weisbrod et al., 1980). The distance to employment 

can be traded off for additional living conditions or vice versa. Therefore, if we want to 

explain differing levels of migration, we need to look at the developments in the other 

cities in the settlement system as well. 

 This relationship between local amenities and migrant and firm preferences 

(residential location theory) has been investigated, though not in regions of decline. 

Perhaps, certain assets are appreciated in a context of population and economic 

growth, but not in a context of decline. The accessibility of leisure facilities may, for 

example, be less important for migrants if employment and financial security is on the 

decline. There are two complicating factors in this relationship between local 

amenities and population developments. First, these dynamic assets can be both a 

driver of migration and a consequence. Fewer inhabitants means the demand for 

facilities drops, facilities close and the city becomes less attractive, as a result of which 

further migration may occur. Population decline may (but does not necessarily) lead to 

housing   vacancies,   thereby   transforming   the   quality   of   the   city’s   housing   stock.  
Second, the appreciation of these local amenities changes over time. In the case of 

suburbanization, people start to appreciate living in a quiet green environment more 
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than having access to urban services, and consequently they relocate to the suburbs 

(which produces population loss for the core city). Consequently, the characteristics of 

the city remain the same, while the appreciation of these characteristics changes. 

 The characteristics themselves may change as well. Without entering the 

extensive debate about urban regeneration, some mention must be made of the 

influence of politics and politicians as affecting the absolute properties of cities and 

thus driving migration and urban decline (or a driver of the reversal of decline) 

(Klemme, 2009). Generally speaking, there are two types of policies that deal with 

decline (Danielzyk et al., 2002): 

� Active: subdivided into an expansive strategy, maintenance strategy and 

planning-for-decline strategy 

� Passive: meaning no strategies at all, accepting decline as a vicious circle 

The aim behind using expansive strategies (constructing new residential areas, for 

instance) is to attract new inhabitants or at least keep the inhabitants who want to 

migrate within the city borders. Maintenance strategies aim to maintain urban 

attractiveness for the current inhabitants and planning-for-decline strategies try to 

capitalize on the chances generated by population decline (inventing new uses for 

vacant land, for instance). 

 As to which types of policies are employed in a given area depends on a 

number of factors. First, the nation-state determines how much room to manoeuvre is 

left for policymakers at local level (Lang, 2008; Sellers, 2002), again stating the 

importance of the institutional context. This relates to whether local policy-makers are 

both legislatively and financially restrained by higher administrative levels. Local 

decision-makers are legislatively more constrained in a highly centralized planning 

system than in a highly decentralized system. Furthermore, the system of financial 

redistribution within a country defines how much financial elbow room local 

governments have to execute local policies. Besides these hard factors, soft, less 

tangible factors also play a role. These are the sets of normative beliefs and practices 

present   in   the   ‘institutional  milieu’   of   relations   between   political   and   societal   actors  
and agencies (DiGaetano and Strom, 2003). 

A related institutional factor is the degree of privatization of former 

governmental activities. A disadvantage of privatization is that it influences the ability 

of municipal authorities to determine and direct local developments through planning 

(Bogumil and Holtkamp, 2002). The privatization of former governmental enterprises 

such as housing associations may leave local governments less capable of directing 

developments in the housing domain than before, for instance, in connection with 

housing that has become vacant as a consequence of population decline. Vacancies 
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render the area unattractive and this leads to further out-migration (Schetke and 

Haase, 2008). This power play between national and local levels and the underlying 

political principles and arguments and manifestations differ between countries (de 

Vries, 2000).
5
 

 Governmental decision-makers are not the only ones to try and implement 

policy agendas. Other individual and collective actors do the same. These can range 

from civic and entrepreneurial elites to local action groups. Individual actors such as 

mayors can also have a marked influence on local developments. Examples are the 

mayors of cities such as Detroit, Lille and Genoa (Bini, 2011; Galster, 2012; Paris, 2000). 

Interestingly, in a context of decline, this relationship between local political vigour 

and the national political framework is reciprocal. Public and private actors are even 

more dependent on national and supranational funding, and this strengthens the 

relationships   between   the   local   and   administratively   higher   levels.   “Setting a local 

development agenda becomes less a matter of local bargaining, political debates and 

power balances inside  the  city  boundaries  but  is  substantially  influenced  by  ‘windows  of  
opportunity’  in  the  national  funding  landscape”  (Bernt,  2009,  762).   
 The attitude of local politicians, the policies that they formulate as a 

consequence of their attitude, the juridical and financial scope that they have at their 

disposal and the cooperation (or hindrance) of other local actors can be key to 

explaining the differences in developments between cities.  

  

 

2.9 Conclusion 
This paper has made it clear that inter-regional differentiation in terms of urban 

decline can be explained by the differing spatial and institutional contexts. These 

contexts filter wider societal forces which affect cities throughout the Western world. 

However, for explaining intra-regional differentiation, or the differences between cities 

in a region, we need to add another layer to our framework, namely the local level.  

 

                                                                 
5
 This paragraph was originally part of §2.6. 
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Figure 2.7. Final conceptual model 

 
Source: Made by the author 

 

Figure 2.7 shows that the wider societal forces are filtered through the institutional, 

spatial and local contexts. The local context comprises the absolute properties of cities, 

that is the urban fabric with its amenities and its image, but also the governance 

framework of urban policies, local politicians and other civic and entrepreneurial 

actors. This local political context is again shaped and constrained by the institutional 

context with its legislative and financial power relations between different political 

administrative levels. Moreover, the importance of the relationships with other cities 

in the region cannot be ignored. In order to understand the intra-regional 

differentiation, we must take simultaneous account of the local, spatial and 

institutional contexts and consider the interrelationships between these contexts.  

 The framework that has been presented here is the result of an extensive 

literature study. Challenging as this already is, this is only the beginning. I argue that 

before we can make steps in our understanding of urban decline, it would help to 

acquire some consensus on the terminology, conceptualization and measurement.  

 Another issue which deserves more attention is the behavioural aspect of 

urban decline. Urban decline is the consequence of human decisions regarding 

residential location and fertility behaviour, for instance, as well as business-related 
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decisions,  such  as  companies’  location  behaviour.  The  consequences of this behaviour 

crystallize at the local level into the choice for a specific place to live or start/relocate a 

business. Although such decisions have been investigated abundantly in situations of 

economic and demographic growth, how such decisions work in a situation of decline 

is a poorly explored area of urban decline research. In order to understand why a 

specific place is so unpopular, we need to investigate these migration decisions and 

motivations, within a multi-level institutional and spatial framework.   
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Time-space relations and the differences 
between shrinking regions 
 
 
 
Published as: J.J. Hoekveld (2012) Time-Space Relations and the Differences between Shrinking 
Regions. Built Environment, 38(2): 179-195. 
 
 
ABSTRACT – Although there is some agreement on the circular causality character of 
shrinkage, empirical research in which this character is tested is scarce. This chapter 
will elaborate on circular causality in an empirical way. It addresses some of the major 
gaps in understanding urban shrinkage. Furthermore, differences in the causes of 
shrinkage between regions and between municipalities in those regions have received 
little attention. This differentiation is supposed to be caused by regional and local 
specificities, such as characteristics of location, employment opportunities, and quality 
of life. Yet, again, empirical evidence about these differences is limited. The aims of this 
chapter are (1) to disentangle these complex differences and causal relations in three 
Dutch shrinking regions over a period of 20 years (1990-2009) and (2) to examine 
effects of local specificities on the intra-regional differentiation in levels of shrinkage. 
 
 
 

3.1 Introduction  
The history of European cities shows that shrinkage is not a new phenomenon. It is 
true, however, that it has become a pressing issue once again. Decreases in the total 
population and changes in the composition of the population affect not only local 
living conditions, but also national welfare systems (due to an increasing dependency 
ratio for instance). Even though more studies into the concept of shrinkage have been 
carried out over the years, there are still some major lacunae in our understanding of 
shrinkage. This chapter will address two of them.  
 The first concerns the temporal dimension: the disentanglement of cause and 
effect in the shrinkage process. Even though we do have some ideas of causes of 
shrinkage, we have limited insight into the sequence of developments in the shrinkage 
process. Factors influencing shrinkage include declining fertility rates and ageing, 
economic structural changes such as deindustrialization, and political system changes 
such as the fall of the Iron Curtain (Müller and Siedentop, 2004; Audirac, 2009). The 
order, however, in which these processes occur and influence one another has hardly 



 
 

42 
 

been investigated. Some authors point out that such demographic and economic 
processes coherently lead to and boost urban shrinkage, probably in a cumulative 
reinforcing manner (Gatzweiler et al., 2003; Domhardt and Troeger-Weiß, 2007). Yet, 
little empirical research has focused on unravelling this complex relationship. How are 
economic and demographic processes related? In order to understand the nature of 
these complex processes, one needs to determine the shrinkage trajectory through 
time.  
 The second lacuna concerns the spatial dimension of the shrinkage process. 
The literature identifies differences in causes of shrinkage between different areas. 
Some cities shrink primarily because of natural decreases (more deaths than births), 
whereas others shrink primarily because of negative net migration as a consequence of 
massive suburbanization of employment and population (Beauregard, 2009). In many 
parts of Europe, a decline in birth rates is one of the main causes of urban shrinkage 
(Großmann et al., 2008). In the former communist states in Eastern Europe, the 
adjustment to the free market led to high deindustrialization and migration (Rumpel et 
al., 2010). However, those macro-trends cannot explain why cities within one region 
experience differing rates of shrinkage or growth. As they have been exposed to the 
same macro-trends, other factors must determine intra-regional differentiation of 
shrinkage such as regional and local specificities. This aspect of regional differentiation 
of both the causes and the degree of shrinkage has largely been overlooked. 
 
 

3.2 Theoretical framework 
For a better understanding of, firstly, the causes and dynamics of the process of urban 
shrinkage and, secondly, of the causes of spatial differentiation of urban shrinkage, I 
first consider the current state of knowledge in the shrinkage debate. Thus far, there is 
no theory or a broadly accepted definition of urban shrinkage.  
 
Definition 
The common denominator of shrinkage definitions is population decrease, but, besides 
this population decrease, there are subtle differences. These are based on the 
perception of what is cause and what is effect. West German scholars in the late 1970s 
described shrinkage as urban population losses as a result of economic decline 
(Häußermann and Siebel, 1988). This assumption of economic decline as a cause and 
population decline as an effect is also shared by Friedrichs (1993). For Bradbury et al. 
(1982), however, urban decline is perceived as both a decrease in population or 
employment (descriptive urban decline) and an impairment of the functioning of a city 
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(functional decline). Thus, they do not distinguish economic and demographic decline 
as cause and effect. Schilling and Logan (2008, 452) do not include any detail about the 
cause of shrinkage in their effect-oriented definition, as they define shrinking cities as 
a  “special subset of older industrial cities with significant and sustained population loss 
(25% or greater over the past 40 years) and increasing levels of vacant and abandoned 
properties, including blighted residential, commercial, and industrial buildings”. 
 In the definition of the Shrinking Cities International Research Network 
(SCIRN), it remains unclear how the demographic and economic processes are related. 
They   define   a   shrinking   city   as:   “a densely populated urban area with a minimum 
population of 10,000 residents that has faced population losses in large parts for more 
than two years and is undergoing economic transformations with some symptoms of a 
structural crisis”  (Wiechmann,  2007). 
 Is it a simultaneous process and are they both outcomes? Or does one process 
lead to the other? Is either one sufficient to start the process? The main difficulty with 
these definitions is that there are cases, in the Netherlands, for example, where 
population decline occurred, but the employment opportunities were still increasing 
(CBS, 2011c). Those municipalities did not, according to the definitions above, shrink at 
all. The second difficulty is that, if economic decline were perceived as an effect (e.g. 
just as population decline), it would be difficult to perceive it as a cause at the same 
time. This is problematic, as population decrease as a consequence of migration is 
most often spurred by changes in the economic structure and job losses (i.e. it is a 
cause). In view of this problematic relationship between demographic and economic 
shrinkage and the supposed importance of the spatial and time dimensions, urban 
decline is in this chapter defined as a decline of the total population in urban areas in a 
given region during a period of time of at least 5 years. The time span of 5 years is 
chosen as 2 years, as in the SCIRN definition, are considered to be too short: if 
shrinkage occurs for only 2 years, it could be a conjunctural form of shrinkage instead 
of a structural form. 
 
The Process of Urban Shrinkage 
Urban shrinkage can be described as a linear or circular process. In the linear 
description, shrinkage is portrayed as the direct result of political shifts, 
suburbanization or deindustrialization. Oswalt and Rieniets (2006), for instance, 
distinguished four descriptors as main causes of urban shrinkage: destruction (e.g. 
wars and natural disasters), loss (e.g. unemployment, water scarcity), shifts/mobility 
(e.g. migration, suburbanization) and change (e.g. political, economic and demographic 
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change). A fairly similar set of descriptors is provided both by Wu et al. (2008) and 
Hollander et al. (2009).  
 Another assumption that is gaining support is that shrinkage is more complex 
and should be seen as a cumulative and self-reinforcing process (Rink et al., 2011a; 
Verwest and van Dam, 2010). Figure 3.1 presents shrinkage as a circular process. It 
shows a hypothetical situation in an area within which population decrease, the labour 
market, migration, rate of natural increase and services are related and influence each 
other through time.  
 
Figure 3.1. Circular description of shrinkage 

 
Source: Made by author 
 
The idea of a principal effect (i.e. population decline) is thwarted in a circular process, 
as it is simultaneously a cause and an effect. Observed as a circular process, shrinkage 
can be identified by its trajectory that may differ depending on the region and the time 
in   which   it   occurs.   The   aim   is   then   not   to   identify   ‘the   causes’   of   shrinkage,   but   to  
identify patterns and anomalies in the shrinkage trajectories.  
 The external influence box denotes the possibility of an external event 
accelerating, curbing or pushing the process in another direction (after Myrdal, 1957). 
These influences can be structural, conjunctural or incidental. Examples include 
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economic structural change, the closure of a large employer, a political shift, sudden 
massive immigration or a policy intervention. Such a circular account of shrinkage is 
assumed, but empirical evidence is scarce. The usual focus is on the cumulative 
relation between economic and demographic development, but Schwarz and Haase 
(2010) referred to the cumulative process of population decline, neighbourhood-
downgrading and use of infrastructure. For Friedrichs (1993), the circle encompasses 
economic and demographic decline, but also urban tax revenues, urban investment 
and the role of economic elites.  
 Gatzweiler et al. (2003) have tested this assumption of accumulation and 
circularity in German cities by computing the correlation coefficients of six structural 
economic and demographic indicators. They found strong correlations between those 
variables and consequently confirmed the circularity hypothesis. However, the 
correlations only establish that there are relations between the variables: they do not 
confirm in any way a circular process in time. In order to investigate the process, one 
needs to consider the development of the variables through time and how they 
influence each other.  
 
Regional and Local Differentiation of Shrinkage Trajectories 
The  circular   ‘shrinkage  trajectory’  portrayed   in   figure  3.1   is   theoretically  different   for  
each city. These differences stem from (1) differences in regional specificities (e.g. 
mountain regions, old industrial regions, peripheral regions); (2) local specificities of 
the cities; and (3) the influence of other cities in the region. Figure 3.2 illustrates these 
three factors. The degree to which macro-trends such as deindustrialization impact a 
city depends, to a large extent, on these local and regional conditions. Expectedly, 
because of these specificities, there will be both differences in trajectories of shrinkage 
between regions (inter-regional differentiation) and between cities within those 
regions (intra-regional differentiation). 
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Figure 3.2. Circular shrinkage in a regional settlement system 

 
Source: Made by author 

 
Regional specificities have already been investigated. Factors such as peripherality but 
also regional economic structures have been found to be influencing shrinkage 
(Hollander et al., 2009). Local specificities such as the composition of the population, 
infrastructural connectivity, attractiveness of housing stock, level of services etc. have 
so far only been perceived as being affected by shrinkage and not as causing shrinkage 
(Rink, 2009). However, they may be a cause as well. Unattractive housing stock or 
insufficient infrastructural connectivity may spur people to migrate. There are even 
some signs that shrinking cities with high concentrations of social housing are 
attracting people entitled to welfare (Binnenlands Bestuur, 2011). 
  Haase et al. (2010) explored the importance of spatial characteristics in their 
simulation model, which computes household patterns, housing demands and 
residential vacancies in a shrinking city, taking into account the spatial characteristics 
of neighbourhoods. The decision for a household to move is related to the location of 
the home, the stage in the lifecycle of the household (i.e. young single person, family 
with small children, elderly couple without children etc.) and the environmental and 
socioeconomic characteristics of the environment.  
 Local conditions or characteristics should not only be treated as absolute 
properties though, but also as relational and comparative ones (Lazarsfeld and Menzel, 
1961). Via overspill effects or negative backwash effects (the so-called agglomeration 
shadow, after Brakman et al., 2009), cities can be affected by the development of 
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neighbouring cities. This intra-regional relationship has so far only been investigated 
from the perspective of shrinkage and suburbanization and urban sprawl (Hoymann, 
2011; Lee, 2005; Nuissl et al., 2007). 
 In short, an investigation of the importance of both the regional and local 
conditions as cause and effect of shrinkage and taking into account the local conditions 
of other cities in the settlement system is recommended. This paper will do so by 
addressing two questions. How does the process of regional shrinkage unfold over 
time? And which local conditions play a role in the differentiation of local shrinkage 
levels within a shrinking region?  
 

3.3 Methodology 
Each of the questions to be answered requires a different method of analysis and level 
of analysis. The analysis starts with the regional level and the investigation of inter-
regional differentiation in urban shrinkage trajectories. Time series analysis is applied 
to investigate differences between the shrinkage trajectories of three shrinking 
regions. This is followed by an investigation of the intra-regional differentiation of the 
regions. A cluster analysis will produce a typology of municipalities in two regions 
based on a series of selected municipal characteristics to investigate the correlation 
between  the  municipalities’  conditions  and  differentiated  shrinkage  levels. 
 
Time Series Analysis 
With time series analysis, it is possible to investigate how the shrinkage trajectory 
unfolds (i.e. sequence of causes and effects) in the selected regions. The often 
described Western European trajectory is that, due to a process of deindustrialization 
or economic restructuring, jobs decrease and then people migrate (Pallagst et al., 
2009;   Işin,   2009).   This  migration  of   young  people   affects   birth   rates.  With  an  ageing  
population, the labour population drops, which, in turn, can lead to problems for firms 
in finding adequate employees (Chkalova, 2009). A possible consequence is that firms 
move to areas with more suitable employees, leading to a decrease in jobs and 
aggravating the process of shrinkage further. 
 To test this theory, seven variables of regional development are selected that 
are expected to play a role in shrinkage trajectories (table 3.1). The aim is to determine 
trends in the data and search for relations between two or more time series data sets 
using cross-correlations. The coefficients are computed for the correlations between 
two variables at multiple points in time (Yt and Xt–k,  …  Xt–2, Xt–1, Xt, Xt+1, Xt+2 etcetera) with 
a specified time lag. Figure 3.3 illustrates the analysis for two time variables. Part A 
shows the cross correlation function (CCF) for two variables.  
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Figure 3.3. Trend lines and cross correlation function example 

 
Source: Made by author 
 
It shows at which time lag the correlation coefficient between the variables V1 and V2 
is the highest. With a significant coefficient peak at lag number 0, there would be no 
time delay in the relation, with a peak at lag number -1, the second variables precedes 
the first variable with one lag. With a peak at a positive lag number, the first variable 
precedes the second variable. The sign of the correlation (i.e. positive or negative 
correlation) indicates the direction of the relation. The example of A shows that there 
is a positive relation between the two variables at a time lag of 2 to 3 years and 
changes in the second variable precede changes in the first variable. Part B shows 
graphically the trend lines of the two variables of example A. 
 In the analysis, the focus will be on the most important demographic and 
economic variables representing and explaining shrinkage (table 3.1). The variables are 
measured for a period of 20 years, covering 1990 to 2009 and each lag represents one 
year. The data have been standardized and smoothed to ease out incidental outliers6. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                 
6 SPSS uses a compound smoothing function in which running medians of 4 and then 2 are used, followed by 
running medians of 5 and 3. Finally, a Hanning step is used (running weighted averages). In each step of the 
smoothing process, the new smoothed values of the previous step are re-smoothed. Residuals are computed 
from the difference between original and smoothed values. 
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Table 3.1 . Variables for times series analysis 

Variables  Measurement Period 
Demographic variables   

1. Population development  Absolute value per year 1990–2010 
2. Development net migration  Absolute value per year 1990–2010 
3. Development natural increase Absolute value per year 1990–2010 

   
Economic variables   

4. Development number of jobs  Absolute value per year 1993–2009 
5. Development of labour population  Absolute value per year 1997–2010 
6. Development of labour participation  Absolute value per year 1997–2010 
7. Development of unemployment  Absolute value per year 1997–2010 

Source: CBS, 2011a,c,d,e 
 
 
Cluster Analysis 
With the cluster analysis, it is attempted to distinguish local and spatial conditions that 
are theoretically linked to the degree of shrinkage and these cover both site and 
situation variables (table 3.2). Unfortunately, unemployment data are not available at 
local level. As the data are measured on different scales, the scores on the variables 
are standardized into Z-scores. The similarity measure used is Euclidean distance. As 
the aim is to get homogeneous clusters representing municipalities with the same 
attributes, the most appropriate agglomerative method is average linkage. This 
method uses the average distance between all pairs of objects in any two clusters and 
tends to join clusters with small variances (Everitt et al., 2011). 
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Table 3.2. Variables for Cluster Analysis 

Site Variables  Measurement Period 
Demographic variables:   
1. Degree of population decline Change in percentage 1990–2010 
2. Size total population  Absolute number inhabitants 1990–2010 
   
Economic variable:   
3. Development number of jobs  Change, in percentage 1993–2009 
   
Spatial variables:   
4. Degree of urbanity  Rank score 1–5 2008 
5. Property value housing  Average WOZ-value● 2009 
   
Situation Variables  Measurement Period 
Spatial variables:   
1. Distance to high way ramp  In kilometres 2008 
2. Distance to train station  In kilometres 2008 
3. Distance to hospital  In kilometres 2008 
4. Distance to department store  In kilometres 2008 
●  WOZ-value: value of a house estimated by the municipality over which local taxes have to be paid. 

Source: CBS 2011a,c,d,f,g,h 
 
Case Study Regions 
The three most prominent shrinking regions in the Netherlands will be analyzed: 
Southern-Limburg, East-Groningen and Zeeuws-Vlaanderen (table 3.3 and figure 3.4). 
These COROP regions7

 are peripherally located in the country. There are differences in 
degree of urbanity and dominant land use type: whereas Southern-Limburg is an urban 
region with a mining history, East-Groningen and Zeeuws-Vlaanderen are rural, with 
fewer municipalities on a larger area and with a lower population density (CBS, 2011b). 
Even though Southern-Limburg is peripherally located within the Netherlands, the 
international location is favourable being near Aachen and Liège. Zeeuws-Vlaanderen 
is located near Antwerp and Gent. There are no large cities across the border for the 
region East-Groningen. 
 
 
 
 

                                                                 
7 COROP-regions (coordination commission regional research programme) are statistical regions used in the 
Netherlands containing a core city and a surrounding market area. 
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Table 3.3. Key numbers of case study regions 

 Inhabitants, 
2009 

Area Number of 
municipalities 

Built-up 
area 

Agricultural 
area 

Zeeuws-Vlaanderen  107,191 87,588 ha 3 4% 69% 
Southern-Limburg  608,885 66,056 ha 19● 22% 56% 
East-Groningen  152,172 90,749 ha 9 5.6% 75% 
 ●  Since the merger between Eijsden and Margraten in 2011, there are 18 municipalities in Southern-Limburgi 
Source: CBS, 2011a,b. 
 
 
Figure 3.4. Case study regions 

 
Sources: Map of the Netherlands: Wikimedia, 2011; Maps of the three regions: © 2007, Centraal 
Bureau voor de Statistiek/Topografische Dienst Kadaster, Emmen, 2006, adapted by author. 
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3.4 Inter-regional differentiation of shrinkage trajectories 
With the cross correlation functions, we can determine precisely at which time lag two 
variables are significantly related. For each pair of variables, a CCF was computed (28 
pairs per region) and each significant correlation is displayed in figures 3.6-3.8. 
Adjacent to each arrow, the number of lags in years and the direction of the 
correlation (positive or negative) are given. For example; in Southern-Limburg, if 
unemployment rises, net migration drops (negative relation) and this occurs with a 
time lag of two years. The relation between each pair can be described as one of the 
four types pictured in figure 3.5. 
 
Figure 3.5. Possible CCF outcomes 

 
Source: Made by author 
 
The aim is to distinguish the development trajectories of the three regions and see 
whether the course of the shrinkage process can be discovered. Population decline is 
caused by negative migration and/or rate of natural increase. The question is, 
however, what processes preceded these changes in migration and rate of natural 
increase. 
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Figure 3.6. Sequence of influence of shrinkage, Southern-Limburg 

 
 
Figure 3.7. Sequence of influence of shrinkage, East-Groningen 
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Figure 3.8. Sequence of influence of shrinkage, Zeeuws-Vlaanderen 

 
Source: Made by author, based on CBS, 2011a,c,d 

 
Figures 3.6-3.8 show that the process of shrinkage has loops and feedback 
mechanisms. Each region has a different trajectory of influencing variables.  
 In Southern-Limburg, population decline results from both negative net 
migration and natural decrease. Migration is significantly negatively related to job 
development and unemployment (figure 3.6). However, during the period net 
migration started decreasing, the total number of jobs was still increasing. Thus it 
could not have been the sheer number of jobs which led people to leave the region. 
There are two possible explanations: first, the types of jobs did not fit the demand and 
expertise of the labour population; a mismatch. As there are no data on the 
characteristics of the migrants available, changes in age cohorts of the total population 
and labour population are used as a rather crude proxy. Between 1998 and 2005 there 
is a strong decrease in people aged 20-40 years and with low levels of education (CBS, 
2011a). For the mismatch argument, we need to consider the development of jobs per 
economic sector. Decreases of jobs are found in industry, production and distribution 
of electricity, gas and water, mineral extraction and building industry, indeed the 
sectors in which generally low-educated people are employed (CBS, 2011c). It is quite 
possible that people formerly employed in those branches left the region to find work 
elsewhere. The second possible explanation is non-employment related. One reason to 
migrate that fits the decrease of people of 20-30 years old is that they started 
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following education. However, we need additional research to see whether these 
assumptions can be supported.  
 Surprisingly, from 2006 onwards, net migration increased again and, from 
2009 onwards, it was even positive. The total population was still decreasing, however, 
because of increasing natural decrease. The number of jobs increased again as well. 
Did people come back to the region because of this job increase? During the period 
between 2006 and 2010, the age cohorts 20-30 years and the cohorts 50-90 years 
increased strongly and the percentage of higher educated people in the total labour 
population increased as well (CBS, 2011a; CBS, 2011d). At the same time, the age 
cohort 30-50 years – the cohorts of child-bearing age – decreased strongly, explaining 
the negative rate of natural increase. Possibly a large share of incoming migrants were 
students and retired people, both of whom are not concerned much by changes in 
employment. Indeed, student numbers of the Maastricht University increased over the 
last years (Maastricht University, 2010). Furthermore, the region has recently attracted 
substantial number of Eastern Europeans guest workers, which contributed to higher 
net migration (Scheeren-Nowak, 2012).i 
 The effect of the border, both in terms of commuting and cross-border 
residential mobility, matters as well. There is substantial cross-border commuting 
between Southern-Limburg and Belgium and – although substantially smaller – with 
Germany (Provincie Limburg, 2011). The commuting balances are positive for 
Southern-Limburg. Since 2005, this incoming flow has even increased as a 
consequence of the recent upsurge in employment. Partly, these are Dutch people 
who moved just across the border because of tax benefits. Cross-border residential 
migration has been affecting population development in the region for decades: 
especially the municipalities along the German border have attracted substantial 
numbers of Germans in the 1980s and 1990s, alleviating population decline to a 
certain extent (SAM, 1993).i 
 The simple statement that a decrease in jobs leads to emigration needs to be 
nuanced for this region. We need to consider, firstly, the development of types of job 
sectors in relation to the characteristics of the labour population and secondly the 
proximity of Belgium and Germany, with its impact on residential and employment-
related mobility. Finally, the recent recovery of the region in terms of positive net 
migration may be an indication that it is possible (temporarily?) to change the 
shrinkage trajectory. 
 
For East-Groningen, population decline started in 2002. Both net migration and natural 
increase are strongly related to the development of jobs. This relation is positive, just 
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as expected (figure 3.7). Although the rate of natural increase was already negative, in 
the period of job growth it became slightly less negative. A possible explanation is that, 
in a prosperous economic climate, people are more positive towards their economic 
situation and do not hesitate to have children. Furthermore, a prosperous economic 
climate lessens the need to leave the region for those migrants possibly in the child-
bearing age. In this case, migration is an intervening variable. 
 Who are those migrants and why did they leave the region from 2003 
onwards? Is it similar to Southern-Limburg: a mismatch in employment or education-
related migration? The largest decrease is found in the cohort of low-educated people 
of 15-35 years. Simultaneously, employment decreased, especially in the large sectors 
industry, real estate services and business services. The fact that the share of young 
and low-educated people decreased as well as the jobs in low-educated sectors, could 
indeed indicate that those people left because of a lack of jobs that fitted their skills or 
that they left to follow education elsewhere. Thus, also in this region, the quantitative 
analysis seems to support the assumption of a mismatch and education-related 
migration motives. Still, additional research is needed. 
 Unfortunately, for this region there are no data on cross-border commuting. 
However, there are no larger cities across the border in Germany that could attract 
workers from East-Groningen. Conversely, if Germans work in East-Groningen, it would 
be in the city of Groningen, and not in any of the municipalities in the case study 
region. There are data about cross-border migration. Indeed, in the period 2001-2006 
net migration with Germany was negative and the dominant migration motive for 
these migrants was the price difference between German and Dutch dwellings, in 
combination with the possibility of tax deduction of mortgage rents (Provincie 
Groningen, 2007).i  
 
In Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, shrinkage started in 2003 as the result of both declining rate of 
natural increase and increasing emigration (figure 3.8). Net migration plunged after 
2001, the moment unemployment started rising, a classic example of a shrinkage 
sequence. The share of people aged 0-10 years and 20-40 years decreased strongly 
after 2003, also explaining the low birth rate. Within the labour population, the cohort 
of low-educated people aged 25-35 years in particular decreased. The decrease was 
preceded by 2 years by a decrease in jobs. During the period of shrinkage, jobs 
decreased in the industry, building, business services and trade. In contrast to the 
other two regions, jobs in public services diminished significantly as well (in total 500 
jobs). Most probably this is related to the municipal reorganization of 2003, merging 
ten municipalities into three. A study of Public Result (2012) shows that young people 



 

57 
 

leave the region primarily because of lack of a diverse employment structure, distance 
to higher education, but also because of the negative image of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen.i At 
the same time, there is a process partly compensating for this outflow and that is the 
recently increasing flow of Belgians migrating to Zeeuws-Vlaanderen because housing 
is cheaper on the Dutch side of the border (Saitua Nistal and Schep, 2013).i 
 In contrast to the expected pattern, natural increase is negatively related to 
job development, meaning that jobs are increasing and natural increases are dropping, 
as opposed to East-Groningen where the relation between jobs and natural increase is 
positive. The natural decreases are the result of a lower birth rate, not so much a 
higher death rate. This lower birth rate has nothing to do with the fact that women are 
getting less children (the average number of children per women fluctuates between 
1.7 and 1.8 since 2000), but rather with the fact that there are ever less women in the 
childbearing age in this region. The latter has to do with selective out-migration.i  
 There are two factors complicating the relationship between employment and 
migration. First, the opening of the Westerschelde tunnel in 2003 spurred commuting 
between Zeeuws-Vlaanderen and the northerly islands Walcheren and Bevelanden. In 
particular the industrial municipality Terneuzen received a large flow of commuters 
(Provincie Zeeland, 2010). At the same time, job growth came to a halt. So, with the 
same amount of jobs and an increased labour population due to an increased incoming 
commuting flow, the labour population of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen had to compete with 
the commuters from the other islands. As emigration increased from that moment, it 
is possible that inhabitants left the region to find housing and employment elsewhere. 
The second complicating factor is commuting between Zeeuws-Vlaanderen and 
Belgium. Around 5 per cent of the commuting flows in Zeeuws- Vlaanderen stems from 
Belgians working in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, who are to a large extent Dutch people who 
have migrated to Belgium (Corpeleijn, 2009).  
 
Preliminary Conclusion 
The time series analysis of the regional shrinkage trajectories shows that there is no 
uniform shrinkage trajectory. Even though the sequence of events is as expected in 
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen and East-Groningen (first economic decline, then demographic 
decline), the trajectory is still a bit more complicated than that. This has to do with the 
intervening influence of natural developments (births and deaths). The shrinkage 
trajectory is further determined by the specific regional situation and specific 
developments occurring within that region, like municipal rearrangements and the 
development of economic sectors. The impact of the border is spatially variegated 
within and between the three regions.i Furthermore, recent developments in 
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Southern-Limburg indicate that it is possible – at least temporarily – to alter the 
shrinkage trajectory. 
 A drawback of time series analysis, however, is the limited explanatory power. 
Relations are revealed but not explained. This is illustrated by the variables jobs and 
migration: it is assumed that people left the region because of job loss, but additional 
qualitative research is needed to discern the true motives of the migrants. 
 

3.5 Intra-regional differentiation 
The analysis of the COROP regions has revealed three unique regional patterns. It can 
be expected that, at local level, similar differentiation can be observed. Therefore, I 
will now turn to the local leveland seek to formulate a spatial typology of shrinkage. 
 The sample for this part of the analysis contains twenty-eight municipalities. 
The three municipalities in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen have been disregarded, as the region 
consists of a multitude of small villages and hamlets which makes the municipal level 
too coarse. For these hamlet are however no statistical data available. The question is 
whether or not local conditions play a role in the intra-regional differentiation of the 
degree of population decline, with special attention for spatial characteristics. 
 I assume that the local conditions which play a role are related to urbanity, 
housing, connectivity and employment. Thus, expectedly, in an attractive municipality, 
the average housing tax value is higher than in an unattractive one, and that attractive 
urban municipalities have better infrastructural connectivity and better job 
opportunities. The cluster analysis yielded five clusters. Three municipalities were not 
classifiable (i.e. their deviating values are worth examining further, which will for the 
Southern-Limburg outlier be done in chapter 4). Figure 3.9 depicts the scores of each 
cluster on these categories (urbanity, housing value, connectivity, employment) and 
the level of shrinkage. A category is highlighted if the average score of the cluster on a 
variable exceeds the average of the total sample. There are two clusters that are 
rather small, containing only two and three municipalities: cluster 1 contains all the 
large cities in Southern-Limburg (over 89,000 inhabitants) and population decline is -
4.5%. Cluster 2 (-3.9%) consists of two small cities and has favourable conditions in 
terms of job development and connectivity but also in terms of attractive living 
conditions (e.g. green environment, small-scale retail facilities). Figures 3.9 and 3.10 
strongly suggest that there are uniform, regional and local effects. 
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Figure 3.9. Cluster characteristics 

 
Source: Made by author 
 
Figure 3.10. Map of clusters 

 
Source: Made by author 
 
The uniform effect is expressed in the fact that in both regions there is a relation 
between job development and the degree of population decline. Severely declining 
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clusters (3 and 5) have only a low increase in jobs and mildly declining clusters (1, 2 
and 4) have a high increase of jobs. The fact that cluster 1 is characterized, by amongst 
others, a low increase of jobs is because of one outlier in this cluster (Sittard-Geleen), 
which lowers the cluster average of growth of jobs significantly. The other cities in this 
cluster have high increases in jobs. It seems that the low increase of jobs is a necessary 
but not sufficient condition for severe population decline. The scores on connectivity, 
housing quality and urbanity do not discriminate on the degree of population decline. 
 The regional effect is expressed in the fact that the highest degrees of 
population decline are found in the clusters containing primarily municipalities of 
Southern-Limburg and the lowest in the cluster containing only municipalities located 
in East-Groningen. This suggests that the region itself must have characteristics which 
influence local development. One of those regional characteristics influencing the 
degree of shrinkage is natural increase. In East-Groningen, the total fertility rate is 
considerably higher than in Southern-Limburg (East-Groningen 2.00 and Southern-
Limburg 1.52 in 2009) (CBS, 2011e). Furthermore, the death rates are higher in 
Southern-Limburg. The higher birth rates in East-Groningen compensate for 
outmigration and thus also total population decline to a certain extent. 
 The local effect is expressed in the fact that in Southern-Limburg all types of 
clusters are represented. In East-Groningen, on the other hand, the importance of a 
local effect is confined to the municipalities Winschoten and Pekela (cluster 3) as all 
other municipalities in this region belong to the same cluster. This intra-regional 
differentiation in Southern-Limburg, seems to be related to the attractiveness of a 
municipality, which is expressed in housing value. Those municipalities with high 
housing values have lower levels of population decline, higher increases in jobs and a 
smaller population. Additionally, they have a better infrastructural connectivity. Land 
use in those high value municipalities is characterized by above average agricultural 
use and forest and open nature, and limited built-up areas (CBS, 2011b). In the low 
housing value municipalities with high levels of population decline, on the other hand, 
there is an above-average use of land for transportation and built-up area and limited 
forest and nature. Most interestingly, low housing value municipalities that have the 
same positive characteristics as the high value municipalities with regard to land use, 
experience either high job loss or have a low infrastructural connectivity, or both. This 
implies that the attractive characteristics cannot compensate for the negative 
influence of job loss or low connectivity. These green environments, presence of jobs 
and infrastructural connectivity seem to be necessary, but not sufficient, conditions for 
low levels of population decline. Thus, a preliminary conclusion is that within the 
regions, accessibility and living quality of the municipality and proximity of 
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employment condition the intra-regional differentiation of the degree of population 
decline.  
 

3.6 Conclusion 
In this paper, the temporal and spatial aspects of shrinkage have been addressed. The 
goal was to discover shrinkage trajectories of shrinking regions and the factors 
determining the intra-regional differentiation of shrinking cities within a shrinking 
region.  
 The time series analysis demonstrates two outcomes. First, the individual 
processes (e.g. job development, migration, labour population development) are 
interrelated and display loops and feedback mechanisms. Secondly, the analysis shows 
inter-regional differences, as each region has its own trajectory (i.e. a distinct set of 
loops and interrelations). This distinction in regional shrinkage trajectories can be 
discovered but cannot be explained in this type of analysis. Therefore, we need to 
know specific regional characteristics, such as the position of the region in the country, 
the nature of the employment and population structure, fertility, political 
constellations, the influence of the border, and the characteristics and motives of the 
migrants. Furthermore, the shrinkage trajectory can be affected by an intervening 
event.  
 The cluster analysis reveals five types of shrinking municipalities that are 
based on both regional and local characteristics. A uniform effect is that there is a 
relation between job development and population decline. The regional effect is 
expressed in the fact that almost all municipalities of East-Groningen form one cluster. 
The local specificities influencing intra-regional differentiation in population decline 
are the attractiveness of the municipality and its relation, in terms of connectivity, to 
other municipalities. Those attractive – and limitedly declining – municipalities are 
those which are rather small in total population numbers, are located in a green, quiet 
environment and have either employment within or nearby the municipality. They are 
also well connected to the main infrastructure. If municipalities do not offer those 
necessary conditions of employment or facilities themselves, they can still have a 
relatively positive development, as long as they are closely connected to municipalities 
that do offer them. Thus, both the site and situation characteristics have proved to be 
important in explaining the intra-regional differentiation of population decline. We 
cannot look at the development of one municipality in isolation, but have also to 
consider the surrounding municipalities and their characteristics in the urban system in 
order to explain the levels of population decline.  
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ABSTRACT – Although we increasingly understand why population decline occurs in a 
number of regions, little is known about the causes of differentiated levels of decline 
between municipalities in the same region. We address the causes of intra-regional 
differentiation in decline in the Dutch region Southern-Limburg. The quantitative and 
qualitative analyses reveal that in the period 1900-1945, the differentiation in 
population development was the result of the economic boom and bust periods of the 
mining areas. After 1945 (except for 1985-1989) however, the economic argument lost 
much of its relevance in explaining the differentiation: intra-regional differentiation 
results in particular from intra-regional and international migration and these flows are 
steered predominantly by life course motives, the uneven spatial distribution of housing 
opportunities and access to these opportunities within the region.  
 
 
 

4.1 Introduction 
In the early 21st century, urban and regional decline, or shrinkage, claimed a 
prominent place on the research agenda of geographers, planners and economists. 
While the proper terminology, definition and type of analysis are still debated (e.g. 
decline or shrinkage, and/or only population decline or a more complex 
multidimensional process), some consensus has been reached about the causes of 
decline. Especially structural economic factors related to globalization and economic 
restructuring are stressed in the explanation of why some cities and regions shrink and 
others grow. Other often mentioned factors are socio-demographic, socio-spatial and 
political factors, but these are most often given a secondary role. In the introduction 
chapter   of   the   recently   published   edited   volume   ‘Shrinking   Cities’   for   instance   it   is  
stated:  “The causes of this urban decline are complex, but in many ways they can be 
understood as socio-spatial  manifestations  of   the   forces  of   globalization   (…).   In  most  



 
 

64 
 

cases  (…)  urban  shrinkage  is  considered  to  be  the  effect  of  economic  decline.”  (Pallagst  
et al., 2014, 3) This may indeed be true for many shrinking cities and regions, but 
underplays the role of several other factors and it fails to explain intra-regional 
differentiation in decline. Why do we see significantly different local outcomes within a 
region that is subject to largely the same macro-economic factors throughout its 
territory? Even within our case study Southern Limburg, a small Dutch region of about 
660 km2, the pace, extent and pattern of population decline has differed considerably 
between municipalities over the past decades. Specific local factors must play a role 
here too, which will be highlighted in this chapter. 
 
The region of Southern-Limburg as a whole and its sub-region Parkstad Limburgh have 
already been the focus of attention of several recently published articles and books 
(see Latten and Musterd, 2009; Haartsen and Venhorst, 2010; Verwest, 2011; 
Elzerman and Bontje, 2013). However, in these publications, Southern Limburg and 
Parkstad Limburg are mainly analysed as a whole and less attention was given to 
differentiation of population development between cities and villages within the 
region. Also, these publications focus mostly on the policy implications of population 
decline. This chapter, instead, stresses the spatial differentiation in pace, extent and 
pattern of decline between municipalities within the region of Southern-Limburg and 
how this differentiation may be understood. The central research question of the 
analysis is: how can intra-regional differentiation in the level of urban population 
development in the declining region Southern-Limburg be explained? On the basis of 
statistical analyses and expert interviews, first the development of the region as a 
whole and second possible factors explaining local differentiation in population 
development within the region will be discussed.  
 
 

4.2 Theoretical framework 
We acknowledge that urban and regional shrinkage or decline is a multidimensional 
phenomenon (Pallagst et al., 2014) which may partly be understood as a socio-spatial 
manifestation of globalization (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012), in which population 
decline and economic decline are often mutually influencing each other. Globalization 
in itself already has highly varied impacts on different parts of the globe, as expressed 
in   widely   accepted   terms   like   ‘glocalization’   (Swyngedouw,   1992)   or   ‘variegated  

                                                                 
h Parkstad region was until 2014 a WGR+ cooperation (law on municipal cooperation) in the former eastern 
mining area, consisting of 8 municipalities with explicitly defined competences, such as housing, economic 
development, infrastructure and spatial development.  
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capitalism’   (Peck  and  Theodore,  2007).  The  term  ‘glocalization’   implies   that   local  and  
regional   institutions,   economies   and   societies   are   not   ‘powerless   victims’   of  
globalization, but will influence the eventual local or regional outcome of the 
globalization  process.   The   ‘variegated   capitalism’   approach  argues   for   taking   ‘locality  
effects’,  ‘glocal’  hybrids  and  multi-scalarity into account in the analysis of globalization. 
However, this differentiated impact of globalization rather affects the regional level 
than the local level; it materializes amongst others in differences between growing and 
shrinking regions. Moreover, also between shrinking cities and regions, there is an 
“astonishing  plurality  of  shrinking  cities’  pathways” (Grossmann et al., 2013, 222). To 
add to this plurality, in most shrinking regions the dynamics of the shrinkage process 
are definitely not equal across the region. Hoekveld (2012) mentions intra-regional 
differences in settlement type, population composition, the presence or absence of 
amenities, local image and local politics that may explain such intra-regional 
differences. In this chapter, two factors are stressed:  
 

1. Long-term, structural demographic and socio-economic changes affecting 
recent regional and intra-regional dynamics. Most researchers of shrinkage so 
far are looking at short- and medium-term trends; however, decline in recent 
years or decades may partly be explained by structural changes that took 
place many decades or even centuries ago. Beauregard (2009) on shrinkage in 
the US and Turok and Mykhnenko (2007) on Europe are among the few who 
have been studying long-term trajectories of shrinkage. Such historical 
developments should be taken into account when analysing patterns of and 
factors behind  population  decline  in  recent  decades.  An  example  is  the  ‘echo  
effect’   in   fertility   and  birth   rates:  high   (or   low)   fertility   at   a   certain  moment  
often affects population dynamics one generation later (Plane and Rogerson, 
1991; Goldstein et al., 2004). This in turn affects the population composition 
in terms of age and the share of working-age population, amongst others. 
Another  kind  of   ‘echo  effect’   is   that  economic  and/or  political   shocks  often,  
with some delay, impact on fertility. A clear example of this is the sharp 
population decline in most Central and East European countries after the fall 
of socialist regimes and the subsequent deep economic crisis; two decades 
later the demographic impact is still profound because of selective out-
migration of young people and postponing or renouncing having children in 
times of economic uncertainty (Mykhnenko and Turok, 2008; Witte and 
Wagner, 1995). 

2. The role of non-economic factors in residential mobility. The common 
assumption in most shrinkage research is that decline caused by migration is 
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rooted in economic restructuring. Following the analytical framework of 
Mulder (Mulder, 1993; Mulder, 1996), we see migration decisions as the 
result of interplay of individual preferences, individual resources and 
constraints, macro constraints and macro opportunities. In urban and regional 
shrinkage literature, (particularly economic) macro constraints and 
opportunities have been stressed most, while individual preferences, 
resources and constraints have largely been relatively neglected. However, 
there may be all kinds of personal reasons to move or to stay interfering with 
these macro constraints and opportunities, such as individual constraints 
(family circumstances like having school-going children or financial constraints 
making someone stay put) and individual preferences (preferring suburban 
living for instance).  

  
How does this framework contribute to understanding intra-regional differentiation in 
population decline? The intra-regional differences in the historic development 
trajectory may particularly stem from differences in migration, whereas natural 
changes (such as changes in fertility or ageing) often stretch beyond the local level. At 
local level, it may in particular be individual preferences, resources and constraints 
that affect population development, as these differ from place to place within a region 
(see e.g. Haartsen and Venhorst, 2010; Van Steen and Pellenbarg, 2010). A trade-off 
can occur, for example, between the preferred living environment and/or housing type 
and the work location. People may – to some extent – take rising commuting costs and 
time for granted, as long as a good job remains accessible within reasonable travel 
time and they can stay in their current dwelling (Weisbrod et al., 1980; Dieleman, 
2001; Chen et al., 2008). Next to looking at reasons why people move away from a 
shrinking place, we should be equally interested in reasons why people stay. As Richter 
(2013) argues, some shrinking cities shrink slower than others because these cities may 
be more successful in retaining their inhabitants because these identify with and feel 
attached to their city. The importance of location-specific social capital should thus not 
be underestimated (DaVanzo, 1981).  
 Although research about residential preferences tends to be dominated by 
case studies in growing cities and regions, the decisive factors for residential choice in 
shrinking cities and regions may be only partly different. The main differences are 
probably related to differentiated household compositions and preferences (less 
young urbanites in shrinking cities, for example), and differentiated opportunities 
(shrinking areas having higher vacancy rates) (see e.g. Lauf et al., 2012, for a 
comparison of growth and shrinkage scenarios). Figure 4.1 captures the theoretical 
discussion in a simple conceptual model. The main research question in this chapter is: 
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how can intra-regional differentiation in the level of urban population development in 
the declining region Southern-Limburg be explained? This question is subdivided into:  

� Which factors influence the differentiation in birth- and death rates and 
migration rates?  

� Which motives, preferences and constraints affect migration decisions of 
inhabitants of Southern-Limburg? 

 
Figure 4.1. Conceptual model 

 
Source: Made by authors 
 
 

4.3 Methodology 
In our analysis, municipal population decline is measured as the percentage of the 
population lost since the moment population decline sets in in that municipality. 
Temporary population growth is ignored when the population size did not exceed the 
population size of the moment population decline started. Natural increase and 
migration are measured as net rates per five year average and pro mille. 
 Different methods are used to answer the research questions. For the first 
sub-question regarding the differentiation in natural development and migration, the 
analysis starts with comparing and describing the historic trajectories and the impact 
of pro mille natural changes and migration on total population development in the 
three economic-geographic sub-regions (the lowest administrative level data is 
available for in this early period, starting 1875). Subsequently, by means of a 
regression analysis the contribution of natural increase and net migration 
(independent variables) to the variance in total population development (dependent 
variable) is discerned, per five-year period from 1942 onwards. Since migration has a 
larger contribution to the variance in population decline than natural developments, 
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the analysis pursued into the direction of migration. Subsequently, it is investigated by 
means of a regression analysis which type of migration contributes to the net 
migration rate the most: intra-regional, inter-regional or international. This is done for 
the period 2000-2012 (the only years these data are available for). 
 After having established what type of migration is affecting the net migration 
rate the most, the preferences, motives and constraints affecting this type of migration 
are analysed (the second sub-question). Here, we turn to an individual level of analysis. 
For this purpose, the large-scale WoOn surveys of 2006 and 2012 are used. The 2012 
data set consists of approximately 70,000 Dutch respondents, of which 1937 in 
Southern-Limburg and the 2006 data set consists of 64,000 respondents, of which 
1349 in Southern-Limburg. These respondents were questioned about their residential 
mobility, living preferences, satisfaction with their living environment, resources 
etcetera. The scores are weighed for person (in order to overcome under- and 
oversampling of particular types of respondents) with a weight variable provided by 
the WoOn-Survey. It is investigated whether there are significant differences in terms 
of preferences, perceived opportunities and residential mobility between respondents 
in Southern-Limburg and the rest of the Netherlands (the regional effect) and between 
Southern-Limburg and growing and shrinking regions (the shrinkage effect). It would 
have been a major contribution to this study if the preferences, resources and 
constraints of the respondents of the various municipalities within Southern-Limburg 
could have been studied (thus indicating intra-regional differentiation in preferences, 
resources and constraints, or the local effect). Unfortunately, there were not enough 
respondents who recently moved or desire to move in each of the municipalities to 
make valid statements. 
 The findings of the quantitative analysis are scrutinized by an additional 
qualitative analysis. A total of 21 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted 
in summer 2013 with regional and local administrative and societal key persons. Here, 
all research questions were addressed: the mechanisms steering the differentiation in 
population decline, births, deaths and migration. The interviewees were heads of 
departments of spatial planning and housing of local administrations, the province of 
Limburg, the Parkstad cooperation, a regional housing cooperation, a regional housing 
market expert and two regional historians.  
 
Case selection  
The choice for Southern-Limburg (figure 4.2), is motivated by the fact that of all 
declining Dutch regions, here the variance in level of decline was the largest (between 
-18.5% and -0.9%, see figure 4.5). The spatial demarcation of the region is based on the 
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division of functional urban areasi and comprises the South Limburg polycentric 
metropolitan area, which also corresponds with the Dutch COROP region of Southern 
Limburgj. For the main research question and the first sub question, the unit of analysis 
is the municipality. For the second sub question, the unit of analysis is the individual. 
We have conducted interviews in the underlined municipalities in figure 4.2 (two 
municipalities were not willing to cooperate). 
 
Figure 4.2. Case study region Southern-Limburg and investigated municipalities 

 
Source: Made by authors, based on CBS/Kadaster 2012.  
 
 

4.4 Geo-spatial context 
The region has been agricultural until the end of the 19th century, the moment the 
mining industry started to expand rapidly. In Kerkrade, mining activity took place for 
centuries already, but large scale exploitation only started around 1900. Between 
1889-1927 twelve mine pits were opened (figure 4.3).  

                                                                 
i The demarcation of the FUA is based on ESPON (2007) Espon project 1.4.3 Study on Urban Functions. Final 
Report 
j COROP means COördinatiecommissie Regionaal OnderzoeksProgramma, formulated in 1971. Each COROP-
region has a central core and a hinterland. 
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Figure 4.3. Economic-geographical areas and mine pits 

  
Source: made by authors, based on CBS, 2004 
 
The mining industry dominated the entire sociocultural and economic structure of the 
eastern mining region. There were also strong ties between the mining companies and 
the Catholic Church and Catholic club activities (Rutten and Langeweg, 2012). In the 
northern part of the region there was a chemical industry associated with the state 
mine (later the major chemical industry DSM). The Heuvelland area (the hilly part of 
the region) remained predominantly agricultural, whereas the city of Maastricht was 
known for its ceramic industries. 
 From 1958 onwards, Western European coal mining regions were confronted 
with the arrival of cheaper coal and oil from Third World countries. The decline of the 
coal market was aggravated by the discovery of a large gas field in the North of the 
Netherlands and the competition with subsidized coal from other European countries 
(subsidization of Dutch coal mining was negligible in comparison to other western-
European countries) (Second Chamber Parliamentary Proceedings, 1969). 
 In 1965, the government decided to terminate coal mining in the Netherlands 
and to close the mines in the same pace as new employment could be created. In this 
period of economic growth with already a shortage of labourers in the region (due to 
among other things substantial cross-border commuting towards Germany) (Bouwens, 
2008), no-one doubted this aim could be achieved (van der Linden and Ruijters, 1990). 
Since the closures were realized even faster than originally planned (Peet, 2012), the 
effects of the closure of the mines were underestimated. The main goal of the 
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economic restructuring plan of 1965k was to create new industrial employment, 
preferably a couple of large industrial businesses, and white-collar employment 
through the relocation of governmental institutions (Den Uyl, 1965). Yet the spatial 
distribution of new employment was rather uneven. Whereas the western mining area 
(with its already existing chemical industry) received a large automobile factory (DAF), 
new employment in the eastern mining area was less coherent. The relocation of 
governmental institutions to this area did not match quantitatively and qualitatively 
with the large numbers of former miners. Maastricht – although not located in the 
mining area – received a university, which acted as a catalyst to set off a period of 
growth as it attracted both students and scholars to the city.  
 Less cyclically-sensitive economic branches were hardly developed in the 
region, therefore the region suffered more than other regions from the oil crisis of 
1973, which once again reduced the volume of employment (Derix, 1990). In 1978, 
another regional restructuring planl was formulated, with the goal of reducing 
unemployment levels and bring them to the national average. By 1990, in the western 
mining area and Maastricht and Heuvelland this goal was reached, in the Eastern 
mining area unemployment levels still exceeded the national average. Although the 
region recovered economically and has now a more diverse economic structure, this 
period of economic restructuring has had severe repercussions on the population 
development.  
 
The economic development trajectory of the region had a clear impact on the spatial 
structure, with the urbanization and infrastructure pattern closely knit to the location 
of the mines. In the mining zone, the residential areas, or mine colonies, were often 
constructed by the mining companies or by housing corporations. This led to a strong 
socio-spatial dependency between the labour population and the mine (Langeweg, 
2012). In contrast to the high density mining areas, the Heuvelland sub-region 
remained largely low-density and agricultural.  
 
 

4.5 Sub-regional population development 
In the first half of the 20th century the regional population boomed, yet this 
development was geographically and chronologically uneven. Figure 4.4 depicts the 
population development of the three economic-geographical regions within Southern 
Limburg between 1875-2012.  

                                                                 
k Nota inzake de mijnindustrie en de industriële herstructurering van Zuid-Limburg 
l Perspectievennota Zuid-Limburg 
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Until the second world war  
Generally, the two mining regions complete the same phases in total population 
development, migration and natural changes until the closure of the mines, yet with a 
substantial time lag and difference in intensity: large scale exploitation of the coal 
seams started around 30 years earlier in the eastern mining than in the western mining 
area (resp. around 1900 and 1926). In the eastern mining area, the population 
quadrupled between 1875-1930, primarily because of migration. The growth of 
Brunssum’s  population  between  1900-1930 was a staggering 1250% (Philips, 1955). In 
the first three decades of the 20th century the net migration rate rose, and, as these 
migrants were young and in the family-building phase, the birth rate rose as well.  
 The decreasing net migration rate in the western mining area was caused by 
two exogenous opportunities: firstly the improvement and extension of transport for 
the miners, which enabled them to live further away from the mine and secondly the 
crisis of the 1930s which spurred out-migration (Langeweg, 2012).  
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Figure 4.4. Demographic development per economic-geographical region, 1875-2012, differing 
intervals 

 
Source: Made by authors, based on Philips, 1955 and 1956; CBS, 2013a,b 
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Post-war period and economic restructuring  
In the period between 1945 and the closure of the mines, all sub-regions experienced 
the same development trajectory with a baby boom followed by decreasing natural 
surpluses, and fluctuating net migration rates. This baby boom echoed in the period 
1985-1990 with a small birth rate increase. The fertility rate decrease from the 1960s 
onwards was in Southern-Limburg much higher than in the rest of the Netherlands. 
This pattern is seen in other catholic countries and regions as well (Preston, 1986; CBS, 
2003).  
 During the post-war period, in the mining areas the population was relatively 
young because of migration surpluses and the effect of the gigantic birth rates of the 
pre-war period. Conversely, Maastricht and Heuvelland had a relatively high number of 
deaths and low number of in-migrants. Little later this pattern reversed with high 
death rates and out-migration in the mining areas. The large wave of deceases in the 
mining areas resulted from the population boom between 1900-1930, the children 
being born in this period aged and formed a large elderly cohort of the age group 60-
80 years in the 1980-2000s. In Maastricht and Heuvelland this age structure was much 
more even. A second factor has been the differentiated migration effects of the 
closure of the mines and the economic restructuring: eastern mining area 
municipalities had the highest number of out-migrants and these could by no means 
be compensated by immigration. Furthermore, the western mining area profited from 
the expansion of the chemical industry and the car factory, whereas the economic 
restructuring of the eastern mining area was rather problematic. Mining has 
economically and socio-culturally been much firmer rooted in the eastern mining area 
than   in   the   western   mining   area.   At   the   same   time,   the   formerly   ‘dormant’  
municipality of Maastricht started to blossom as a consequence of the arrival of the 
university.  
 The variance in population development at sub-regional level is thus the result 
of the economic development with its boom period and the effects thereof on the age 
composition. Yet, as figure 4.4 shows, after 1950 the differences between the three 
regions are levelling out. We will now turn to the local level and see why this is the 
case. 
 
 

4.6 Same sub-region, different outcome: local differentiation 
As figure 4.5 shows, there are differences in degree of decline and type of 
development trajectory within the region, yet these do not necessarily correspond to 
the three economic-geographic regions. A correlation analysis between total 
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population development per five-year period and a dummy variable indicating 
whether the municipality was a mining municipality (1) or not (0) shows only 
significant relations in the period 1900-1930, 1950-1955 (positive) and 1985-1990 
(negative). During the phase of mine closure (1965-1975), high out-migration was still 
compensated by natural surpluses. In the period 1985-1990 this compensation 
mechanism flawed, as now the surpluses turned into deficits due to the echo-effect of 
the skewed population composition (mentioned earlier). For the rest of the periods 
however, this differentiation in population development at local level must be 
attributable to other factors. 
 
Figure 4.5. Municipal population decline in % and type of development trajectory 

 
Source: made by authors, based on CBS, 2013a. 
 
A closer look on the standardized beta coefficients between municipal 5-yearly 
population development and 5-yearly net migration rate and rate of natural increase 
reveals that for explaining population development migration is relatively more 
important than natural developments (table 4.1, all coefficients with p-values <0.05).  
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Table 4.3. Beta coefficients population development and rate of natural increase and net 
migration rate per period 

Population development Rate natural increase Net migration rate 
1945 – 1949 0.433 0.825 
1950 – 1954 0.222  0.879  
1955 – 1959 0.261  0.895  
1960 – 1964 0.280  0.879  
1965 – 1969 0.281 0.785  
1970 – 1974 0.147 0.850  
1975 – 1979 0.333 0.821  
1985 – 1989 0.705 0.827 
1990 – 1994 0.629 0.854 
1995 – 1999 0.518 0.967  
2000 – 2004 0.591 0.771  
2005 – 2009 0.816 0.929  
2010 – 2011 0.459 0.998  

Source: CBS, 2013b 
 
It is investigated which type of migration (intra-regional, inter-regional or 
international) contributes most to net migration. Unfortunately, data are only available 
since 2000. Table 4.2 shows that intra-regional and international migration are the 
most important types. The municipalities with the highest pro mille international 
migration rates are those near the German border: Kerkrade, Vaals and Onderbanken, 
and Maastricht with its international students and Schinnen with its American military 
base (closed in 2011). These figures challenge the argument often made that decline is 
predominantly caused by domestic regional out-migration.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

77 
 

Table 4.4. Standardized Beta coefficients (highest coefficients in bold) 

Total migration 
rate 

Intra-regional 
migration 

Inter-regional 
migration 

International 
migration 

2000 0.540 0.501 1.047 
2001 1.410 0.539 1.364 
2002 0.815 0.319 0.622 
2003 0.606 0.384 0.436 
2004 0.810 0.219 0.601 
2005 0.725 0.515 0.677 
2006 0.685 0.447 0.555 
2007 0.896 0.234 0.503 
2008 0.733 0.500 0.564 
2009 0.853 0.439 0.816 
2010 0.705 0.407 0.839 
2011 0.601 0.600 0.810 
2012 0.534 0.250 0.741 

Source: CBS, 2013c 
 
As intra-regional migration has proven to be key for explaining differentiation in 
population development in the last decade, we will investigate this type of migration 
further and address our second sub-question: what are the motives, preferences and 
constraints affecting migration decisions of inhabitants of Southern-Limburg?  
  
Motives and preferences of intra-regional movers 
The scores of the WoOn survey indicates that of those respondents who recently 
moved within Southern-Limburg (n=111), 76% mentions life course arguments for their 
move (marriage/cohabitation, divorce/separation or leaving the parental home), which 
percentage is similar to that of growing Dutch regions. For those who indicated non-
life course arguments, the employment motive was only for 3.2% of the respondents 
the primary migration motive and the education motive only for 3.4%. Decisive factors 
were  ‘other  reasons’  (40%)  and  last  dwelling  (27%).  The  problem  with  the  last  dwelling  
was that it was too small (40%) or not the right type (21%). Particularly the latter 
argument is found more often in Southern-Limburg than in growing regions or other 
declining regions in the Netherlands. Also health issues were significantly more often 
mentioned in Southern-Limburg than in growing regions. However, this seems to be a 
‘shrinking   regions-issue’,   as   also   in   the   other   Dutch   shrinking   regions   health   is  
mentioned more often. 
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The desire to move within the coming two years is spurred predominantly by life 
course arguments as well (76%). Health issues, employment, educational and housing 
environment motives were significantly more often mentioned as reason for a future 
move by Southern-Limburg respondents than other Dutch respondents. A binary 
logistic  regression  was  executed  on  the  binary  dependent  variable  ‘desire  to  move’  (0  =  
desire, 1 = no desire) and a wide range of satisfaction variables (satisfaction with the 
dwelling, the neighbourhood, the population composition of the neighbourhood, 
nuisance, green space, traffic situation schools and shops, 0 = not satisfied, 1 = 
satisfied) and attachment variables (attachment to neighbourhood, municipality and 
region, 0 = not attached, 1 = attached). The best predictors for desire to move are 
satisfaction with the dwelling (odds ratio 4.226), level of attachment in the 
neighbourhood (3.317), level of solidarity in the neighbourhood (1.756) and 
satisfaction  with   neighbourhood’s   population   composition   (1.625).   Compared   to   the  
rest of the Netherlands, Southern-Limburg respondents attach relatively high value to 
neighbourhood characteristics (another regional effect). Strong social cohesion and 
rootedness  are  a  form  of  ‘location-specific  capital’  that  can  tie  people  to  the  area  and  
form an endogenous constraint. A department head of the municipality in the eastern 
mining area explains:  
 

“People  don’t  say:  ‘I  live  in  Kerkrade’,  no,  they  say  ‘I  live  in  the  neighbourhood  
Bleijerheide,  Eygelshoven  or  Spekholzerheide.”   

 
This is a corollary of the parochial spatial structure of the region. The interviewee of a 
municipality in the Maastricht and Heuvelland area expressed that this strong social 
cohesion can be a barrier for newcomers though:  
 

“People  from  outside  can  integrate   in  the   local  culture  and  social   life,  but  not  
for  100%.  It  is  like  a  family,  you  will  never  be  considered  a  full  member.” 

 
 Local politicians often argue that people are pushed out because of a lack of 
local shops and services, yet the survey shows that dissatisfaction with the local level 
of services is relatively unimportant for the desire to move (odds ratio 1.325). Perhaps, 
as pointed out by the interviewee of the Parkstad cooperation: 
 

 “It   doesn’t   matter   where   the   facility   is   located,   as   long   as   the   facility   is  
accessible somehow. Are there parking lots, are there bicycle tracks, is there a 
bus?” 
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Constraints 
So we know why they moved and want to move, but were they able to go where they 
preferred? The majority, that is 66.5%, of the recent movers to or within Southern-
Limburg (n=228) found a dwelling in the preferred town (table 4.3), yet these 
percentages are smaller than those in growing regions (where 74% found a dwellings 
in the preferred town) and also in other declining regions (71.3%). There is thus clearly 
a regional effect in the possibility of finding the preferred dwelling in the preferred 
town. A chi square test shows that the realization of their preference does differ for 
different types of groups: the age group below 25 years preferred significantly more 
often a dwelling in another municipality (thus having experienced constraints finding a 
dwelling in the preferred municipality) than the other age groups. The age group of 46-
64 years has significantly more often no preference for a specific municipality than the 
other groups. Educational level or ethnic background of the respondent does not play 
a discriminating role. There is particularly among the renters a substantial group of 
people that did not make a conscious choice but took the first dwelling available, 
indicating that opportunities overruled preferences (table 4.5).  
 
Table 4.5. Realized preferences of recent movers in Southern-Limburg, 2012 

 
Total Home-owners Renters 

Preferred:    
 Current town 66.5% 59.2% 70.0% 
 Another town 9.9% 7.4% 11.2% 
 No preference 23.6% 33.4% 18.8% 
 100% 100% 100% 
Chose consciously for:    

The dwelling  39.4% 58.5% 30.0% 
The neighbourhood  13.6% 7.2% 16.7% 
The dwelling and the neighbourhood 19.4% 17.7% 20.2% 
No conscious choice: first available 
dwelling  

27.6% 16.5% 33.1% 

 100% 100% 100% 

Source: BZK, 2012 
 
A highly remarkable regional effect is found in the question why people did not move 
to the preferred town. 54.7% of the respondents in Southern-Limburg said they just 
could not find a dwelling there (as opposed to 19.5% of the respondents in growing 
regions and 20% in other declining regions). Another reason has been the lack of 
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elderly apartments, which was an important reason for respondents in both Southern-
Limburg and other declining regions (a composition effect of a shrinking region).  
 The respondents are willing to compromise on other preferences in order to 
attain the dwelling they prefer: those who desire to move within two years will, when 
they cannot find the desired dwelling in the desired neighbourhood, rather search in 
another neighbourhood (50%), stay put (22%) or search in another town (19%) than 
give in on their dwelling preferences (7%) (just as the respondents in growing regions 
and other declining regions). 
 
The spatial distribution of opportunities 
The interviews made clear that there are a couple of (partly specific regional and local, 
and partly national) factors influencing the spatial distribution of the opportunities and 
people’s  access  to  these  opportunities.   
 The spatial distribution of housing opportunities is to a large extent the 
outcome of local housing policy. Until recently local political actors still thought that 
building new dwellings would solve the problem of population decline. Indeed, at local 
level this may solve population decline, yet, those newly created opportunities can 
spur intra-regional migration: growth in one area inevitably leads to decline in the 
other. Therefore, in 2013 the province issued a decree that would prevent further 
regional housing stock expansion. This decree dictates the demolition of an old 
dwelling for every newly constructed dwelling. Alternatively, if a builder does not 
demolish himself, he can contribute to a specific demolition fund, paying a kind of 
‘waste  disposal   fee’   (which   is   in  2013   in   Sittard-Geleen for instance 40,000 euro per 
dwelling for small building projects). This way, the total housing stock remains stable. 
This decree has a differentiating effect in the region: first, in Parkstad – with a higher 
need for housing market restructuring due to higher vacancy rates – the formula is 2:1, 
with two demolished dwellings for one new dwelling. Second, especially rural 
municipalities with high homeownership rates – being beyond the sphere of influence 
of the municipality – experience a discontinuation of rural housing development and 
argue that the urban municipalities with more housing cooperation dwellings have a 
comparative advantage: they can more easily relocate their renters and demolish and 
subsequently construct new dwellings, possibly attracting new inhabitants.  
 
A second spatially differentiating effect on housing opportunities comes from the 
housing stock restructuring policy in specific parts of the region, which originally 
started in Parkstad but is now being applied throughout the region. The primary goals 
of the restructuring policy are maintaining quality of life and reducing vacancies (both 
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in social rental and in private sector dwellings), reducing the amount of parcels with 
building permits and stimulating the mobility up the housing ladder. Such policies 
affect both opportunities and current living satisfaction, which may have contradictory 
effects. On the one hand restructuring affects migration flows, as tenants of housing 
corporations are relocated to other dwellings, also in other municipalities. On the 
other hand such upgrading may increase the attractiveness of the current living area 
and reduce the desire to move. Indeed, the share of WoOn-respondents that think 
their neighbourhood has improved over the past two years is considerably higher in 
Parkstad than in the other municipalities. Also their desire to move is lower. Currently 
the housing associations take on the largest part of the demolition task. However, the 
interviewee of the housing association states that:  
 

“These  housing  association  dwellings  are  not  always  the  worst  dwellings  of  the  
housing stock. Often the privately owned vacant dwellings are worse. However, 
we cannot get to those dwellings, as the owner is not willing to sell the 
property.”   

 
This means that sometimes dwellings are demolished that are still in a reasonable 
condition. In fact, 30-40% of the redundant dwellings in Parkstad is privately owned 
(STEC groep, 2013).  
 Housing associations are also creating and destructing opportunities as they 
sell off property to their tenants in order to be able to pay for restructuring projects 
and other financial obligations. The housing corporation explains:  
 

“We   have   to   sell   our   dwellings   in   this   already   troublesome  market,   because  
otherwise  we  cannot  pay  the  land  lord  levy.”   

 
This  levy  (‘verhuurdersheffing’  in  Dutch)  is  imposed  by  the  national government and is 
one of the national spending cut measures. Because this levy imposed severe problems 
for housing corporations in declining regions, it was decided to lower the levy for such 
housing associations, under the condition that the deduction must be invested in 
restructuring their housing stock. By adding more dwellings to the already relaxed 
private housing market, the housing prices can decrease even more, making it even 
more difficult for the other owners in the region to sell their property. This reduces 
housing market mobility.  
 
Access to opportunities  
People’s  access  to  opportunities,  and  consequently  their  residential  mobility,  has  been  
affected in several ways. The first factor was a national subsidy program, the  
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‘premie-A’   subsidy, introduced in 1979, which was a resource enabling low income 
households to purchase a dwelling. Although all low income households in the region 
were eligible for this subsidy, still the impact of this subsidy was spatially 
differentiated: as this subsidy was also available to foreigners and particularly the 
border municipalities Kerkrade and Vaals attracted high numbers of Germans profiting 
from this subsidy: up to 40% of all applicants for this subsidy in Kerkrade in 1986 were 
German (Second Chamber Parliamentary Proceedings, 1989), which led to substantial 
population growth. Other Dutch border regions attracted Germans too, but the influx 
of Germans was particularly high in the eastern mining area because of the housing 
scarcity across the border in Aachen and Herzogenrath (SAM, 1993). Towards the end 
of the 20th century, the direction of migration switched, which was partly the result of 
German households moving back to Germany (causing in turn considerable population 
decline in Kerkrade and Vaals), and partly because of the tax measure of deductible 
mortgage interests for Dutch households living abroad (Chklakova and Nicolaas, 2009). 
 A second factor affecting the access to opportunities has been a EU decree. 
The European Commission decreed that of 2011, 90% of the social rental dwellings 
must   be   allocated   to   households   with   incomes   below   €34,600   (price   level   2014)   in  
order for housing associations to be able to get state funding. The interviewed housing 
association stated that because of this measure, in combination with the lack of 
affordable mid-range private rental and owner-occupied dwellings in the region, 
households in social rental housing with higher incomes stay put, which obstructs 
housing mobility. Indeed, for 18% of the WoOn-respondents, these changed 
requirements for social housing were a reason not to move. This factor thus actually 
counteracts those general mechanisms steering intra-regional mobility.  
 
Disrupting all mechanisms: the economic crisis  
According to the interviewees, also the current economic crisis and accompanying 
housing market crisis is disrupting all general and local mechanisms we have 
unravelled so far. The crisis is affecting both the opportunities, the access to these 
opportunities and the housing preferences.  
 Because of the economic crisis, effective since 2008, many people may have 
either lost or fear to lose their jobs, leading to lower incomes and job insecurity. Also, 
the burden of housing expenses has risen since the start of the crisis because of a 
decrease of disposable income (Blijie et al., 2013). Because of these possible changes 
in resources, the preferences change. A profound change is the increasing demand for 
rental, and especially young people put off the purchase of a dwelling. An investigation 
of the transition from rent into homeownership in 2006 (pre-crisis) and 2012 of the 
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WoOn-respondents shows that in 2006, the proportion of renters moving into 
homeownership did not significantly differ between Southern-Limburg and the rest of 
the Netherlands. However, in 2012, the proportion of renters moving into 
homeownership almost halved in Southern-Limburg (from 31.2% to 17.4%), whereas 
for the rest of the Netherlands the decrease was limited (from 33.5% to 26.9%). There 
is thus a regional component to the impact of the economic- and housing market crisis, 
possibly because of the combination of the general housing market crisis with the 
demographically-induced low housing demand in the region.  
 There is however no evidence that homeowners are fleeing into rent as well, 
which may partly stem from problems of homeowners to sell their property as a 
consequence of the housing market crisis. Their dwelling may not be worth as much 
anymore as they had hoped. According to a municipality in the eastern mining area:  
 

“Those   people   are   going   through   the   process   of   acceptance   now.   But   while  
they are going through this process, they are blocking the dwellings for young 
people.”   

 
So even when these young people do have the resources, the unavailability of 
dwellings may prevent them to realize their preferences. At the same time, those 
young people that bought a house in the recent past, are most likely not able to sell 
without a residual debt. As the interviewee from the Parkstad cooperation puts it:  
 

“They  are  really stuck  down  here.” 
 
In times of crisis, home-ownership can become a type of location-specific capital that 
hinders migration even more than in other times. This economic situation may lead to 
an increasing popularity of those municipalities with concentrations of (attractive) 
rental dwellings and those municipalities that are actively restructuring and upgrading 
their rental housing stock. According to the housing market expert, it is possible 
though that  
 

“As   soon  as   the  economy  starts   running  again,   these preferences will change 
again  as  well.”   

 
 

4.7 Conclusion 
This research made clear that for the explanation of the variance in municipal 
population decline the processes of deindustrialization and globalization alone are far 
from sufficient. Much more, the differences stem from intertwined economic-historical 
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mechanisms and the more recent interjection of housing market development and 
macro trends (figure 4.6). 
 
Figure 4.6. Conceptual model of regional and urban decline in Southern-Limburg 

 
Source: Made by authors 
 
The explanation of the variance in population development differs for different 
periods. In the period between 1875-1945, population development and economic 
development are strongly interrelated: the differentiation stems from the profound 
impact of the advent and presence of large scale mining activity in a particular part of 
the region, which created employment opportunities and led to immense population 
growth in the first half of the 20th century and consequently an aged population and 
high death rates decades later.  
 After the second world war, the relation became more complex. 
Differentiation in population development is – in particular – attributable to migration, 
yet the mining history lost its relevance in explaining this differentiated population 
development. It is true though, that the closure of the mines and the concomitant 
process of deindustrialization in 1965-1975 led to massive out-migration, yet in many 
former mining municipalities, this large-scale out-migration was still compensated for 
by large natural surpluses in this period, which were the result of the explosive 
population growth in earlier decades. Only in 1985-1990, the surpluses turned into 
deficits with the deceases of the large birth cohort of the pre-war boom period. 
Therefore, even though the mining history did determine the migration- and natural 
developments profoundly, because of this compensating mechanism between natural 
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development and migration, in the majority of the periods under investigation, this 
relationship is not materialized in the total population development.  
 Rather, in the post-war period local differentiation in population development 
is attributable to migration, more specifically intra-regional and international 
migration. This behaviour stems from both general mechanisms and local and regional 
specificities. The WoOn-survey reveals that in the last decade these intra-regional 
migration motives are – in line with the general migration motives found in growing 
regions as well – life course arguments. Local attachment may be reason not to move, 
which is a bit stronger in Southern-Limburg than in growing Dutch regions. There are 
some regional effects to the migration preferences: in Southern-Limburg the type of 
the dwelling, local attachment and neighbourhood characteristics are more important 
in migration decisions than in growing Dutch regions. 
 The ability to realize their preferences was slightly lower in Southern-Limburg 
than in the growing regions, as the desired dwelling was not always found in the 
preferred town. This brings us to the importance of the availability and the accessibility 
of housing opportunities for the intra-regional differentiation in migration (the local 
effect). The effects of local and regional housing market policy are spatially 
differentiated: current housing restructuring policies can lead to neighbourhood 
improvement, as its addresses run-down areas and vacancies, which may lower the 
desire to move. At the same time, such restructuring processes require the relocation 
of households, thus spurring migration. Municipalities with high percentages of social 
rental in their housing stock may be able to address these problems more easily than 
municipalities with high percentages of homeownership. Similarly, the provincial 
decree  of  ‘for  every  new  dwelling,  one  dwelling  must  be  demolished’  is  by  many  rural  
municipalities conceived as the total discontinuation of rural housing development, as 
these municipalities can hardly demolish in their largely privately owned housing stock.  
 Factors influencing the access to these housing opportunities have spatially 
differentiated effects too, such as the premie-A subsidy leading to population growth 
in the border municipalities Kerkrade and Vaals, and the recent EU decree which may 
in turn lower housing mobility as socially renting households may choose to stay put.  
 In recent times, these above-mentioned mechanisms are being overlapped 
and even counteracted by the current economic crisis, as the total package of 
migration determinants seems to be affected: because of a decrease in disposable 
income and purchasing power (changing resources), the demand for rental housing 
increases (changing preferences). Housing opportunities diminish due to the standstill 
in housing construction and the low level of sales of existing dwellings, which leads to 
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lower housing mobility. The total impact of these trends is not fully grasped yet and 
more research into this direction is needed. 
 
This research showed that the intra-regional differentiation in population decline is not 
simply   the   result   of   differentiated   ‘socio-spatial manifestations of globalization’.  
Rather, it is the outcome of a diverse set of drivers, affecting natural and migration 
rates. These drivers can both be local and regional or even national, and they can be 
contemporary  processes  or  echo’s  from  the  past,  reverberating   in  current  population 
developments. They may even not be that different from mechanisms we already 
know from growing regions. In order to grasp the underlying dynamics of this process 
of decline, we must therefore firstly increase our historical awareness and take a look 
back and see how waves of economic and demographic boom and bust of the past 100 
years contribute to current population decline. Secondly, we must acknowledge that 
not only people leaving the region, but especially people moving around within the 
region are causing much of the differentiation in decline (but not all of it). Thirdly, we 
must not necessarily look for unique causes which only apply to such declining 
contexts, as general principles we know already from growing contexts may be just as 
well causing the differentiation (like those migration motives). 
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ABSTRACT – We increasingly understand the causes of urban population decline: these 
can be, among others, processes of deindustrialization, decreasing fertility, political 
instability or climatic disasters. However, we are still insufficiently able to explain why 
differences still exist between cities within regions experiencing the same macro-
processes. This research addresses this intra-regional differentiation in population 
decline in the declining former mining region of Saarland (Germany).  
 Quantitative and qualitative analysis revealed that the differentiation in 
current decline stemmed from 1) differentiated population development trajectories of 
the past, with a massive population boom followed by an aged and declining 
population in the industrial municipalities, and 2) the spatial distribution of amenities 
over the region, and 3) the spatial distribution and accessibility of housing 
opportunities steering migration flows. These housing opportunities are not necessarily 
concentrated in those areas that are attractive. Rather, the distribution of these 
opportunities strictly follows the planning logic of the supralocal institutional 
framework, with a concentration of housing along the main infrastructures and in 
larger centres. The case study thus reveals that the mechanisms behind this 
intraregional differentiation are much more complex than often portrayed in the urban 
development- and decline debate. 
 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 
In several regions in Western Europe, Eastern Europe, the United States and Japan, the 

population is decreasing, getting older and fertility rates are dropping. In Western 

European countries, the fertility rate already dropped below the replacement level in 

the early 1970s. However, this was still compensated for by immigration (Grant et al., 

2004). The terms urban decline and urban shrinkage are – often interchangeably – 

used for these processes. Although commonly accepted definitions are still lacking, 

generally, urban decline is considered to be a transformation process comprising 

demographic and economic changes and often leading to other spatial and social 
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changes in the city (Bradbury et al., 1982; Pallagst et al., 2009). Economic change is 

often simultaneously seen as both an indicator of urban decline and a cause of 

population decline via out-migration. In order to circumvent this conceptual ambiguity, 

in this research the decision was taken to focus on the indicator population decline 

only, and to perceive economic decline as a (possible) cause rather than as an 

indicator. 

 Often mentioned causes of changing natural developments are decreasing 

fertility rates due to changing family structures and living preferences, and ageing, 

while migration is often triggered by structural economic changes such as 

deindustrialization, political changes and wars or changing residential preferences like 

suburbanization (Wiechmann and Pallagst, 2012; Beauregard, 2009). The relationship 

between economic and demographic changes is a key point in urban shrinkage and 

decline debates (Lang, 2008).  

 Although the general picture of underlying drivers is clear, difficulties arise 

when we explain why within a region in decline, the development of municipalities 

suffering from the same general processes still differs. These general processes are 

apparently not sufficient to explain those differences. It is exactly this question that 

will be addressed in this chapter: how can intra-regional differentiation in the level of 
urban population development in the declining region Saarland be explained? It is 

aimed to contribute to a more profound understanding of the theoretical concept of 

urban decline by extrapolating how the constituent parts of the concept (births, 

deaths, in-migration and out-migration) impact on each other and which factors, in 

their turn, fuel these constituent parts.  

 A conceptual model was drafted on the basis of the literature relevant to 

explaining intra-regional differences in natural developments and migration. The 

explanatory power of this model was assessed on the basis of a quantitative and 

qualitative examination of the municipal developments within a declining former 

mining- and steel region in Germany: Saarland.  

 

5.2 Theoretical framework 
In order to understand the intraregional differentiation in population development, we 

must subdivide population decline into its components (developments in the number 

of births, deaths, in-migrants and out-migrants), and investigate what causes the 

intraregional differentiation in these components in a declining region. Changes in 

fertility behaviour and ageing are said to be rooted in the second demographic 

transition (Lesthaeghe and van de Kaa, 1986; Billari, 2008). Decreasing fertility 

together with increasing life expectancy, lead to population ageing and eventually 
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population decline. Intraregional differences in births and deaths stem from 

differential population age compositions, which are the result of past and present 

migration patterns.  

 In the decline and shrinkage debate, the focus is on out-migration and it is 

linked to structural economic changes flowing from changes in the global division of 

labour, such as deindustrialization with concomitant job losses (Rink et al., 2010), or 

the political shift like the post-socialist transformation (Wiechmann and Pallagst, 2012; 

Steinführer and Haase, 2007). Again, such general economic and political processes 

may explain why within a larger geographic area (e.g. Eastern Europe, large industrial 

regions) population decline occurs, but they cannot explain the differences in 

population development within the region.  

 Intra-regional differences in migration can perhaps better be understood by 

treating urban population decline as another form of urban population change. One of 

the frequently used interpretations of growth and decline of urban areas is the idea of 

urban areas passing through a number of successive stages of growth and decline. The 

stages of urban development model of van den Berg et al. (1982) is an example of such 

models. Even though this model has been criticised for its mechanical and 

deterministic nature and lack of theoretical underpinnings (Rérat, 2012; Elliot, 1997; 

Capello   and  Faggian,   2002),   as   “forces driving net centralisation and decentralisation 
were more complex than the simple ones determining industrial decentralisation by 
itself, or cross-sectional patterns of residential segregation”  (Cheshire, 1995, 1046), it 

can still be useful as a first attempt to describe these processes of growth and decline.  

 This body of theory distinguishes different successive cycles of urban growth 

(urbanization, suburbanization, desurbanization and reurbanization), more specifically, 

the causes of the onset of a new stage in which a different part of the functional urban 

region starts growing often at the expense of the other parts, and the causes of the 

spatial differentiation of population development within this urban system in a 

particular stage (figure 5.1).  
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Figure 5.1. Stages of urban development of van der Berg et al., 1982 

 
Source: Based on van den Berg et al., 1982 
 

In these models, it is assumed that urban actors maximize their well-being by choosing 

those locations offering the most ‘welfare potentials’ (housing, employment and 

amenities). After Geyer (1996), I will call such welfare potentials productionist 

(employment-, education-, and income related) and environmentalist (living conditions 

related). Which of these motives dominate in migration decisions, codetermines which 

part of the urban system grows. What is perceived as a welfare potential can change 

due to fundamental economic, social, demographic and cultural developments – thus 

heralding a new stage (van den Berg et al., 1982). For instance, suburbanization is 

enabled through parallel wider societal opportunity-creating processes like decreasing 

transportation costs, rising incomes and increased car possession. The intra-regional 

differentiation in growth depends on where those opportunities appreciated in this 

particular stage are concentrated (in an urban, suburban or rural setting). 

 Besides the fluid nature of the appreciation of those opportunities, the spatial 

distribution of those opportunities is not fixed either, as employment can concentrate 

and deconcentrate under the influence of changing production methods or spatial 
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divisions of labour for instance, and housing opportunities can shift due to housing 

market planning. The institutional context with its taxation, legislative and planning 

arrangements affect these processes as well (Gyourko and Voith, 1997). Besides the 

higher-level governmental structure, agents can also influence opportunities. Land 

owners, banks and mortgage lenders and real estate agencies impact on the supply 

and access to these opportunities (Pahl, 1969). Local political agents might be just as 

important place-shaping agents (Tricket and Lee, 2010; Lewis, 1996) as they can 

improve the local amenities, but also permit expansion of the housing stock. However, 

the degree to which local actors are able to shape place, via all kind of policies, again 

depends on the institutional context with its planning instruments and arrangements 

and financial structures (Sellers, 2002). 

 The realization of such preferences, however, hinges on a wide array of 

resources, constraints and opportunities, both at individual and macro level (Mulder, 

1993). Resources relate to household income, but also human capital, (family) norms 

and   social   networks   (Haug,   2008).   The  government   can  affect  households’   resources  
via national subsidization arrangements for stimulating homeownership or deduction 

of   mortgage   interest.   Constraints   relate   to   the   ‘intervening   obstacles’   (Lee,   1966)  
blocking opportunities, like housing opportunities shortages, but also national 

boundaries, language differences or costs of the move.  

 These relocation decisions may not always be fully rational or focused on 

maximizing  utility  though:  “people are sometimes satisfied with less than optimal profit 
levels   and   […]   decisions   are   often   made   in   a   context of incomplete knowledge and 
uncertainty”  (Cadwallader,  1992,  11). Additionally, we should be careful with inferring 

the relationship between the presence of amenities and migration, as there is more to 

it than just the appreciation of a certain amenity in a certain place: for example, a 

person can migrate to an area because a certain amenity is nearby; it does not 

necessarily need to be present in the area of destination. We thus need to take 

‘comparative  place  utilities’  into  account  as  well  (Brown  and  Longbrake, 1970).  

 A declining region such as Saarland can be considered as being at the end of 

the desurbanization phase, in which none of the parts of the functional urban region 

are growing anymore. If we follow the line of reasoning of van den Berg et al. (1982), 

the fact that the FUR is declining is the result of large-scale out-migration because of 

negative externalities of previous rounds of urbanization, together with productionist 

and particularly environmentalist opportunities offered outside the FUR. In line with 

the model, population decline must then be highest in the core area and lowest in the 

surrounding (suburban) area. However, I expect that there is still more differentiation 

in population development within the FUR than the simple core-ring dichotomy 
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predicts, and that, based on the above, this intra-regional differences must be the 

result of the interplay between the spatial distribution of opportunities – be it 

employment or amenities – and the appreciation of and ability to seize these 

opportunities by migrants.  

Based on the above, a conceptual model of intra-regional differentiation in 

decline was formulated. Each arrow represents a hypothesis that was tested in the 

case study region (figure 5.2).  

 
Figure 5.2. Conceptual model 

 
Source: Based on Hoekveld, 2012, 17; Bradbury et al., 1982; Kazepov, 2005; Sellers, 2002; Lewis, 

1996 

 

The first assumption (marked arrow ① in the model) comprehends the influence of 

migration and natural changes on population development. In the stages of 

urbanization models, little room is reserved for natural increases and decreases 

steering differentiated population development, yet according to the urban decline 
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and particularly the urban shrinkage debate natural change is a powerful steering 

mechanism behind population decline. The effect of migration on total population 

development is twofold: directly, and indirectly via natural developments. If young 

people leave, they may have children elsewhere thereby lowering the birth rate in the 

area of departure (②).  

 Net migration in a locality depends on the availability of employment within a 

reasonable commuting time and the availability of local amenities. It remains to be 

seen which of these local amenities (in line with the general residential location 

theories: quality of the housing market, quality and supply of public services and 

shopping facilities and education) dominate in a declining region (③). Furthermore, 

the relative position in the settlement system, that is, the accessibility of other 

settlements with their supply of amenities, arguably matters as well (④).  

 The presence and quality of local amenities and the degree to which these 

preferences can be met through migration are subject to the local and supralocal 

institutional context, which comprises both agents and structures. Arrow ⑤ expresses 

the expectation that local politicians and other local agents and policies can influence 

the local amenities and the housing opportunities. These local agents in turn are only 

able to do so within the limits posed by the supralocal institutional context (⑥). As all 

municipalities are subjected to this framework, for explaining intra-regional 

differentiation in population decline the supralocal effect is expected to be 

subordinate to the direct effect of the local institutional context. Arrow ⑦ represents 

the expectation that wider societal forces unrelated to shrinkage can affect the 

appreciation of the local context and thus migration behaviour (as was the case with 

the widespread changing appreciation of the suburb) and arrow ⑧ indicates the effect 

of the wider societal force of deindustrialization on local employment opportunities.  

 

 

5.3 Methodology 
 
Method of analysis 
The analysis takes place at two levels, the regional and the local level, as the 

developments at the local level cannot be understood without reference to the 

regional   developments   and   vice   versa.   At   regional   level,   briefly   Saarland’s   economic  
and demographic development will be sketched. At municipal level, the primary 

question is how the differences in demographic development between the 

municipalities can be explained. Unfortunately, data concerning the demographic 

component variables births, deaths, in-migrants and out-migrants dating is only 
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available since 1975. Firstly, regression analyses reveal the relations between the 

demographic component variables population decline, net rate of natural increase and 

net migration rate. Then regression analyses between the demographic variables and a 

range  of  standardized  local  amenity  variables  cover  the  ‘preferences’  part  of  migration  
(see table 5.1). The choice for the amenity variables is based on common residential 

preferences literature, and covers these amenities as much as data availability permits. 

These are general factors like the accessibility of schools, housing price, accessibility to 

employment, characteristics of the housing stock (Frey, 1983; McFadden, 1978; Kim et 

al., 2005; Clark et al., 2002). 

 Since this research did not include the interrogation of the actual migrants 

themselves and their migration-decision-making processes, the outcomes provide 

insight into the revealed preferences only, rather than stated preferences or the 

negotiation thereof.  

 The qualitative analysis covers the question of which and how opportunities, 

constraints and resources impact on local population development. The analysis 

consists of 30 in depth semi-structured interviews with regional administrative, 

economic and societal key persons and stakeholders, and in these interviews 

underlying mechanisms steering local and regional population and economic 

development were discussed. Of those interviews held in 2012, 20 were with local 

heads of municipal departments of spatial planning and housing and the remaining 10 

interviews included five representatives of five regional property valuation 

committees, a representative of the Ministry of Environment of the federal state 

Saarland, representatives of the chamber of commerce and the largest housing 

cooperation, two scientists (regional geographers) and a real estate broker.  
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Table 5.1. Hypotheses, methods and data 

Hypothesis Type of analysis Data  
1 Quantitative: 

Regression  analysis 
� Total municipal population since the year population 

decline started, in % 
� 5-year average of natural increase and net 

migration, ‰,  since  1975 
2 Quantitative: 

Correlation analysis 
� 5-year average of number of births, deaths, in-

migrants and out-migrants  ‰,  since  1975 
3 / 4 / 6 / 7 

/ 8 / 9 
Qualitative: 
Interview analysis 

� 30 interview transcriptions 

5 Quantitative: Linear 
regression analysis 

� Total municipal population since the year population 
decline started, in % 

� Impact migration and natural changes on total 
population since start declinem, in % 

Amenity variables: 
� Total population size, 2011 
� Population density: number of inhabitants per km, 

2010 
� Industrial character: yes or no mining/steel 

municipality 
� Employment density: number of jobs per 1000 

inhabitants, 2011 
� Industrial jobs in total employment, %, 2009 
� Deindustrialization: change in percent point of 

industrial jobs in total employment, 2000-2009 
� Distance from centre municipality to highway exit: in 

km, 2012 
� Accessibility regional employment: % of all 

employment in Saarland reachable within a 20 and 
30  minutes’  car drive (2009) 

� Primary education: number of schools per 1000 
inhabitants, 2012 

� Distance to closest higher education facility: in km, 
2012 

� Distance to closest hospital: in km, 2012 
� Average municipal residential land value for owner-

occupied dwellingsn, per m2, 2011 
� Expansion of municipal housing units 1990-2011, 

in % 
� Average living space: per person, in m2, 2011 
� Detached housing in housing stock, in %, 2009 
� Real estate tax: Level of real estate tax, 2011 

Source: BBSR (2012); Bertelsmann Stiftung (2013); IHK, 2013, Statistisches Amt Saarland 

2011a,b; 2012a,b; 2013a; ZGGA, 2011. 

                                                                 
m Impact   is   calculated   as   follows;   impact   natural   decreases   is   (   ∑births   year decline started -2011 minus 
∑deaths  year decline started - 2011) / total population of year decline started. For migration idem. 
n In German: Bodenrichtwerte 
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Case selection 
The region of Saarland with its economic specialisation in mining and steel industries is 

a suitable case as it is affected by the wider societal force of deindustrialization. The 

spatial demarcation of the case study region is based on Functional Urban Area 

criteriao and comprises all administrative districts in the Land Saarland except Merzig-

Wadern. Merzig-Wadern is excluded because this part of the region is not part of the 

FUA  of  Saarbrücken  as  it   is  more  oriented  towards  Luxemburg  than  Saarland’s  capital  
city, Saarbrücken, and can hardly be associated with the mining and steel history of the 

region. All municipalities within this region were entered in the quantitative part of the 

analysis (n=45). Due to time limitations, 20 of the 45 municipalities were selected for 

the qualitative analysis (underlined in figure 5.3). This selection was based on three 

criteria taken from the literature:  

� Differentiation in population development 

� Differentiation in population size of the municipality 

� Differentiation in level of centrality  

Since the differentiation in population decline must be explained, a range of severely 

and moderately declining municipalities were required. The second criterion stemmed 

from the expected importance of level and amount of services, education or leisure 

facilities, which are largely expressed in population size (Reiner and Parr, 1980). The 

third criterion, level of centrality, expressed the position of the municipality in the 

urban system hierarchy (core, ring or hinterland), of which all categories needed to be 

represented. The municipalities have been plotted on their population development 

and population size scores in a scatter plot and subsequently in every quadrant of the 

plot municipalities with different levels of centrality were selected.  

 

                                                                 
o The demarcation of the Functional Urban Area is based on ESPON (2007) ESPON project 1.4.3 Study on 
Urban Functions. Final Report. 
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Figure 5.3. Case study region Saarland in Germany, with case study municipalities 

 
Source: Made by author 

 

5.4 Saarland 
Geo-historical context 
Saarland is located at the western border of Germany with France and Luxemburg. Its 

border has been heavily contested; in the 20th century alone Saarland has changed 

between French and German control (and the League of Nations) four times  (Clemens, 

2012). Only since 1957 has Saarland (again) been part of Germany. This unstable geo-

political situation has had economic repercussions. After the First and Second World 

War, Saarland not only had to recover from heavy war damage, it also had to reorient 

from a German to a French internal market and political administrations 

(Dörrenbächer et al., 2007).  

 Agriculture dominated the regional settlement system until the 

industrialization and structural exploitation of the large coal basin from 1850 onwards, 

inducing urban   growth.   The  mining   and   steel   ‘Saarrevier’ (figure 5.4) urbanized as it 

attracted large numbers of rural workers. The larger cities of Saarbrücken, Völklingen 

and Neunkirchen grew, as did typical worker settlements (Hartz, 2007). Prussian 

authorities controlling the area between 1815 and 1919 actively encouraged the 

construction of owner-occupied housing for the miners, as they expected the miners 

to remain loyal to their employers if they had their own house (Sander, 2012). After 

the Second World War, a process of suburbanization and development of commuter 

villages took place, altering the settlement pattern once again. These two 
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development cycles with differential urbanization patterns resemble the traditional 

cycles of industrial urbanization followed by suburbanization.  

 
Figure 5.4. Saarrevier 

 
Source: Made by author, based on © 2013 by GR-Atlas 

 

Demographic decline in Saarland 
Until the mid-1960s, the population boomed (figure 5.5). Unlike other German federal 

states, this growth primarily resulted from natural increases and less from in-migration 

(von Hohnhorst, 2007). This increase in births was – besides the general baby boom 

that was occurring in that period throughout Western countries – fuelled by the fact 

that after the Second World War Saarland belonged to France, which had generous 

family-planning facilities (Ertl, 2004). After 1965, the population started declining and 

this decline was only shortly interrupted, firstly in the mid-1980s, due to a  small  ‘echo’-
baby boom as the baby boom generation of the 1960s reached their reproductive 

phase and, secondly, due to the increase in international immigrants in the 1990s 

(especially   “Aussiedler”   or   Germans   who   had   lived   in   former   Eastern   Europe).   This 

recovery was short-lived and since 1994 the regional population has been declining 

steadily, without any likelihood of future growth (Statistisches Amt Saarland, 2010).  
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Figure 5.5. Population development Saarland, 1950-2012 

 
Source: Statistisches Amt Saarland, 2013b 

 

Economic decline in Saarland 
Saarland’s   economic   development   can   be   characterized   as   both   a   generic  
industrialization/ deindustrialization process and a region-specific trajectory. One 

fourth of all jobs in the 1970s were found in the coal and steel industry and estimates 

are that including related branches and suppliers 50% of all jobs were dependent on 

coal and steel (Lerch and Simon, 2011). The arrival of cheaper foreign coal and oil 

heralded the collapse of the coal market in the late 1950s, leading to the first mine 

closures. This development came to a halt with the oil crisis of 1973. The German 

government feared for its supply of energy, stimulating the political decision to 

stabilize the amount of coal extracted. The government protected its mining industry 

through various financial instrumentsp. Severe earthquakes and damage resulting from 

coal mining gradually increased the public willingness to close the mines with the 

eventual closure of the last mine in 2012 (Klimmt, 2012). Since the mid-1970s, the 

steel industry suffered the same sort of crisis with massive job losses.  

 Despite the dramatic economic changes in the past 50 years, the region is not 

entirely deindustrialized. The industrial past still impacts on the regional economic 

structure to this day; the car and machine manufacturing industry was partly spun off 

                                                                 
p With  the  “Kohlepfennig”  for  instance,  the  end  user  of  electricity  was  forced  to  pay  for  the  price  difference  
between the German coal and the cheaper foreign coal. This taxation measure prevailed between 1974 and 

1995 (Storchmann, 2005).  
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the metal industry. The interviewees of the Chamber of Commerce argued that these 

new industries profited from the specific qualities of the Saarländer labour population, 

such as being used to shift work and acceptance of heavy industries. Nowadays, the 

car and machine manufacturing industry – though vulnerable to economic trends – is 

highly productive and important for the Saarland economy. This economic 

diversification strategy through car manufacturing is found in other mining and steel 

regions like Belgian Limburg, North-eastern Britain and Lorraine as well (Herrmann, 

2012).   Saarland’s   economic   structure   thus   went   from   being   dominated   by   coal   and  
steel to being dominated by steel, car and machine manufacturing. The tertiary sector 

increased too, currently employing around 71% of the working population 

(Statistisches Amt Saarland, 2013c). Although the economic structure has diversified, 

many of these service industries are still closely tied to and depend on industrial 

companies (Lerch, 2007).  

 

 

The onset of the stage of desurbanization  
The interviewees identified two drivers leading to the start of overall regional 

population decline; the extremely low fertility rate in combination with high death 

rates and out-migration. The total fertility rate fluctuated between 1.19 and 1.36 

children per woman since 1973 (Ertl, 2007), which was among the lowest of all federal 

Länder (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2013). General causes of the declining rate were the 

introduction of the contraceptive pill, economic recession and the worldwide oil crisis, 

but there were also specific national and regional causes, such as the high rate of 

childlessness among German women (national effect) and the fact that young women 

left the region in search for jobs and have children elsewhere, lowering the total 

fertility rate in Saarland and increasing the total fertility rate in the area of destination 

(regional effect). The employment opportunities offered by mining and steel industries 

caused high population growth and a skewed population composition, leading to high 

death rates in later decades (a population boom echo effect).  

 

Changes in the economic structure were not only caused by wider societal trends such 

as economic restructuring exclusively: the interviewees pointed out that the 

institutional context has been important too. The collapse of the mining industries was 

the result of the arrival of cheaper foreign coal, yet the insufficient ability to adapt to 

these changes was – at least partly – rooted in the institutional framework. The strong 

industrial location policy employed by the regional government between 1968 and 

1972 led to the attraction of quite a number of firms, yet the economic structure 
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remained industrial, as these were again primarily manufacturing firms with a 

particular focus on car manufacturing (Burtenshaw, 1972). They could not compensate 

for the immense job losses in the coal and steel industry and subsequent out-

migration. Another hindering factor was that, as some interviewees pointed out, the 

executives of the main industrial companies prevented other industries from settling in 

the region out of fear for competition for labourers and concomitant higher wages (see 

also Herrmann, 2012).  

 Because of this undiversified economic structure with a overrepresentation of 

subsidiary companies and the underrepresentation of headquarters, there is a lack of 

suitable employment in R&D and administration, which led, according to the 

interviewees, to an exodus of primarily young highly-educated people. However, 

statistics cannot confirm the out-migration of young highly-educated people, as the 

statistical institute does not register the educational level of migrants. Nonetheless, 

Saarland does have a large migration deficit in the age cohort of 25-50 years old, in 

turn affecting the fertility rate (Saarländische Landesregierung 2007). According to the 

Chamber of Commerce, this outflow of highly- educated youngsters is not decreasing 

regional attractiveness for firms. What is decreasing regional attractiveness is the lack 

of technically-trained craftsmen, but this is caused by the general decrease in 

youngsters due to decennia of low birth rates and the wider trend of young people 

choosing non-technical education.  

  

The spatial context, especially the influence of the border, has played a role in the 

economic- and   demographic   development   as   well.   Saarland’s   political   instability – 

reaching its present administrative form only in 1957 – enforced repeated adaptation 

to different political and economic markets. The fact that Saarland remained highly 

industrial after WWII had to do with the fact that France (ruling Saarland at that time) 

found benefit in a strong industrial structure in Saarland. When Saarland joined the 

Bundesrepublik Deutschland again in 1957, it faced a double restructuring of dealing 

with the economic restructuring and the political restructuring (Linsmayer and 

Reichelt, 2012). Because of these geopolitical developments, Saarland was 

economically always one step behind, which impacted on the perceived economic 

place utilities of the region (Hamm and Wienert, 1990; Klimmt, 2012). A further spatial 

disadvantage was the relative distance to the political centre of power, Berlin, and 

other economic agglomerations.  

 
“The   border   is   still   a   disadvantage,   it   doesn’t   help   to   say   that  we   are   at   the  
heart  of  Europe  […]   those  agglomerations  that  are   important  are  not located 
within a 150-200  kilometre  reach.”C  
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A second institutional border-effect stems from cross-border differences in taxation 

and regulation. From the 1980s onwards, Lorraine (in France) offered opportunities to 

Saarländer families and young couples in the form of inexpensive housing (plots) and 

less restrictive building laws (IBA, 2012). Conversely, Luxembourgers moved towards 

the north of Saarland where housing was cheaper than in Luxemburg, which 

influenced migration balances positively. The border is, according to the majority of 

the interviewees, much less disadvantageous than it used to be and the disadvantages 

(tax differences-induced migration, and language difficulties) are largely outweighed 

by the advantages (cross-border trade partnerships, commuting and shopping and 

Saarland’s   ‘savoir  vivre’,  which  seeped  in  from  France).  The  cross-border cooperation 

Saar-Lor-Lux (which had its roots in the cooperation of the mining companies 

(Dörrenbacher, 2006)) is effective at different levels, such as regional governments, 

Chambers of commerce, municipalities (Schulz and Brücher, 1997). Still, the 

interviewees agree that the potential benefits of being a border region and the 

location at the heart of the European economic core, are not exploited to its fullest 

yet, which partly has to do with the fact that some problems of border regions cannot 

be solved at regional level, but only at national level (such as tax system differences or 

deviating educational requirements of cross-border workers). 

 At third border-effect is cross-border labour exchange. Saarland attracts a 

substantial number of French workers, which form 5.6% of all the labourers in 

Saarland. These are partly those former Saarlanders who migrated towards Lorraine 

for housing reasons. These incoming labourers far outnumber the number of 

Saarlanders working in Luxembourg (IBA, 2012). It could be hypothesized that those 

Luxembourger employment opportunities mitigate population decline in Saarland, as 

those jobs which are not available in Saarland are provided just across the border. 

However, these cross-border labour opportunities in Luxemburg are particularly taken 

up by people living near the border (the average commuting distance is 46km, just 

enough to get from Luxemburg city to the most North-western sub-region of Saarland) 

(Schmitz, 2012). Therefore, the effect on population development in terms of a lower 

need to out-migrate due to the proximity of employment is likely to be spatially limited 

to this border area.  

 A final regional characteristic influencing migration – positively – is the 

Heimatverbundenheit of Saarländer or their rootedness to their native soil:  

 
“if  it  wasn’t  for  this  Heimattreue,  population  decline  would  be  much  higher.”D  

 
Saarlanders are generally not eager to leave the region, or even their home town. 

Indeed, Saarland has the highest percentage of people living longer than 5 years in 
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their village or a quarter of all Western German federal Länder (BfVBS, 2010). Scholz 

(2011) investigated the feeling of regional identity among high school pupils in the 

entire Saar-Lor-Lux area and found that the feeling of regional identity was most 

pregnant among Saarlander pupils. Although regional rootedness and strong regional 

identity are typical for regions throughout Germany, in Saarland it might be 

particularly articulated because the region was always politically contested, therefore 

the regional identity is highly valued (den Hertog, 2004; Jellonek and Schweigerer-

Kartmann, 1999; Kühne and Spellerberg, 2010).  

 The onset of the stage of desurbanization is thus not so much the result of the 

successive movement of population through the different parts of the regional urban, 

as it is the result of general processes like low fertility, aggravated by ageing, high 

death rates and migration as a result of the specificities of the historical regional 

economic development trajectory. 

 

 

5.5 Explaining the intra-regional differentiation 
Spatial patterns of differentiation in demographic development 
Figure 5.6 shows the extent of decline and the moment decline started. In quit some 

municipalities, population decline probably started earlier than 1975, but these data 

were not available due to the large-scale municipal territorial reform of 1974. Many of 

those early-decline municipalities experienced a short population revival in the 1990s 

due to the in-migration of former East Germans and East Europeans, but this growth 

was insufficient to raise the population again to the level of 1975. 

 The differentiation in level of population decline is not exclusively attributable 

to the core-ring dichotomy. Figure 5.6 shows that even within the urban and suburban 

areas, still differentiation exists (with decline varying between -23% and -3.3%). It is 

true that the first municipalities to start declining were those municipalities in the 

urban Saarrevier, which would support the propositions of the stage suburbanization 

(at the expense of the urban core) and hypothesis 8. A fundamental difference, 

though, is that in those stages the decline of the core area was not only attributable to 

environmentalist migration motives (the desire to live in a suburban/rural 

environment), but definitely also by the lack of productionist opportunities after 

economic restructuring (leading to inter-regional out-migration).  
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Figure 5.6. Population development municipalities and year of starting point decline 

 
Source: made by author, based on Statistisches Amt Saarland, 2012a 

 

Before turning to the drivers of the spatial differentiation in population decline, first 

the components of this population decline are addressed (migration and natural 

decreases). The regression analysis shows a strong and positive relation between total 

population development and net rate of natural increase and net migration rate 

(supporting hypothesis 1), yet the beta coefficients were much higher for migration 

than for natural increases (table 5.2). The often hypothesized relationship between 

migration and birth rates cannot be confirmed for the local level. Hypothesis 2 should 

thus be rejected.  
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Table 5.2. Standardized beta coefficients between 5-yearly demographic components and 5-
yearly population development  

Population development Rate natural increase Net migration rate 
1975 – 1979 0.383 0.837 

1980 – 1984 0.540 0.796 

1985 – 1989 q 0.708 0.262 

1990 – 1994 0.397 0.830 

1995 – 1999 0.274 0.963 

2000 – 2004 0.498 0.945 

2005 – 2009 0.486 0.970 

2010 – 2011 0.306 0.738 

Source: Analysis based on Statistisches Amt Saarland, 2012a 

 

Do local conditions matter? 
The next and central question was how these intra-regional differences in population 

development could be explained. For all 45 municipalities in the case study region, a 

stepwise multiple regression analysis was performed on a large set of employment- 

and amenity variables, of which the selection was based on the theoretical discussion. 

For total population development, 76% of the variation was explained by the following 

variables (1): 

 

Population 
development 

= 

Constant + [0.382 * housing stock expansion] – [0.526 

* accessibility regional employment] + [0.548 * 

residential land value] – [0.240 * real estate tax] - 

[0.262 * industrial character municipality]  

(1) 

 
The population developed most positively in those municipalities with large expansions 

in the housing stock, with a high percentage of all regional employment reachable 

within a 20-minute drive by car, with a high residential land value and which were not 

former industrial municipalities. Both productionist and environmentalist 

opportunities proved to contribute to this variation. The key question was: which of 

these local conditions contributes to the differentiation in migration? The regression 

model of migration explained for only 15% of the variation, which was too little to use 

(discussed later in this chapter).  

                                                                 
q Calculated minus outlier Lebach as in this municipality a refugee center was located, which led to immense 

immigration rates in this period.  
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Housing stock expansion seemed highly relevant to population development. There 

was indeed a significant correlation between population development, natural 

increases and housing stock expansion (table 5.3), which had to do with the fact that 

those new dwellings were often occupied by young couples/families increasing birth 

rates and lowering death rates. Housing stock expansion thus created opportunities 

particularly for local households and less to households from elsewhere, as migration 

was not significantly related to housing stock expansion.  

 
Table 5.3. Correlation coefficients (p = level of significance) 

 Population 

development 

Rate natural 

increase 

Rate net 

migration 

Residential land 

value, 2011 

Housing stock expansion, 

1990-2010 

0.731   
p. 0.000  

0.767   

p. 0.000  

0.118   

p. 0.438  

 -0.145   

p. 0.342  

Source: Analysis based on Statistisches Amt Saarland 2012a, 2011b; ZGGA, 2011 
 

Housing stock expansion particularly occurs in those non-industrial and non-centrally 

located municipalities. The industrial Montankranz, or corona of coal and steel 

industries around Saarbrücken with limited housing stock expansion is generally 

characterized by low housing quality and an overrepresentation of small owner-

occupied   miner   houses,   not   meeting   today’s   housing   preferences.   These   are   clear  
examples of the negative externalities of previous rounds of urbanization. Specific to 

this area is also the housing damage caused by mining-induced distortion of geological 

strata. Naßweiler for instance, a village in the municipality Großrosseln, lost almost 

50% of its population since 1974 because of severe mining damage. It is in the heart of 

the former coal and steel zone where path-dependency comes to the fore. As an 

interviewee from this area states:  

 
“I  have  the  feeling  that  the  problems  of  Saarland  as  a  whole  are  all  united  here  
in  Völklingen”A1.  

 
Indeed,  “the historically grown structures and urban cultures may help or may prevent 
the city from flourishing in a certain time-space framework”  (Musterd  and  Murie,  2010,  
333). So in the industrial zone, migration is constrained firstly by the low level of local 

amenities in terms of quality of life and housing stock quality and secondly by the low 

level of housing stock expansion.  

 

Why is there – contrary to the expectations found in the literature – no clear 

relationship between local conditions and migration (enforcing the rejection of 



 

107 
 

hypothesis 3)? There are three possible explanations. The first most probable 

explanation is that housing stock expansion had more to do with municipal housing 

market policy than with actual municipal attractiveness. Indeed, the insignificant 

relationship between residential land value and housing stock expansion (table 5.3) 

indicates that housing stock growth does not necessarily take place in those 

municipalities which are, based on residential land values, actually regarded attractive.  

 The second is the importance of the trade-off between the local and 

proximate amenities (comparative place utilities). There are clear examples where 

other local conditions are traded-off against the vicinity  factor:  Mandelbachtal’s  asset  
is the vicinity of Saarbrücken, together with the attractive countryside surroundings.  

 
“Inhabitants  then  make  do  with  the  limited  number  of  services  and  shops”A3.  

 
Conversely, there are cases where the vicinity factor is overruled by local conditions: 

St. Wendel is located about 17 km away from a junction on the motorway to 

Saarbrücken, yet according to the interviewees it is still attractive thanks to its local 

amenities like shops, services and employment. Saarlander are used to driving anyway 

(with 74%, the car is the most often used mode of transportation by Saarlanders, 

which is the highest percentage of all federal Länder) (Winkelmann, 2010). Hence, 

hypothesis 4 should be more specific: proximity of employment is particularly 

important, yet a lack of this does not have to be a problem if it is compensated for by 

other local conditions.  

 The   third   possible   explanation   is   Saarland’s   exceptionally   high   home  
ownership rate, at almost 64% the highest rate of all German Länder (Statistisches 

Bundesamt, 2012). The real estate broker stated that  

 
“because  of  this  high  level  of  home  ownership,  people  are  not  moving  around  
as  much  as  elsewhere,”   

 
which thereby poses a constraint on migration. People are tied to their homes and 

restricted in their opportunities to move, even though their home town may not 

necessarily be the place meeting their preferences the most (anymore). Therefore, like 

the regional rootedness, this high ownership rate and stay-at-home behaviour may 

actually balance the migration decision in favour of staying, probably mitigating 

population decline in quite a few municipalities.  

 

Even though migration is for these three reasons not linearly related to amenities, still 

it is worth investigating which amenities are perceived as attractive. A regression 

analysis on the residential land values (as a rather crude proxy for attractiveness) 
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showed that the land values were highest in those municipalities with higher 

education nearby, with a high employment density and little industrial employment in 

the total employment structure (R square 72%, regression equation 2). Indeed, they 

are found in the economic (but non-mining) heart of Saarland (see also figure 5.7).  

 

 

 
Figure 5.7. Average municipal residential land value per m2 in 2011 and housing stock 
development, 1990-2011 

 
Source: made by author, based on Statistisches Amt Saarland, 2011b; ZGGA, 2011 

 

The interviews confirmed these findings and provided additional factors contributing 

to local attractiveness which were not part of the regression analysis. The interviewees 

underlined the importance of supply of (medical) services, retail and education, more 

specifically the presence of day-care centres, primary education, physicians, 

pharmacies, shops, supermarkets, catering and even internet quality:  

 
“You  could  certainly  argue  that  a   ‘competition  of   infrastructures’  has  started,  
in  which  municipalities  fight  over  inhabitants”.A4  

 

Residential 
land value = 

Constant – [0.595 * distance to higher education] + 

[0.541 * employment density] – [0.306 * proportion 
industrial employment] 

(2) 
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However, not all these local conditions need to be present in the municipality itself: 

the proximity of the motorway (as a means to reach amenities elsewhere quickly) was 

particularly important. Those municipalities located near the autobahn or Saarbrücken, 

Luxemburg and Saarlouis were deemed to be more attractive (see figure 5.7). In sum, 

the actual influence of environmentalist factors on migration is limited, as the 

realization of such preferences is constrained by trade-off mechanisms, high 

homeownership rates and housing policy (figure 5.8). 

 
Figure 5.8. Relations housing stock development, migration and amenities and intervening 
variables 

 
Source: Made by author 

 

 

Changing preferences 
Some wider societal forces are impacting on these residential preferences. Firstly, in 

the whole of Germany it is expected that the elderly will increasingly move back from 

the suburbs to the cities. This elderly-reurbanization is already happening, but to a 

limited extent (Köppen, 2008). In particular, the elderly of the future are expected to 

be more mobile and favour urban lifestyles. In Saarland, some interviewees had 

already witnessed this trend:  

 
“The  city  is  experiencing  a  true  renaissance;  older  people  want  to  live  in  the  city  
where there is still  a  certain  level  of  services.”A1  

 
In an ageing region such as Saarland such new residential migration patterns may have 

severe repercussions on local developments, the maintenance of facilities and 

vacancies. For now, it is too soon to estimate the actual extent of these trends. 
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For families with children previously attracted to those rural villages with cheap 

building lots, the distance to infrastructure has recently increased in importance. 

Interviewees argued that this was prompted, firstly, by the dispersion of jobs and 

longer commutes and, secondly, by the wider societal trend of increasing fuel prices 

and, thirdly, by increasing environmental awareness and, fourthly, by an increase in 

dual-earner households. As a consequence, the areas adjacent to motorway junctions 

and connected to the regional Saarbahn tramline are getting more popular. This is an 

example of the extended scope of the catchment area of employment, or a stretching 

of the demarcation of the functional region, under the influence of macro trends. 

 A  wider  societal  trend  influencing  migration  via  households’  resources  instead  
of   households’   preferences   is   the   currently extremely low interest rate in Germany 

(2012) with which  

 
“people  who  were  previously  unable  to  do  so  could  now  borrow  money  to  build  
or  rebuild  a  house”A2. 

 
In summary, these changing appreciations mentioned above can lead to a shift in the 

intra-regional migration flows once again, yet likely with a differential impact on the 

spatial distribution of the population: the urban areas may profit from elderly-

suburbanization, whereas the well-connected suburban areas may profit from 

incoming families with children. These trends need to be investigated further, yet for 

Saarland and for now, hypothesis 7 can be supported.  

 

Macro constraints and opportunities: housing market policies  
The supralocal institutional framework creates and constrains those housing 

opportunities. The German settlement planning system is organized according to the 

principles of Christaller, with higher, intermediate and lower level centres, each with 

corresponding levels of services, employment, housing, etc. This system implies that in 

Saarland each municipality is allowed to issue a certain number of building lots, 

corresponding with the fixed level of centrality and relative location in relation to 

infrastructure (Staatskanzlei Saarland, 2006). A municipality complained:  

 
“we  are  always  at   loggerheads  with   the  Federal   Land.  We  want   to  construct  
new  residential  sites,  but  they  won’t  let  us.”A3  

 
Consequently, growth takes place in those municipalities where housing construction 

is allowed on the basis of these criteria: not necessarily the most attractive ones. It is 

argued that this rather rigid system  
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“…significantly   contributed   to   the   stabilisation   of   the   rural   areas.   I   am  
convinced that without the central place system, the rural areas would have 
shrunk  even  more  than  already  is  the  case.”D  

 
Critics argue that the central place principle does not function in practice because in a 

small Land like Saarland the hinterlands of the five intermediate centres overlap:  

 
“one  and   the   same  citizen   is  allotted   to  multiple   catchment  areas.   So  we  are  
cannibalizing.   […]   If   we   would   revise   the   central   place   system   according   to  
reality,  a  couple  of  intermediate  centres  would  definitely  lose  their  function.”A1  

 
A strict housing planning system impacting on the spatial differentiation in population 

development is found in other countries too. An example is the Netherlands, where 

Marlet (2009) finds that differences in population growth between Dutch cities are 

almost entirely explained by policy variables and not by amenity variables (see also 

Bijker, 2013).  

  A complicating factor impacting on the relationship between housing market 

policy and housing market development is the vacancy problem, specifically the 

number of vacant lots and the ability of the locality to deal with vacancies. These 

vacancies are partly caused by decreasing demand due to demographic changes and 

partly by disproportional issuing of building lots in the past (Feldmann et al., 2007). 

Vacant lots are deducted from the number of building lots a municipality is permitted 

to issue, calculated on the basis of the centrality and accessibility criteria. So a 

municipality is in theory allowed to issue a certain number of building lots based on 

these criteria, but it cannot in practice because the number of vacant lots outnumbers 

the allowed number of issuable building lots. In particular, those unattractive former 

mining/steel municipalities are confronted with this problem. Indeed, one might argue 

that if there are many vacant lots, the municipality must therefore be unattractive and 

so a reduction in issuable building lots should therefore logically follow. However, this 

is not necessarily the case: in quite a few municipalities building lots were bought in 

the past by people to build housing later, but this never happened. This does not say 

anything about the attractiveness of this municipality.  

 Reuse of these vacant lots and dwellings might increase the attractiveness 

without increasing the total number of dwellings. However, this process is for a 

number of reasons difficult and time-consuming. Since strict privacy laws prohibit local 

public servants tracing the owner of the vacant lot, they cannot encourage the owners 

to either develop or sell the property. The majority of the municipalities are making 

efforts to take stock of the vacant dwellings and undeveloped lots. This is currently 

already challenging, because  
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“how  do   I  even   register   these  vacancies?  Am   I  going   to  count  garbage  cans?  
Am I going to check water bills? Officially, I am not allowed to know who is the 
owner of a vacant dwelling. The tax agency knows, but is not allowed to tell 
us.” A4  

 
Some municipalities have experimented with vacancy programs (Leerstandsbörse), in 

which a municipality discloses the addresses of the vacant lots to interested parties – 

after the owner of the lot has been identified – with  the  owner’s  permission.  Another  
strategy is to issue grants to families or singles with children who buy and redevelop 

old vacant dwellings, thereby tackling two issues at once: the problem of the vacant 

dwellings and ageing population. Alternatively and if the owner is cooperative, the 

municipality can itself buy and redevelop the property and land, most often leading to 

demolition of the property and redevelopment of the area into a little park or parking 

lot. This costly and therefore little used method brings little large-scale 

redevelopment, as vacancies are not concentrated but spatially dispersed throughout 

the municipal territory. One municipality resold the redeveloped property and the 

revenues were used to buy other vacant dwellings to repeat the process.  

 
“Those  revenues  should  be  earmarked  and  spent  on  repeating  this  procedure,  
like  a  revolving  fund.  […]  But  our  chief  treasurer is happy to receive any money 
and  uses  it  to  fill  other  financial  holes.”  A4  

 
Although all declining municipalities in Germany face these vacancy problems, they 

may be particularly meaningful in municipalities with high percentages of home 

ownership, which is the case in Saarland. In municipalities with vacancies particularly 

in social rental housing, it is easier to relocate inhabitants and demolish vacant 

dwellings. 

 

Financial situation 
The degree to which municipalities are able to maintain their amenities such as 

infrastructures, services and offer a pleasant living climate, also depends on their 

financial  situation.  Not  one  of  Saarland’s  municipalities  had  a  balanced  budget  in  2012  
and now a municipal financial relief fund (Kommunale Entlastungsfonds) has been 

established,  which  will  be  distributed  among  33  of  Saarland’s  52  municipalities  in  2013  
(Ministerium für Inneres und Sport, 2012). This financial aid is solely intended to 

balance the budget and not for further spending.  

 A discriminating factor for varying municipal budgets is the presence of 

business areas and concomitant corporate tax. However, maintenance costs are higher 

as well, because of road repairs related to heavy truck usage or sewage system 
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maintenance for chemical industries. Secondly, when a company does not make a 

profit, it cannot pay the municipal corporate tax. Thirdly, companies with multiple 

branches can choose where they pay their taxes. Due to these financial uncertainties, 

framing municipal budgets is incredibly problematic. 

 
“Every   year,   we   estimate   the   corporate   tax   revenues   and   base   our  
expenditures on this. But when the tax is paid elsewhere or not paid at all, we 
have  a  gigantic  problem.”  A1  

 

Another local characteristic affecting municipal budgets is the number of towns and 

boroughs in the municipality: the more towns, the higher the costs of maintaining 

facilities. It is argued that those municipalities which only have a couple of towns are 

better off in this respect.  

 
“We  have  here  10   towns  and  14  cemeteries,  and  maintenance  costs  are  EUR  
300,000 every year. But we cannot build one central cemetery, because the 
population  would  not  accept  that.”  A3  

 
A third discriminating factor is the municipal ability to attract financial aid and 

subsidies from higher administrative levels. Such subsidies are German-wide programs 

like Stadtumbau West, Soziale Stadt and the Dorferneuerungsprogramm or EU 

projects. With an ever tighter financial budget, the municipalities  

 
“…are  increasingly  relying  on  financial  aid  from  higher  administrative  levels.”  A5  

 
Because of this increased reliance  

 
“lobbying   is  becoming   increasingly   important.  You  have   to  have  people   there  
where  the  money  is  divided.”  A5  

 
Perversely, in order to get funding, the municipalities need to pay a certain percentage 

themselves. Some municipalities do not even apply for such programs anymore as they 

cannot afford the municipal contribution. Another example is the obligation dictated 

by the Bund that municipalities must provide day-care for 35% of all local 0-3 year olds, 

in order to increase the compatibility between employment and raising children 

(Sharma and Steiner, 2008). Despite substantial financial contributions of the Bund and 

Land, the financial burden for municipalities in the form of investment, maintenance 

and human resources costs is still significant. Another interviewee pointed out the 

ambiguity of such policies;  
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“we   have   to   build   day-care centres, but demolish playgrounds because we 
cannot  afford  their  maintenance.  What  kind  of  strategy  is  this?”  A1  

 
The local financial situation stems from particular local specificities (business areas and 

number of boroughs) and local capacities to negotiate with higher institutional levels 

to attract subsidies. These are not specific to Saarland though, but hold for 

municipalities in general. The interviewees identified three ways out of this financial 

situation. The first is inter-municipal cooperation. Although municipalities 

acknowledge the importance and chances of cooperation, inter-municipal rivalries still 

obstruct cooperation. The second way is through active citizen participation, both in 

activities and financially. The final and most drastic option is a territorial-administrative 

reform, which is inevitable and necessary according to the majority of the interviewees 

as it would save money and increase efficiency. However, this issue is – at least for 

now – a political taboo for local councillors.  

 

Local political actors 
Besides the institutional structures, institutional agents also shape the opportunities. 

The mayor in particular deserves some attention. The interviewees pointed out how 

mayors influenced the abovementioned differences in housing market development 

and policy, the financial   situation   and   certain   amenities.   ‘Leadership’   is   key   in  
understanding these local developments. Hambleton et al. (2001, 7-9), identify three 

types of leadership: designated and focused leadership, implied and fragmented 

leadership and emergent and  formative  leadership.  Saarland’s  mayors  showed  varying  
types of leadership. Examples of designated and focused leaders were the mayor of St. 

Wendel who actively promoted the image of sport city and the mayor of Illingen, who 

as  much   as   10   years’   ago   successfully addressed the vacancy problem. The pitfall is 

that such strong leaders can be perceived  

 
“as  monarch-like. It is a bit absolutistic, albeit within the scope of the law, but 
still.”A4  

 
Conversely, there were mayors who  

 
“didn’t want to address the problems because they feared families would be 
scared  away”B  

 
 
or feared an electoral rebuke. The latter point is particularly salient as mayors will 

aspire  to  “electoral legitimacy as an informal power base”  (Wollmann,  2004,  163). 
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All German Länder employ a dualistic scheme of a local council and the directly elected 

mayor, with variation in their respective responsibilities. Exceptionally strong mayors 

are found in other Länder as well, so the importance of local actors is therefore not a 

typical Saarland-phenomenon, but rather a consequence of the institutional structure. 

According to the majority of the interviewees, there is, however, also a cultural and 

specific Saarlander  aspect  to  the  effectiveness  of  local  politics:  the  ‘Vetternwirtschaft’  
or nepotistic culture.  

 
“Everyone  knows  everyone  here  in  Saarland,  because  it  is  such  a  small  Land.”A4  
 
“it  is  all  about  who  you  know.  I  have  never  seen  anything  like  this  elsewhere”A2 

 
Because of this, those local politicians who have a large social and professional 

network and who are able to lobby the federal government can influence local 

development trajectories. Persuasion helps in achieving goals:  

 
“If  a  mayor  wants   to  build   in  his  municipality,  and  he   is  persistent  at   federal  
level, he  can  certainly  achieve  something.”B 

 
Lobbying and negotiating local interests might gain importance, particularly in a 

context of demographic decline. The importance of the local political actors as 

postulated in hypothesis 5 can be supported.  

 It was postulated to explain intra-regional differentiation that the local 

institutional context was more important than the supralocal context, as all 

municipalities are exposed to the same supralocal context (hypothesis 6). However, it 

turned out that the supralocal context was highly important for intra-regional 

differentiation, particularly since housing stock policy is decreed at this level. 

Hypothesis 6 should therefore be rejected. 

 

 

5.6 Conclusion 
This chapter focused on intra-regional differentiation in urban decline in a 

deindustrialized region experiencing population decline. The question was how this 

differentiation can be explained. The intra-regional differentiation in population 

development in Saarland long followed the traditional urbanization-suburbanization 

pattern. A fundamental difference was that in the suburbanization stage, the losses of 

the core area were not exclusively attributable to the general process of migrants 

preferring detached living in the countryside, but to large-scale inter-regional out-

migration due to economic restructuring as well. A second fundamental difference is 
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that the onset of this stage of desurbanization is – unlike the model – not the result of 

amenity-oriented outward migration, but is rather primarily the outcome of the 

continuous negative natural developments, firmly rooted in the extremely low birth 

rates of the past decades, which nullified any positive migration rates possibly still 

occurring. The current new stage of decline can therefore by no means be uncoupled 

from the previous stages. 

 Even though population is declining throughout the region, in this new stage 

still differential levels of decline exist. The research showed that this intra-regional 

differentiation in population development is the result of migration and natural 

changes, which are steered by two, partly counteractive, mechanisms. Figure 5.9 

depicts the conceptual model introduced in the theoretical framework, refined and 

adjusted on the basis of the mechanisms found in Saarland.  

 
Figure 5.9. Final conceptual model of regional and urban decline in Saarland 

 
Source: Made by author 
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The first mechanism is the effect of the economic boom period in the industrial core 

zone with its echo-effect on differential natural increases and decreases in later 

decades. The differentiated aged population is the corollary of previous rounds of 

economic boom and urbanization. The high death rates are in particular found in the 

former industrial municipalities with their skewed age structure as a consequence of 

the past population boom. We should therefore not focus exclusively on just current 

out-migration to explain population decline, but take the effects of past population 

growth into account as well, particularly if this growth was explosive and took place in 

a relatively short time frame. 

 The second mechanism is the complex relation between environmentalist 

factors and migration, as the realization of such preferences is constrained by trade-off 

mechanisms, high homeownership rates and housing policy (indicated by the dotted 

arrows). The population may trade-off between the productionist and 

environmentalist amenities, particularly between local amenities such as shops and 

services and proximity of employment. Home ownership may form a constraint and 

prevent people from moving into the municipality that satisfies their preferences the 

most. Housing opportunities are a prerequisite of population development, and it 

turns out that housing stock expansion is not taking place in those municipalities with 

high levels of services and accessibility (to reach employment), but rather in those 

smaller, non-industrial municipalities. The partial mismatch between the housing 

opportunities and the preferences was the result of the supralocal institutional 

settings, more specifically the strict housing market regime in Saarland.  

 Local institutional agents matter as well for the spatial distribution of 

opportunities. Particularly the mayor – and his/her quality of leadership played a role 

in the way in which a municipality dealt with the vacancy problems, how it positioned 

itself against the other municipalities and was able to exploit its local attractiveness 

potential. Furthermore, the ability to lobby at federal level for the local cause and 

negotiate the housing market policies and lobby for higher level subsidy arrangements 

was crucial, especially now that the municipalities are increasingly facing financial 

difficulties. 

 There are indications that the preferences are changing due to wider societal 

trends, such as increased environmental awareness and higher gas prices. 

Furthermore, low interest rates may enable people to realize previously unrealizable 

preferences. Still, the realization of such preferences is refrained by the previously 

mentioned institutional framework. 
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To what extent has the model of stages of urban development been helpful in 

explaining the intra-regional differentiation in decline? Are declining regions indeed 

stuck in the stage of desurbanization and are the explanations offered in the model 

sufficiently able to explain these processes? 

 Indeed, declining regions can be perceived as being in the desurbanization 

stage. Similar to the model, it seems that the intraregional differentiation in 

population development indeed is steered by the spatial distribution of amenities and 

housing opportunities, which are in turn heavily shaped and affected by the 

institutional context. There are however some other mechanisms behind this 

desurbanization process which have received insufficient attention in the original 

model. 

 One important drawback of the model is that it pays too little attention to the 

natural increases and decreases as motor behind differentiated population decline, as 

these can affect both the onset of this new stage of desurbanization and the 

intraregional differentiation in population decline. It is expected though that the 

impact intensity of natural increases and decreases on total population development 

depends on the type of past population development (gradual or explosive): in 

declining regions with a less explosive past population growth, the impact of previous 

rounds of urbanization on current population development may be less, while the 

impact of migration and particularly out-migration following productionist and 

environmentalist factors may be stronger.  

 Furthermore, in the model the primary reason for desurbanization is negative 

migration rates because of the attraction of migrants to opportunities in small and 

medium-sized satellite cities just outside the FUR in search of fulfilment of particularly 

environmentalist needs. However, out-migration in many currently declining regions is 

much more steered by long-distance productionist needs, since the flow of out-

migrants particularly consists of young people in search for employment and education 

in the larger economically thriving conurbations. This means it is both a stage of 

desurbanization at regional level and part of the process of urbanization at national 

level, as the region is partly deurbanizing because regional out-migration fuels the 

urbanization of other parts of the national urban hierarchy.  

 Our view on the urbanization process thus needs a temporal up-scaling 

(looking back into previous rounds of urbanization and path-dependency) and a spatial 

up-scaling (looking at the interrelated developments of cities throughout the urban 

system hierarchy). At the same time though, we need a multi-level view for 

understanding the intraregional differentiation in decline, as this differentiation is the 

result of spatially differentiated natural increases and decreases and the interplay 
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between migration and the distribution of local environmentalist and productionist 

opportunities, constrained by local and supralocal institutional settings.  

 
End notes  
Quotes from interviews with: 
A1 

Large, centrally located municipality 
A2 Large, peripherally located municipality 
A3 Small, centrally located municipality 
A4 Small, intermediate zone municipality 
A5 Small, peripherally located municipality 
B 

Regional property evaluation committee 
C 

Chamber of Commerce 
D Researcher (University of Kaiserslautern and regional research agency) 
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Conclusion and discussion 
 
 
 
This study has been organised in three parts. The first part, chapter 2, is a theoretical 
review of the concepts and theories of urban decline and shrinkage. These were 
scrutinized for their usefulness for explaining inter-regional and intra-regional 
differences in levels of decline. The research question for this part of the study was: 
how can inter-regional and intra-regional differentiation in levels of decline in Western 
European regions be explained? This resulted in the formulation of a conceptual model 
which was used for the following analyses.  
 The second and third part of the dissertation addressed two gaps that I 
identified in our understanding of urban decline. The first gap concerned the process 
of urban shrinkage, more specifically how the demographic and economic changes are 
unfolding and affecting each other. The main research question for this part of the 
analysis was: how does the process of regional decline unfold over time? The findings 
were reported in chapter 3. The second gap concerned the explanation for the 
differences in population development between cities within a declining region. The 
research question for this part of the study was: how can intra-regional differentiation 
in the level of urban population development in the declining regions of Saarland and 
Southern-Limburg be explained? This intra-regional differentiation in population 
development has been investigated in two declining regions with a relatively similar 
spatial and economic profile: the former mining regions of Saarland in Germany and 
Southern-Limburg in the Netherlands. Chapters 4 and 5 present the findings of these 
analyses. In this concluding chapter, I highlight the findings of the individual chapters.  
 

6.1 Summary of findings 
 
The theoretical model 
On the basis of an extensive literature study, chapter 2 presented a conceptual model 
which captured the drivers of inter-regional and intra-regional differentiation in levels 
of urban decline in Western European regions. It was argued that inter-regional 
differentiation (the differences in demographic and economic development between 
regions) is the result of the degree to which higher-level processes filter through the 
institutional and spatial context. In the wider urban decline and shrinkage debate, the 
main focus is given to the higher level process of deindustrialization and structural 
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economic changes as causes of urban decline or shrinkage at regional level in Western 
Europe. These are affecting local and regional employment structures and lead to out-
migration. Negative rates of natural increase (due to extremely low birth rates and 
high death rates) increasingly lead to regional population decline as well. The 
institutional framework with its policies and regulations determines whether a region 
is affected by those higher level processes at all and to which degree. The regional or 
national government may for instance protect their industries, actively try to diversify 
its economic structure or employ family policies to stimulate the birth rate. The spatial 
context, or the bundle of regional characteristics, is important too. The important 
characteristics are the employment structure of the region, infrastructural connectivity 
and the relative location of the region within the national territory.  
 Intra-regional differences are the differences in economic and demographic 
development existing between cities and villages in the same region. These local 
economic and demographic developments are in turn shaped by individual 
demographic events (migrations, births and deaths) and economic events (growth or 
decline of firms and employment) in those cities. The question is therefore why 
demographic and economic events differ between cities, especially considering the 
fact that they have all been exposed to the same institutional context, to the same 
wider economic restructuring, and are located in the same spatial context. The 
literature principally focuses on the process of suburbanization as a cause of intra-
regional differentiation in population development. However, the conceptual model 
presented at the end of chapter 2 identifies additional factors as being involved in 
explaining these differences: the local context, or local characteristics comprising city 
type,   local   amenities   and   opportunities,   the   city’s   image,   and   the   degree   to   which  
work, leisure, educational locations are found within a reasonable commuting time 
elsewhere within the region. These local characteristics are partly fixed and partly 
affected by those higher level processes, filtered through the institutional and spatial 
context. The local political context is an important feature in this respect too, as local 
policies and politicians can control these amenities and opportunities to a certain 
extent. However, they are constrained by legislative and financial frameworks set by 
higher administrative levels. 
 
The process of urban shrinkage 
According to the model as described in §2.9, differences in levels of urban shrinkage 
between regions are assumed to be the result of structural economic change and 
institutional and spatial characteristics. However, once started, the process also takes 
on its own dynamic, which may add to further decline. This is investigated in chapter 3. 
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The development of the process of urban shrinkage was investigated in three Dutch 
shrinking regions, all located within the same institutional context and all sharing one 
specific spatial characteristic of being border regions (Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, East-
Groningen and Southern-Limburg). If differences in the level and process of decline 
between the regions are found, they are likely to be attributed to the specific spatial 
contextual factors of the regions.  
 A marked difference between the regions was the impact of natural 
developments versus migration on total population development. Whereas in Zeeuws-
Vlaanderen population decline was primarily the result of natural decreases 
(outnumbering net migration), In East-Groningen, net migration was more negative 
than the natural decrease for the majority of the shrinkage years. Migration was in 
Southern-Limburg more important than natural developments between 1997-2007 
and this pattern reversed after 2007. Even though negative natural developments (as 
in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen) have a more persistent effect and are harder to reverse 
(Flöthmann, 2003), the fact that the region still had a more or less stable migration 
rate was a positive sign, indicating the region was still fairly attractive for migrants. The 
attraction potential of East-Groningen on the other hand appeared to be lower.  
 A time series analysis was performed on a set of demographic and economic 
variables. The study found that firstly the trajectories of shrinkage are different in the 
three regions (there is no template) and secondly these trajectories encompass more 
factors than only those variables entered in the time series analysis. 
 There are three remarkable findings. Firstly, the (lagged) relation between 
economic and demographic variables varied between the three regions. In Southern-
Limburg the population was already declining due to migration while the number of 
jobs were still increasing. Apparently, different factors must have caused migration. I 
suggest that a mismatch between the type of employment and the qualities and 
characteristics of the labour population in terms of age and educational level may be 
part of the explanation. In East-Groningen and Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, net migration 
started decreasing the moment employment was decreasing too: a classic shrinkage 
trajectory.  

The second finding concerns the importance of specific regional 
characteristics for these shrinkage trajectories. These were the University of 
Maastricht (attracting students and scholars), specific regional reproductive behaviour 
(the lowest fertility rates in Southern-Limburg and among the highest rates in Eastern-
Groningen) and the opening of the Westerschelde tunnel in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. 
  The third finding concerns the importance of the border. Although 
expectations were that the border would affect regional development, it was not 
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expected that this effect was variegated in and within the three regions under study. 
Southern-Limburg is wedged between Germany and Belgium, and the interaction in 
terms of cross-border migration between Southern-Limburg and these two countries 
varied in different periods and parts of the region: in particular, the eastern part of the 
region received a lot of Germans, who were attracted by the low housing prices 
relative to the Aachen region in the 1980s and 1990s. Later, these Germans moved 
back, which contributed to local population decline. In the Maastricht- and Heuvelland 
part of the region, the interaction with Belgium was more unidirectional: in the 2000s 
the Belgian side of the border attracted Dutch households because of relatively low 
housing prices. This effect is waning because of the current housing market crisis, 
which reduced the housing price differences between the Dutch and Belgium side of 
the border (Gemeente Riemst, 2011). Most interestingly, in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, also 
bordering Belgium, the housing price differences are still large enough to have spurred 
cross-border migration. Recent, the migration flows consist of Belgians who were 
attracted to Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, instead of the other way around. The migration flow 
in East-Groningen was from the Netherlands to Germany. This was an indication that 
the differentiated levels of attractiveness of the three regions (expressed in migration 
rates) should be estimated in relation to the attractiveness of the area just across the 
border: Zeeuws-Vlaanderen borders an area with larger growing cities (Antwerp and 
Ghent) and Southern-Limburg borders the Aachen region on the one side, and the 
Liege/Tongeren area on the other side, both with their own push- and pull factors. 
There are no larger cities bordering East-Groningen in Germany. 
 The recent positive migration rates in the Southern-Limburg case proved that 
it is possible to at least temporarily break the continuous cycle of outmigration, even 
though the total population is still declining (due to continuous negative net rates of 
natural increase). Most likely, the cause for these positive migration developments was 
the influx of Eastern-European labour migrants. If the size of this flow were to increase 
further and stabilize, it could hypothetically compensate for the losses caused by 
natural developments, and so move the region from position 3 in the scheme of figure 
1.1 to position 4. However, this scenario is not likely given the large elderly cohorts 
which will continue to result in increasing death rates in the near future, the possibility 
of increased immigration restrictions and the fact that these jobs will not infinitively 
increase either. Moreover, growth would again only take place in specific parts of the 
regions whereas other parts would continue to decline. This would contribute to 
increasing intra-regional differentiation in population development. 
 It must be concluded that one cannot simply state that population decline is 
caused by economic decline or vice versa. Economic decline certainly influences the 
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shrinkage trajectories of the region. However, other factors (such as reproductive 
behaviour, (cross-border) housing market developments and accessibility measures) 
interfere in the process.  
 
The intra-regional differentiation in population development 
In the second part of the analysis, the primary topic was population decline within the 
region. The question to be answered was how intra-regional differentiation in the level 
of urban population development in the declining regions Saarland and Southern-
Limburg could be explained.  
 In the two regions, the analyses showed that the current intra-regional 
differentiation in population decline was not the result of one single contemporary 
process but rather of the accumulation of multiple developments occurring in three 
periods, in each of which different macro-processes and local and regional 
characteristics played a decisive role. I drew a distinction between the period of 
economic boom, the period of economic bust and the period of post-restructuring 
decline. Below I discuss per period which local, regional or national characteristics 
contributed to the differentiation in population development in the two regions.  
 
The period of economic boom 
This period of economic boom lasted from approximately 1900-1958/1960 (the latter 
years refer to the first coal crisis in the Western European countries), and was 
interrupted by the economic crisis of the 1930s and the World Wars. The intra-regional 
differentiation in population decline was the result of one process (coal mine 
exploitation and industrialization) in combination with two local-level characteristics 
(the spatial distribution of mining pits and steel industries and housing opportunities 
for miners). In the first half of the 20th century, this attracted large numbers of 
workers and these people started large families (which in turn affected birth rates). 
The spatial concentration of these individual demographic events in the industrial 
parts of the regions resulted in a clear spatial pattern of population development. The 
age composition was skewed in these parts, with a relatively young population 
compared to the hinterland. The explanation for the intra-regional differentiation is in 
this period therefore fairly simple, and this explanation accounts for both regions.  
 
The period of economic bust 
The period of approximately 1960-1985 was heralded by two distinctive macro 
developments, which initiated the change from economic and demographic growth to 
economic and demographic decline (with reference to the scheme in figure 1.1.: from 
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position 1 via position 4 to position 3). These developments were, firstly, the severe 
economic transformations taking place in the mining and steel industries which 
affected employment opportunities in those industrial cities and villages and, secondly, 
the changes in reproductive behaviour (lower birth rates), that concerned individuals 
throughout the regions. The third development was the process of suburbanization, 
which had of course a spatially differentiating effect. Again, these processes were 
found in both regions. 
 The closure of the mines and economic restructuring led to high out-migration 
from of the industrial heartlands of the regions. The national governments employed 
different strategies to deal with the ongoing economic changes in the two regions. In 
1965, the Dutch government decided to terminate coal mining entirely within 10 years 
and formulated a large-scale economic restructuring policy. This drastic dismantlement 
of the mining industry in the Netherlands was possible because the economy was 
booming in other sectors in 1965, which meant that miners could initially be easily re-
employed in other jobs. Secondly, the discovery of the natural gas field in Groningen 
reduced the dependency on coal for energy supply. Thirdly, Dutch coal mining was a 
monoculture, which meant that the closure of the mines would not set off a chain 
reaction of decline in other sectors as well, which was the case in many other coal 
regions   (Kasper   et   al.,   2013).   Saarland’s   coal  mining, on the other hand, was heavily 
subsidized and the national government decided it had to be continued, albeit at a 
lower level with substantially reduced coal extraction and number of miners. It was not 
until 2012 that coal mining terminated definitively in the region.  
 Even though this time frame of mine closures differs considerably between 
the two regions, the type of restructuring policies and their effects on the 
differentiation in population development did not differ much between the two 
regions. Both regions aimed to diversify the economic structure and create alternative 
employment to compensate for the losses in the mining and steel industry, which – 
also in both regions – was successful in certain parts of the regions and failed in others. 
In Southern-Limburg, economic restructuring of the eastern mining area was fairly 
unsuccessful: the new employment did not always suit these unemployed people and 
the new companies (attracted by state subsidies) did not always survive. In the 
western mining area, on the other hand, the development of the large chemical 
industry DSM and the attraction of the automobile company DAF gave an impetus for 
growth in the area, which largely compensated for losses in the mining industry. 
Furthermore, the inauguration of the University of Maastricht attracted students and 
scholars and generated population growth in this city. The success of the university 
and the chemical industry are examples of factors curbing the direction of economic 
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and demographic development. However, this spatially differentiating effect of the 
restructuring policies was not foreseen by the policy makers: according to Kasper et al. 
(2013), the government assumed at that time that it did not matter where the new 
companies were located within the region, as the employees would be willing to travel 
to their place of work. This assumption turned out to be a bit too optimistic: especially 
in the eastern mining area the municipalities suffered from high out-migration. Still, in 
those former industrial municipalities this high out-migration did not result in 
population decrease yet because of large natural surpluses (as remnants of the 
population boom period).  
 The same spatial differentiation in economic and demographic development 
was found in Saarland, where successful restructuring took place in the middle Saar 
valley (around Saarlouis and Dillingen). Here, the former blast furnace developed into a 
competitive steel company (albeit sensitive to economic fluctuations) and the success 
rate of newly attracted and established companies was relatively high. On the other 
hand, in the area around Saarbrücken, Neunkirchen and Völklingen the diversification 
of the economic structure was less successful. The varied successes of the 
restructuring policies were reflected in the spatially differentiated population 
developments: the population size declined more strongly in areas where restructuring 
was less successful than where restructuring was more successful. There was one 
important difference between Southern-Limburg and Saarland: the net rate of natural 
increase was already negative in the industrial cities in this period in Saarland, whereas 
in Southern-Limburg it was still positive and thus compensating for migration losses. 
The reason for this difference was the fact that the total fertility rate in Saarland 
plummeted more sharply than in Southern-Limburg and it remained at this lower level. 
There was a national component to this factor: Southern-Limburg has had for 25 years 
already the lowest total fertility rate (TFR) of all Dutch regions (1.35-1.48 child per 
woman), yet this value was still much higher than those in German regions (where the 
highest TFR of all Länder is currently 1.48). Moreover, the level of childlessness 
(especially among highly-educated women) was much higher in Germany. This was 
perhaps related to the fact that especially societal   expectations   related   to   ‘good  
motherhood’   are  high, especially in West-Germany: the combination of motherhood 
and labour participation was (felt to be) frowned upon (Dorbritz and Grünheid, 2012).  
 In this period, another factor started to play a role. Whereas until now 
employment opportunities had determined individual demographic events and thus 
the spatial distribution of the population, from the 1950s non-economic residential 
preferences started to play a role as well. It was particularly the suburbs that profited 
from this process. Not all suburbs developed in the same way though. Former 
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industrial suburbs were clearly less attractive than suburban municipalities with a 
more rural character.  
 During the period of economic bust, the spatial differentiation in population 
development was the result of a wider societal trend (the collapse of the coal market) 
affecting a city because of specific local-level characteristics (whether a mining town or 
not) and institutional characteristics (governmental attitude and restructuring 
policies), aggravated by the process of suburbanization and superimposed by a general 
trend of decreasing birth rates. This pattern was again found in both regions.  
 
The period of post-restructuring decline 
The 1990s formed another demarcation point heralding a new phase in both regions. 
In the late 1980s the population increased again slightly, because of the echo-baby 
boom and even more in Saarland because of the influx of Germans and East-Europeans 
after the fall of the Iron Curtain. However, after this last upswing, population decline 
resumed without any chance of recovery any time soon.  
 The spatial differentiation in population decline in this period was also the 
result of multiple processes. Firstly, death rates enter the picture as one of the 
explanatory variables for differential population development. The root of these high 
death rates is found in the past: since the population grew so strongly in the boom 
period, there was a skewed age composition in those mining areas. By the 1980s-
2000s, those people who were young in the boom period reached the end of their lives 
which contributed to high death rates. Economic development thus has strong ripple 
effects that carry through the decades. The situation was aggravated by the fact that 
the mining areas lost their attraction potential for migrants after economic 
restructuring, which in turn initiated a process of ageing in place. However, It must be 
said that the birth, death and migration rates (and thus the level of total population 
development) have gradually become more uniform across the regions over time and 
the effect of the economic development trajectory on population development is 
becoming less pronounced. 
 A second regional characteristic, which affected the municipalities to more or 
less the same degree, was a lack of employment for, in particular, highly-educated 
young people. In Saarland, young people aged 25-35 and educated at Saarland 
University had difficulty finding employment, which was why they migrated to other 
regions. In Southern Limburg, it was, in particular, the group aged 18-25 that left the 
region in search for education. The problem was that these young people were not 
coming back after graduating, which was, according to the interviewees, due a 
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mismatch between the type of education they had followed and the employment 
structure in the region (just like in Saarland). 
 The border impacted local population development as well. In both regions, 
substantial cross-border exchange took place and is still taking place. This exchange is 
spurred on by institutionally-induced cross-border differences in housing prices, 
housing opportunities and subsidization schemes. Yet this exchange is generally 
confined to the small strip of municipalities along the border (thus having a spatially 
differentiating effect). In Saarland, the area bordering Luxembourg attracts large 
numbers of people working in Luxembourg and living in Saarland, as housing is less 
expensive in Saarland. At the same time Saarlander are attracted to cheaper housing 
supply in Lorraine (although, just as in Southern-Limburg, the differences in housing 
prices between Saarland and Lorraine are diminishing, which also reduces cross-border 
migration). A similar spatially differentiated border effect was found in Southern-
Limburg, which has already been discussed in the previous section.  
 Another regional factor contributing to differentiation in population 
development was the spatial distribution of housing opportunities and, more 
specifically, the regulation of opportunities via regional housing market policy. In 
Saarland, the influence of the regional administration on local housing policy was 
stronger than in the Netherlands. In Saarland, the central places planning principle 
determined how much new housing construction was allowed and in which areas. In 
Southern-Limburg, housing policy was primarily a local matter. However recently, the 
combination of population decline and an unremitting expansion of housing supply by 
local administrations (contributing to increasing vacancies) urged the Dutch Province 
of Limburg to consolidate its grip on local housing policies by means of a housing 
decree. The spatially differentiating effect of these housing policies was two-fold: 
firstly, population declined less (or even grew) in those areas where the construction 
of, in particular, single-family housing was allowed. The second effect had to do with 
home ownership rates and vacancies. In both regions, regional administration took the 
number of vacancies into account, using different methods, when deciding on the local 
housing construction quota. Rural municipalities with high home ownership rates and 
high vacancy rates of privately owned dwellings and lots experienced a feeling of 
disadvantage when compared with municipalities with lower home ownership rates, as 
these privately owned vacant lots and dwellings consequently limited their housing 
quota and they had limited power to tackle these vacancies.  
 This regional housing market policy relates to the local political situation. It 
was stated in the introduction of this dissertation that institutional ‘thickness’   and 
‘sclerosis’  or lock-in can contribute to differences in developments between cities. The 
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importance of such institutional characteristics is confirmed in both cases, but in 
different ways: in Saarland it was found that the mayor in particular had a marked 
influence on local developments as he/she was an important player in negotiating 
regional housing market policies, promoting the city for firms and city marketing. 
Furthermore, local officials were crucial in attracting higher-level funding, supporting 
the   argument   for   ‘institutional   thickness’. In Southern-Limburg, an argument was 
made  for  the  impact  of  ‘institutional  sclerosis’,  as  the lack of political decisiveness and 
party quarrels in a city council can lead to paralysing village politics (where the council 
members predominantly represented the interests of the village that they were from, 
instead of the interests of the entire municipality).  
 As the analysis of residential mobility patterns and preferences in the 
Southern-Limburg case proved, decline was not predominantly caused by regional out-
migration. Rather, municipal migration rates were mainly affected by intra-regional 
migration and international migration, and less by inter-regional migration. These 
migration flows were, for the most part, fuelled by life-course transitions such as 
cohabitation or separation, leaving the parental nest or moving into a home for the 
elderly, and less by economic arguments. The most important residential preferences 
regarded the dwelling and neighbourhood characteristics, which resembled the 
preferences of respondents in other, both growing and declining regions. Specific 
regional characteristics were, firstly, the importance of local attachment, which may 
have a mitigating effect on migration. This aspect was also mentioned in Saarland. 
Secondly, Southern-Limburg respondents significantly more often did not find the 
preferred dwelling in the preferred town than respondents in the rest of the 
Netherlands. 
 In this period, the intra-regional differentiation in population development 
was therefore the result of the spatially differentiated death rates as a continued 
effect of the boom period, housing policy and opportunities, the way in which local 
officials were able to influence these policies and opportunities, and the way in which 
these opportunities were appreciated by intra-regionally moving households.  
 
 

6.2 Reflection on theories  
In the theoretical discussions in chapters 1 and 2, population decline was theoretically 
positioned within the framework of urban change. The literature offered a number of 
approaches for the existence of different stages in regional development and for why 
shifts between stages occur: the structural economic approach, the institutional 
approach and the behavioural approach.  
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The two regions clearly demonstrate the importance of structural economic 
developments for explaining economic and demographic development. Regional 
development can be described in analogy with the industrial life cycle with birth, 
bloom, decay and death (or, when the region is able to reinvent its economic 
structure: recovery). The two regions under study are (still) in the decay stage because 
of, among other things, structural economic changes. The economic opportunities 
were the primary driver of the birth-, bloom- and decay stage of economic and 
demographic development of the two regions. It was expected that large-scale 
economic changes would only explain differences in population development between 
regions and not between cities in that region. However, it turned out that this 
assumption was false: the industrial cities within the region experienced the highest 
economic and demographic growth and decline. 
 The importance of institutional settings came to the fore during all three 
stages. Regional and national governments tried to fuel and guide regional economic 
development and restructuring. In addition, local, regional and national housing 
market policies proved to be strong determinants in intra-regional differentiation in 
population development, not only in a context of growth (as pointed out in traditional 
institutional approaches), but also in a context of decline. It was expected that 
differences in development at local level would be ascribed primarily to local level 
political and societal actors. However, the study revealed that higher level institutions 
and policies may possibly make an even larger contribution to intra-regional 
differences in population development, particularly through housing policy and 
subsidization schemes, than local politics do. 
 It is not just a matter of where housing is located, but also where people want 
to live. This calls for the use of behavioural explanations. The study showed that these 
explanations are gaining importance in explaining intra-regional population 
development. In particular, intra-regional moves are fuelling these intra-regional 
differences. In the introduction I wondered whether the same principles of residential 
mobility would apply in a declining region as in a growing region. And, when this is the 
case, whether these differences are merely the consequence of a composition effect of 
the population or not. Although I did not investigate the pattern of intra-regional 
differentiation in population development in growing regions, I did investigate the 
migration motives and preferences of the population in both shrinking and growing 
regions. The study in Southern-Limburg revealed that intra-regional moves were 
determined largely by the same motives and preferences as in other, growing, regions. 
A difference was that in Southern-Limburg the respondents had more difficulty finding 
the preferred dwelling in the preferred town, and this was indeed partly the result of a 
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composition effect and partly of a regional effect: in Southern-Limburg significantly 
more often people could not find the preferred dwelling in the preferred town because 
of a lack of housing in general and a lack of elderly apartments in particular. The latter 
argument is found in other declining regions too, whereas the first is unique for 
Southern-Limburg. So it is the combination of the population composition and the 
structure of the regional housing market that contributes to this lower level of realized 
preferences. More research is needed into this direction to confirm these findings.  

A second finding is that the intra-regional residential mobility flows were 
certainly not just going from the core city to the suburbs, in contrast to what was 
stressed in the literature. The case was rather that there was a criss-cross pattern of 
moves between cities, between suburbs, between rural villages and any combination 
of these categories. Scholars should therefore be aware of the possibility of other 
intra-regional migration flows in addition to the suburbanizing flow while studying the 
causes of shrinkage.  

 
There are a couple of factors that steer population development which were not part 
of these structural economic, institutional and behavioural explanations but which did 
contribute to the intra-regional differences to a large degree. The first is the 
importance of natural increases (births and deaths). They appear to be strongly related 
to economic development. Structural economic approaches should therefore broaden 
the focus: economic development does not only contribute to population growth via 
migration, but also via natural increases and decreases. Particularly the ripple effects 
of past boom and bust should be taken into account. In the introduction, I questioned 
whether these natural changes could had have affected the region uniformly, or 
whether they had had a spatially differentiated effect. Firstly, natural development 
should be broken down into birth and death rates to see what the true effect of this 
factor is on differentiation in population development: in the period of decay the 
variance in birth rates within the region was limited, whereas the variance in death 
rates was high, with particularly high death rates in the former mining municipalities 
(but now these differences are levelling out). 
  A second factor was the influence of the border. Expectations were that the 
border just played a role at regional level and less at local level, but this assumption 
had to be rejected: in both regions, the municipalities located directly at the border 
had undergone significantly different developments when compared with the cities 
and villages located further away from the borders. This means that the border 
location should not be treated as just a regional characteristic, but also as a local 
characteristic. This spatially differentiated border effect is the result of cross-border 
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institutional differences (which again stresses the importance of higher-level 
institutional settings for intra-regional differentiation). For a full understanding of 
these intra-regional differences in population development, one should take the 
institutional characteristics of regions bordering the case study region into account as 
well.  
 
Is urban shrinkage indeed an unprecedented and unique phenomenon? I agree that 
the extent and perseverance of shrinkage as we now find it in many regions and cities 
in the Western World is indeed rather exceptional. Yet, the driving forces of this 
process and more specifically the driving forces of the intra-regional differentiation in 
shrinkage are not that unique. I found that the mechanisms driving the differentiation 
in decline in a declining region are actually the same as those driving the 
differentiation in growth in a growing region. These determinants are the availability of 
employment opportunities and housing opportunities in areas meeting the 
preferences of the population. In a growing region, the cities with the most 
employment opportunities and/or the most attractive living environments attracted 
the largest number of migrants, and in declining regions the cities with the least 
employment opportunities and/or the least attractive living environments declined the 
most. The natural development-mechanisms driving the differentiation are also the 
same: those areas that offered economic and non-economic attractive opportunities 
attracted young people, pushing up birth rates and reducing death rates, whereas the 
opposite occurred in unattractive areas. However, there does not necessarily have to 
be a contemporary mismatch between economic and non-economic opportunities and 
people’s preferences, resources, opportunities and constraints, as current growth or 
decline may also be the result of the (mis)match of the past, which, often via birth- and 
death rates too, still ripples through population compositions decades later. 
 

6.3 Academic and societal contribution 
This research contributed to our understanding of urban shrinkage in several ways. It 
demonstrated that shrinkage is not a matter of simple cause and effect, but that it is 
an intricate process with multiple reinforcing feedback loops. It was also demonstrated 
that this shrinkage trajectory is different for different (types of) regions, which calls for 
an increased sense of regional awareness and the acknowledgement of the impact of 
regional characteristics in shrinkage trajectories. At the same time, specific local 
conditions can deflect local population developments in other, unexpected, directions. 
This calls for an increasing local awareness too.  
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The research also demonstrated that a true understanding of the spatially 
differentiated population developments requires that one looks much further back in 
time, not only to those migration, death and birth rates of the last decade, but to 
those of the past decades or even century and how they are rippling through 
population compositions until this day. 
 Finally,   the   research   revealed   the   importance   of   ‘normal’   intra-regional 
residential mobility flows for intra-regional differentiation in population development, 
which are not steered by unique and unprecedented preferences, but by the same 
principles steering residential mobility in other, growing, regions as well.  
 These findings may not offer the clear-cut answers policymakers are looking 
for while formulating planning for decline policies. Urban decline is the outcome of a 
multitude of processes, some contemporary, some remnants of the past. One can try 
to address one of those processes, for instance the outmigration of young people, but 
still the other processes will continue to fuel decline. This is not to say that all is lost 
and nothing remains but to wait for the inevitable. For there are still some cities and 
villages which are able to break out of the negative cycle of decline. It is rather a plea 
for coordinating this intra-regional differentiation in population development, both 
with respect to those cities that are doing well and those that are declining. For, 
without coordination, inevitably an inter-municipal battle over inhabitants and firms 
will start. There are, in this respect, several ways forward possible, each with different 
outcomes for intra-regional differentiation in population development. The choice for 
such an intra-regional development policy is ultimately a difficult political choice. A 
first option is to concentrate energy and money on the most vital parts of the region, 
while the rest is left to fend for themselves. A second option is to concentrate on the 
vital parts, while securing a minimum level of liveability in the areas with less potential. 
A third option is to spread all energy and resources evenly over the region. Whichever 
choice is made, it definitely requires an up-scaling of political power, tasks and 
responsibilities to regional level, in order to overcome inter-municipal battles over 
inhabitants and businesses.  
 With coordination I also mean being ready for the future. This does not only 
apply to the near future, where further ageing will require adaptations in health care 
and the housing market structure (more elderly apartments, as the analysis in 
Southern-Limburg showed). For, eventually these large elderly cohort of the baby 
boom generation will die and then a new stage will come. Then, the cards of the intra-
regional differentiation in population development will once again be reshuffled. 
Studying the contours of this future is necessary, so that future needs relating to 
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housing for example, can be anticipated and a future mismatch between opportunities 
and preferences can possibly be prevented.  
 
 

6.4 Reflection on data and methods 
Carrying out research entails making choices, each of which have their own merits and 
drawbacks. I briefly discuss these choices, merits and drawbacks below. 
 The first and most fundamental choice concerns the levels of analysis and the 
choice for studying in particular intra-regional differentiation of population 
development. In many studies of shrinkage the focus is on either a particular region or 
a particular city. However, this research made clear that a full understanding of 
shrinkage requires, first, a study of the multi-level interaction between the local and 
the regional (and how these are affected by the national or even global), and second, 
being more sensitive   to   the   fact   that   one   city’s   fortune   is   not   only   the   result   of   the  
characteristics of that city itself, but also of those neighbouring cities in the settlement 
system.  
 The second fundamental choice concerned the use of theoretical concepts 
and terminology. The choice for the shift from the general term, urban shrinkage, to 
the specific term of population development was prompted by the fact that I wanted 
to investigate all cities in a declining region, and it was not necessarily true that in such 
a region all cities were economically declining too. These pockets of economic growth 
would have been omitted if I had focused on urban decline instead of population 
development. Indeed, as it turned out, there were cities with economic growth and 
population decline in the case study regions. 
 Population development was subdivided into two components: migration and 
natural developments (births and deaths). Nevertheless, I chose not to interview any 
migrants about their preferences, resources, opportunities and constraints. I did this 
because I had to make a choice between focusing on an in-depth geographical analysis 
of the region and its cities, and a more demographic analysis of the inhabitants and 
their residential location decisions. The latter would certainly fill one remaining gap in 
our understanding of urban decline. However, other aspects like the impact of natural 
developments and political frameworks etcetera, which appear to have received even 
less attention so far, would not be addressed. In my opinion these elements are crucial 
for a better understanding of the process of decline, and so I decided to focus on the 
local level instead of the individual. 
 Still, some insights into the preferences and motives of migrants were 
established in part of the analysis, by applying the rich WoOn survey. Without these 
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data, I would not have been able to show that, at least in the Netherlands, largely the 
same principles apply in a declining region as in a growing region. In the literature it is 
often stressed that shrinkage is a unique phenomenon. In this study I have found 
support for the statement that actually it seems more fruitful to see growth and 
decline as two sides of the same coin. Despite the richness of this dataset, there were 
also drawbacks; unfortunately, the sample was too small to create sufficient data for 
analysis at municipal level. So, I could not ascertain whether there were significant 
differences in the preferences, motives and constraints of respondents living in the 
different municipalities. It would have been most valuable to my research if data had 
been available at this level: it could have shown whether people living in different 
(types of) cities also have different motives, living preferences and constraints. 
 For the analysis of the process of decline in chapter 3, I used a time series 
analysis of a limited dataset of demographic and economic variables. A drawback of 
this method was that it revealed, but did not explain relations between the variables. 
So, an additional qualitative analysis is always required. Furthermore, the in-depth 
case study of Southern-Limburg made clear that entering a longer time period in the 
time series analyses would possibly have revealed those long-term ripple effects of the 
boom period too.  
 Quantitative analysis in which existing data is used, of course has its 
shortcomings. Undertaking additional literature analysis and interviews to provide a 
deeper understanding of the relations found is therefore necessary. Furthermore, a 
mixed-data, mixed-method type of analysis is especially important as local and 
regional characteristics and peculiarities were a central research object in my analysis. 
It is in the nature of those statistical methods that local peculiarities are filtered out as 
outliers. However, it is precisely these outliers that may be fascinating and crucial for a 
better understanding of intra-regional differentiation in population development. 
These peculiarities can only be retrieved with additional field observation and 
interviews with local and regional key persons.   
 The spatial demarcation of the two regions was based on functional urban 
area (FUA) criteria. Indeed, the core-hinterland relations in terms of employment did 
form a web which more or less extends over the case study regions. However, there 
were substantial relations with the bordering FUAs too, especially at the borders of the 
FUA. In both regions, the distance between home and place of work increased over the 
past   years,   which   would   beg   a   closer   examination   of   what   may   be   considered   ‘the  
region’.   The   spatial   demarcation   of   the   local   level   was   based   on   municipal  
administrative boundaries. This involuntary choice was the result of a lack of data at a 
lower level of analysis (preferably village or hamlet level). This was unfortunate, since 
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there are still differences in population development between villages within the same 
municipality. 
 
On the basis of the model one could make a matrix of different types of regions, 
according to their institutional context, their spatial context and the type of macro 
structural processes occurring in that region. I investigated two regions filling the 
hypothetical   cell   ‘severely declining border region in Northwest Europe, having 
experienced   dramatic   economic   restructuring’.   Despite   this   highly   specific   regional  
profile, the conceptual model formulated in chapter 2 did provide a solid stepping 
stone for investigating this type of region. I do think that the model can also work to 
explain intra-regional differentiation in other types of regions, as it leaves room for 
different institutional, spatial and local characteristics to dominate over others in 
different types of regions. In former mining regions such as the ones studied here, a 
particularly dominant factor was the ripple effect of birth and death rates as a 
consequence of regional economic development for instance. This factor may be less 
important in a peripheral agricultural region in Switzerland for example, where 
infrastructural connection may instead be more important for population 
development. 
   
 

6.5 Further research 
Although the findings of this research may be a good starting point for a better 
understanding of the causes of intra-regional differentiation in population 
development, there are still some questions and issues to be answered.  
 What is desperately needed is a more widely accepted definition of urban 
shrinkage and urban decline. Too often, definitions are used loosely and it is unclear 
what exactly a scholar is referring to: population decline, economic decline or both; 
whether the consequences of decline are included too; which time frame of decline is 
used and what kind of spatial unit the study applies to. Subdividing the different 
components of decline, that is immigration rate, out-migration rate, birth rate and 
death rate, and, when including economic decline, number of jobs, types of jobs and 
unemployment rate is also necessary. Changes in each of these components may have 
different causes and they should be stated that way for the sake of conceptual clarity.  
 In this dissertation an attempt has been made to use time series analysis for 
understanding the process of decline. The time frame and number of cases were 
limited. However, the results are promising and exploring the use of the method in 
different cases is worthwhile, especially with a longitudinal dataset which captures the 
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different stages of development. However, it still requires additional qualitative 
analysis to explain the results found.  
 Another issue worth examining further is the impact of a firm and relatively 
sudden additional economic crisis on urban decline, such as the one effective since 
2008. Such crises form another factor that joins the messy interplay of processes that 
is called decline. Such factors could easily be mistaken for the process of economic 
decline that was already occurring in the region anyway. That is not to say that there 
cannot be a regional component to the impact of additional economic crises. Rather, I 
argue for a close examination of what is a regional component of a macro factor or an 
intrinsic regional development. This calls for an increasing awareness of levels of 
analysis, units of analysis, time-frames, concepts and use of terminology in urban 
decline research.  
 Finally, this dissertation revealed the mechanisms of decline and the 
dominant factors of the conceptual model in one particular type of region. The next 
step is to validate the model for other types of regions too, according to their 
institutional and spatial context and the dominant macro processes occurring in that 
region.  
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Appendices 
 
 
 

1. List interview partners 
  
 
Saarland 
 

� Department heads/staff members of department of housing and urban 
development in 20 municipalities 

� 5 heads of regional property valuation committees 
� 1 Staff member Federal land Saarland, department of Environment 
� 3 Staff members Chamber of Commerce 
� 2 Regional geographers 
� 2 Staff members regional housing corporation 
� 1 Real estate broker 

 
 
 
Southern-Limburg 
 

� Department heads/staff members of department of housing and urban 
development in 16 municipalities 

� 2 Regional historians 
� 1 Staff member province Limburg, department of housing 
� 1 Staff member Parkstad 
� 1 Regional housing market expert 
� 1 Staff member regional housing corporation 
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2. Topic lists interviews 
 
   
Saarland 
 
Format for municipalities: 
Part 1. About Saarland 

� Deviating population development Saarland compared to other western-German 
federal lands 

� Effect of border location (France and Luxemburg)  
� Regional identity 
� Inter-regional and intra-regional commuting 

Part 2. About residential mobility 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in Saarland 
� Changes in these factors over time 
� Relation between homeownership and residential mobility 

Part 3. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Explanation for specific development in this municipality 
� Relation between the local characteristics of a municipality and the local population 

composition 
Part 4. About this municipality and planning 

� Policies for dealing with decline 
� Financial and planning instruments available to municipality 
� Financial situation 
� Level of sovereignty of municipality in formulating local housing market policies 
� Impact local (political) actors 
� Local governance structure 

 
 
Format property evaluation committees 
Part 1. About Saarland 

� Deviating population development Saarland compared to other western-German 
federal lands 

� Effect of border location (France and Luxemburg)  
Part 2. About residential mobility 

� Relation between property values and local attractiveness 
� Factors determining local attractiveness 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in Saarland 
� Changes in these factors over time 
� Relation between homeownership and residential mobility 

Part 3. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Explanation for specific development in this county 
� Relation between the local characteristics of a municipality and the local population 

composition 
Part 4. About planning 

� Influence of local and supra-local authorities on housing market  
� Level of sovereignty of municipality in formulating local housing market policies 
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� Local governance structure 
� Impact local (political) actors 

 
Format staff member Federal land Saarland 
Part 1. About Saarland 

� Deviating population development Saarland compared to other western-German 
federal lands. 

� Effect of border location (France and Luxemburg)  
� Explanation for differentiated developments of Saarland/Luxembourg/Lorraine 

Part 2. About residential mobility 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in Saarland 
� Changes in these factors over time 
� Relation between homeownership and residential mobility 

Part 3. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Relation between the local characteristics of a municipality and the local population 

composition 
Part 4. About planning 

� Federal policies for dealing with decline 
� Financial and planning instruments available to the land 
� Financial situation 
� Influence of the Land on local housing market development 
� Effects of central place planning principle 
� Local governance structure 
� Impact local (political) figures 
� Necessity of administrative territorial reform 

 
Format Chamber of Commerce 
Part 1. About Saarland 

� Deviating population development Saarland compared to other western-German 
federal lands. 

� Effect of border location (France and Luxemburg)  
� Explanation for differentiated developments of Saarland/Luxembourg/Lorraine 
� Characterization economic structure Saarland 
� Inter-regional, intra-regional and cross-border commuting 
� Saarlander push-and pull factors for firms 
� Local push-and pull factors for firms 

Part 2. About planning and politics 
� Institutional factors determining local and regional economic development 
� Impact local (political) actors 
� Effect of central place principle for economic development 

 
Format housing corporation 
Part 1. About Saarland 

� Deviating population development Saarland compared to other western-German 
federal lands. 

� Effect of border location (France and Luxemburg)  
Part 2. About residential mobility 

� Factors determining local attractiveness 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in Saarland 
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� Changes in these factors over time 
� Difference between renters and homeowners  
� Effect of homeownership on residential mobility 

Part 3. About intra-regional in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Relation between the local characteristics of a municipality and the local population 

composition 
Part 4. About planning 

� Influence of local and supra-local authorities on activities housing corporation  
� Impact local (political) actors 
� Effects of selling off procedure on residential mobility 

 
 
Format Regional geographers 
Part 1. About Saarland 

� Deviating population development Saarland compared to other western-German 
federal lands. 

� Effect of border location (France and Luxemburg)  
� Explanation for differentiated developments of Saarland/Luxembourg/Lorraine 
� Inter-regional and intra-regional commuting 

Part 2. About residential mobility 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in Saarland 
� Changes in these factors over time 
� Relation between homeownership and residential mobility 

Part 3. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Relation between the local characteristics of a municipality and the local population 

composition 
Part 4. About planning 

� Effectiveness policies for dealing with decline 
� Financial situation 
� Influence of local and supra-local institutions on local housing market development 
� Effects of central place planning principle 
� Local governance structure 
� Impact local (political) actors 
� Necessity of administrative territorial reform 

 
 
  
Southern-Limburg  
 
Format municipalities 
Part 1. About Southern-Limburg 

� Deviating population development Southern-Limburg compared to other Dutch 
regions 

� Effect of border location (Belgium and Germany)  
� Regional identity 
� Inter-regional and intra-regional commuting 

Part 2. About residential mobility 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in southern-Limburg 
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� Changes in these factors over time 
� Relation between homeownership and residential mobility 

Part 3. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Explanation for specific development in this municipality 
� Relation between the local characteristics of a municipality and the local population 

composition 
Part 4. About this municipality and planning 

� Spatial differentiation in housing market structure  
� Policies for dealing with decline 
� Financial situation 
� Level of sovereignty of municipality in formulating local housing market policies 
� Local and supra-local governance structure 
� Impact local (political) actors 
� Effectiveness inter-municipal cooperation and necessity territorial reform 

 
Format regional historians 
Part 1. About Southern-Limburg 

� Deviating population development Southern-Limburg compared to other Dutch 
regions 

� Effect of border location (Belgium and Germany)  
� Regional identity 
� Closure of mines and restructuring period: short term restructuring vs. long-term 

restructuring (Saarland) 
� Lack of steel industry in Southern-Limburg (compared to synergy between steel and 

coal in other mining regions) 
� Spatially differentiated restructuring policy 
� Comparison development Southern-Limburg and region Aken 

 
Part 2. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 

� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
Part 3. About this municipality and planning 

� Local and supra-local governance structure 
� Impact local (political) actors 
� Effectiveness inter-municipal cooperation and necessity territorial reform 

 
Format Province Limburg 
Part 1. About Southern-Limburg 

� Deviating population development Southern-Limburg compared to other Dutch 
regions 

� Effect of border location (Belgium and Germany)  
� Regional identity 
� Closure of mines and restructuring period: short term restructuring vs. long-term 

restructuring (Saarland) 
� Spatially differentiated restructuring policy 
� Comparison development Southern-Limburg and region Aken 

Part 2. About residential mobility 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in Southern-Limburg 
� Changes in these factors over time 
� Effect of homeownership on residential mobility 
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Part 3. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Spatial differentiation in housing market structure 

Part 4. About this municipality and planning 
� Provincial policies for dealing with decline  
� Influence of province on local housing markets 
� Local and supra-local governance structure 
� Impact local (political) actors 
� Effectiveness inter-municipal cooperation and necessity territorial reform 

 
Format Parkstad 
Part 1. About Southern-Limburg 

� Deviating population development Southern-Limburg compared to other Dutch 
regions 

� Effect of border location (Belgium and Germany)  
� Regional identity 

Part 2. About residential mobility 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in Southern-Limburg 
� Changes in these factors over time 
� Effect of homeownership on residential mobility 

Part 3. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Spatial differentiation in housing market structure 

Part 4. About Parkstad and planning 
� Push- and pull factors of Parkstad 
� Parkstad policies for dealing with decline  
� Local and supra-local governance structure  
� Impact local (political) actors 
� Power balance between municipalities Parkstad 
� Effectiveness inter-municipal cooperation and necessity territorial reform 

 
Format regional housing market expert 
Part 1. About Southern-Limburg 

� Deviating population development southern-Limburg compared to other Dutch 
regions 

� Effect of border location (Belgium and Germany)  
� Regional identity 
� Influence cross-border commuting on differentiated population development 

Part 2. About residential mobility 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in Southern-Limburg 
� Changes in these factors over time 
� Changes in areas perceived as attractive 
� Effect of homeownership on residential mobility 
� Effect of economic crisis on preferences and opportunities for residential mobility 

Part 3. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Spatial differentiation in housing market structure 

Part 4. About planning 
� Effects of policies for dealing with decline  
� Local and supra-local governance structure  
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� Impact local (political) actors 
� Effectiveness inter-municipal cooperation and necessity territorial reform 

 
Format Housing corporation 
Part 1. About Southern-Limburg 

� Deviating population development Southern-Limburg compared to other Dutch 
regions 

� Effect of border location (Belgium and Germany)  
� Regional identity 
� Influence cross-border commuting on differentiated population development 

Part 2. About residential mobility 
� Factors steering inter-regional and intra-regional migration in Southern-Limburg 
� Difference between renters and homeowners 
� Changes in these factors over time 
� Effect of homeownership on residential mobility 
� Effect of economic crisis on preferences and opportunities for residential mobility 

Part 3. About intra-regional differentiation in population development 
� Explanation for intra-regional differences in population development 
� Spatial differentiation in housing market structure 

Part 4. About planning 
� Influence local and supra-local institutions on activities housing corporation    
� Restructuring policy and the role of the corporation  
� Local and supra-local governance structure  
� Impact local (political) actors 
� Effects selling of procedure on residential mobility 
� Effectiveness inter-municipal cooperation and necessity territorial reform 
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Summary 
 
 
 
Introduction 
While there are many cities and regions across the Western world that have 
experienced population growth over the past decennia, there are also cities and 
regions that are going through a transition from population growth to decline. Often, 
these cities and regions also experience economic decline, which together contributes 
to a decline in the level of liveability. This process of demographic and economic 
decline is called urban shrinkage or urban decline. 
 There are two gaps in our understanding of urban shrinkage. The first gap 
relates to how the shrinkage process unfolds, more specifically, how economic and 
demographic development affect each other over time. There is limited empirical 
evidence into this shrinkage trajectory. The first research question in this dissertation 
addressed this process: how does the process of regional decline unfold over time?  
 The second gap relates to the explanation of the intra-regional differentiation 
in population development. Shrinkage does not just occur in a specific type of city or 
region, but also occurs in cities and regions of various sizes, locations and character. In 
some declining regions, population size declines in all cities and villages, in other 
regions there are still some cities growing amidst otherwise declining cities: there is, in 
other words, a certain level of intra-regional differentiation in population 
development. The reason why I use the term population development instead of urban 
decline or shrinkage is because I do not want to exclude a priori those growing cities 
that may still exist in a region. The central question is how this intra-regional 
differentiation within a declining region can be explained. 
 
For the first research question, I used a time series analysis of demographic and 
economic variables in order to scrutinize relations between these variables, possibly 
with a time lag. I analysed three Dutch shrinking regions: Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, 
Southern-Limburg and East-Groningen. For the second research question, I used both 
quantitative and qualitative methods. This analysis focused on two similar declining 
regions: Saarland and Southern-Limburg. The quantitative analysis consisted of 
regression analyses of demographic variables and a variety of variables expressing 
local characteristics, and regression analyses and crosstabs of migration determinants 
(living preferences, resources, opportunities and constraints) of Dutch households 
(also itemized to the level of Southern-Limburg). These quantitative analyses were 
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supplemented with a qualitative analysis, which assisted in interpreting the findings of 
the quantitative analysis. For this purpose, a total of 50 interviews were conducted 
with representatives of municipalities, the regional administration, real estate brokers, 
regional geographers and regional historians in the two regions. 
 
Theory 
Chapter 2 is a theoretical chapter which discusses the concepts of and explanations for 
urban decline and urban shrinkage and it addresses the usability of these explanations 
for explaining inter-regional (differences between regions) and the intra-regional 
(differences within regions) differentiation in population decline. This resulted in the 
formulation of a conceptual model. The explanations can be consigned to three 
theoretical approaches: the structural-economic, the institutional and the behavioural 
approach.  
 This conceptual model explains differences in decline between regions by the 
degree   to  which  higher   level   processes   are   ‘filtered’   through   the   specific   spatial   and  
institutional context. A common higher level process affecting cities and regions in the 
Western world is the process of deindustrialisation. The degree to which such a 
process actually affects a particular region and possible subsequent out-migration 
depends on the spatial and institutional context: for example, other cities in the 
vicinity with different economic structures could potentially compensate for the 
employment losses in the industrial city (the spatial context) and the government 
could attempt to protect the industries or alternatively stimulate economic 
diversification (the institutional context). Structural-economic and institutional 
arguments are often used to explain inter-regional differences. A second factor that is 
often mentioned in the European, and, in particular, the German shrinkage literature, 
persistent natural decreases caused by chronically low birth rates in relation to high 
death rates. 
 However, this is not the entire explanation, as we still encounter differences 
in levels of decline between cities located in the same spatial and institutional context. 
In the literature the most common explanation for this differentiation is behavioural: 
scholars point out the importance of residential mobility and living preferences 
(leading to suburbanization) as the main cause of intra-regional differentiation in 
population development. However, this explanation is not sufficient either, as there 
are still differences between suburbs, between core cities and between rural villages. 
The model explains these differences by adding the local context, which comprises 
local amenities, housing market structure and quality, attractiveness of the housing 
environment, the image, etcetera. These local characteristics are partly fixed and 
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partly alterable by local political actors. The degree to which these actors are able act 
again depends on the supra-local institutional framework (with its legislative 
regulations and distribution of roles and responsibilities). In sum, to explain intra-
regional differentiation, behavioural and institutional explanations matter in particular. 
 
The process of urban shrinkage 
In the three most prominent Dutch shrinking regions Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, Sourthern-
Limburg and East-Groningen it was investigated how the process of urban shrinkage 
with its economic and demographic developments unfolds over time. The variables 
included were natural increase, net migration and total population development. The 
economic variables were the development of employment, unemployment, labour 
population and labour participation. These were measured each year over the period 
of 1990-2010. Since these three regions are all located in the same supra-local 
institutional context, the effect of the spatial and local institutional context could be 
analysed. 
 The time series analyses showed that the relationships between the economic 
and demographic variables and the way that these variables affected each other over 
time   differed   between   the   three   regions.   One   cannot   therefore   speak   of   ‘the’  
shrinkage trajectory. There were three remarkable findings. Firstly, the relationship 
between economic and demographic development was not the same in the three 
regions: in Southern-Limburg, net migration was already negative during the period 
that employment was still increasing. In East-Groningen and Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, on 
the other hand, the relationship between migration and employment was positive, as 
expected. Net migration dropped as soon as job opportunities started to decline. The 
explanation for this deviant development in Southern Limburg was a mismatch 
between the characteristics of the labour population and the type of employment.  
 The second finding was the importance of specific regional conditions. These 
conditions were not identified with the time series analysis, but were extrapolated via 
an additional literature study. In the case study regions, these conditions were, among 
others, specific regional reproductive behaviour (leading to high or extremely low birth 
rates), a municipal reorganisation causing job loss and the opening of the 
Westerscheldetunnel, which increased the spatial scope of commuters considerably 
and probably lessened the need to migrate.  

The third finding was that the impact of the border is varied between and 
within the three regions. There was indeed cross-border exchange in terms of 
migration and commuting in all three regions. However, the direction of these moves 
differed: in Eastern-Groningen, the migration flow consisted primarily of Dutch 
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households moving to Germany, in Southern-Limburg, the migration flow alternated in 
direction in different periods of time and Zeeuws-Vlaanderen was attracting Belgians. 
The explanations for these differences were sought in the characteristics of the area 
just across the border: the larger the differences, the larger the attraction or repulsion. 
In this respect, the decisive factors were the pressure on the housing market, the 
quality and pricing of dwellings, subsidization schemes and employment.  
 The shrinkage process therefore encompasses more factors than simply 
employment and migration. Moreover, specific regional conditions such as 
reproductive behaviour, cross-border migration and commuting, housing market 
developments also play a role. 
 
The intra-regional differentiation in population development 
The model presented in chapter 2 offers a solid footing for addressing the intra-
regional differentiation in population development in two declining regions with a 
similar economic-historical and spatial profile: Saarland and Southern-Limburg. Both 
regions are former coal mining regions and they experienced severe economic 
restructuring after the closure of the mines. They are also both border regions, 
peripherally located in respectively Germany and the Netherlands and both have a 
similar type of welfare regime. Choosing two regions with a similar institutional and 
spatial context, which are affected by the same higher level process of structural 
economic change, increases the possibility of discerning a local effect contributing to 
the intra-regional differentiation.  
 
The case studies showed that current population development can only be understood 
by taking into account the development of the past. Three phases in which different 
processes influenced the intra-regional differentiation in population development 
were discerned. The first phase is the phase of economic boom, which took place 
between 1900 and 1958 and which was interrupted by the crisis of the 1930s and the 
World Wars. In this period, the mining (and in Saarland also the steel industry) grew 
exponentially, as did the population in those cities and villages located in the mining 
basin. In addition, the post-war baby boom contributed to population growth in this 
period. Even though the increases in birth rates (number of births per 1000 persons 
per year) took place throughout the entire region, the effect of this increase was still 
intra-regionally differentiated, as the population was considerably younger (with more 
fertile women) in the mining municipalities than in the non-mining-municipalities.  
 The years between 1960 and 1985 covered the phase of economic bust, which 
was sparked by the increasing import of cheaper coal from other continents and the 
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discovery of the gas field in Slochteren. In Southern-Limburg, mining was closed down 
altogether in the period 1965-1975. In Saarland, on the other hand, an attempt was 
made to continue coal mining in order to safeguard a minimum level of domestic 
energy supply. Mining was heavily subsidized here. At the same time, the number of 
mines was reduced as was the number of miners. An economic restructuring policy 
was launched in both regions. However, this policy was only successful in some parts 
of the industrial core areas, which contributed to an increasing gap in both economic 
and demographic development between different parts of the regions. Nonetheless, 
this did not yet result in full-blown population decline in those unsuccessful 
restructuring areas, as the population was still growing thanks to large birth surpluses 
of the previous period. A second process that started to play a role in this period was 
suburbanization. This was the first time that migration decisions were not entirely 
based on economic considerations, but also on living quality considerations. A third 
process was the sharp decline in birth rates due to the advent of the birth control pill 
and changing values concerning family formation and living arrangements.  
 The third period covered the phase of post-restructuring decline, which was 
effective since the end of the 1980s until now. One of the most important factors 
explaining the intra-regional differentiation in population development was the 
spatially differentiated death rate, which were the highest in the mining municipalities. 
Death rates were particularly high in these municipalities as a consequence of the 
skewed age composition: the large cohorts that were young during the economic 
boom period reached the last stage of their lives towards the end of the 20th century. 
This is what I call a ripple effect from previous developments. The situation was 
aggravated by a lack of immigration because of the unfavourable economic situation. 
In Saarland, a second factor was the outmigration of young people, especially those 
aged 25-35 years who could not find suitable jobs after graduating. In Southern 
Limburg, the group comprised, in particular, 18-25 years old who left the region for 
educational reasons. 
 The border location was a factor too. Although it was expected that the 
border effect would impact at regional level only, the analyses showed that the border 
impacted, in particular, at local level: the municipalities located directly at the border 
experienced a higher level of cross-border migration and commuting than the other 
municipalities in the regions. Saarland experienced intensive cross-border migration 
and commuting from both Lorraine (which attracted Saarlander because of its cheaper 
housing supply) and Luxembourg (which offered employment for Saarlander while 
Saarland at the same time offered cheaper housing for Luxembourger). In Southern-
Limburg, similar spatially differentiated border effects were found. In particular, 
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Kerkrade and Vaals attracted large numbers of German households in the 1980s and 
1990s because of the cheaper housing supply and the premie-A subsidy (which was 
also available for Germans). German families moving back in the 2000s – because of 
children leaving the house and the levelling out of housing price differences between 
the German and Dutch side of the border – contributed to population decline in those 
municipalities. At the border with Belgium also housing prices-induced cross-border 
migration took place. Recently, however, both Belgian-Dutch cross-border migration 
have decreased as the differences in dwelling and land prices slowly level out. 
 Even though international migration has been an important factor for 
explaining the spatial differentiation in population development, the analyses of 
Southern-Limburg showed that intra-regional migration might have been even more 
important. The WoOn-data revealed that the moves were spurred predominantly by 
life course motives, that is changes in the stage in the life cycle in which a household is 
in. The preferences determining the relocation decision were the type and size of the 
dwelling and the quality of the neighbourhood. These factors resembled the factors 
mentioned by respondents in growing Dutch regions. A specific regional trait was the 
importance of the type of the dwelling and the quality of the neighbourhood (slightly 
more important in Southern-Limburg than in growing regions). Furthermore, 
respondents in Southern-Limburg less often found the preferred dwelling in the 
preferred town, which was caused by a lack of dwelling in general (meeting the 
preferences of the inhabitants) and a lack of elderly apartments in particular. It seems 
that both a composition effect (the relative older population has different preferences) 
and a regional effect (the mismatch between the structure and quality of the housing 
market and demand of the regional population) were taking place.  
 It is thus important where those preferred dwellings are located within the 
region, which emphasizes the importance of local and regional housing market policy 
and historically grown housing market structures. The spatial distribution of housing 
was especially in Saarland a regional matter: the Land determined where and how 
much housing construction was allowed. In both regions, the number of vacancies 
jointly determined these housing quotas. In particular, municipalities with a high 
percentage of vacant owner-occupied dwellings experienced difficulty in addressing 
vacancies and therefore felt they could hardly implement active housing market 
policies. 
 Furthermore, local political actors can contribute to the development of their 
municipality. In Saarland, the mayor, in particular, was mentioned as a dominant 
political actor, as he/she can, for example, negotiate the regional housing market 
politics to a certain extent. In Southern Limburg, on the other hand, the importance of 
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the aldermen and city council is emphasised in particular. A problem here is the 
occurrence of micro-politics in some municipalities, meaning city council members are 
often primarily interested in defending the interests of the village they are from rather 
than the interests of the municipality as a whole.  
 
Conclusion 
This research demonstrates that understanding the causes of intra-regional 
differentiation in population development requires the inclusion of both regional and 
local level developments. The differentiation is the result of the interaction between 
these different levels.  

Structural-economic and institutional factors are important drivers of the 
process of shrinkage. An important difference with the prevailing views on the self-
reinforcing process of growth or decline is the importance of natural developments (in 
terms of births and deaths) and the importance of specific regional conditions. 
Because of these specific conditions, there is no such thing as a uniform shrinkage 
trajectory. One should therefore be aware of these regional singularities. A 
disadvantage of time series analyses is that the relationships found are not always 
easily explained. In such cases, an additional study in the region is required to explain 
these relationships. Furthermore, the in-depth regional studies of Southern-Limburg 
and Saarland showed that we need to look back further in time to understand the 
current processes of decline. Using a longer period in the time series analysis would 
have provided insight into the period of bust, but also the period of boom.  
 The explanations offered in the literature for intra-regional differentiation in 
population development were inadequate. In the two regions under study, a variety of 
structural-economic, institutional and behavioural characteristics contributed to the 
intra-regional differentiation in population development. Although it was expected 
that structural-economic factors would impact predominantly at regional level, these 
factors had a spatially differentiated impact at local level too. It also became apparent 
that birth- and death rates were highly correlated to economic development and thus 
to spatially differentiated population development. It was similarly expected that local 
political actors, in particular, would contribute to local developments. However, the 
analyses showed that besides the local actors the supra-local institutional context also 
(or even more greatly) determined these local fortunes. Examples were national and 
regional housing market policy, as well as taxation- and subsidy schemes.  
The importance of behavioural explanations for intra-regional differentiation, more 
specifically the preferences, resources, opportunities and constraints of households, 
increased over time. The literature generally focused on the lack of jobs as cause of 
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inter-regional migration, and suburbanization as cause of intra-regional migration. 
Firstly, the study showed that intra-regional migration was more important than inter-
regional migration. Secondly, there are many more different types of intra-regional 
moves than the simple core city-to-suburb move mentioned in the literature. There 
are criss-cross intra-regional moves between cities, between suburbs, between rural 
villages and any possible combination of the above. It is largely the same motives and 
preferences that steer the residential mobility flows within a shrinking region as those 
in a growing region. Consequently, future shrinkage research should also take these 
‘alternative’  migration  flows  within  the  region  into  account. 
 The analysis of the WoOn-data offered a first attempt at unravelling the 
residential preferences, resources and constraints of households in a shrinking region. 
Unanswered is the question whether there are differences in these preferences, 
resources and constraints between households in the various cities in the region. This 
data is necessary for formulating housing market policies that are directed at offering 
the residing households in the region a dwelling that meets their preferences and 
resources best, so that they at least will not leave the region because of a lack of 
suitable dwellings. However, such a policy needs to be coordinated at regional level, in 
order to prevent inter-municipal battles over inhabitants. 

 
This research shows that the process of shrinkage and the intra-regional differentiation 
in shrinkage is the result of a much larger set of processes and mechanisms than is 
assumed in the general shrinkage literature. It is not just a matter of population 
decline due to persistent negative economic development, or because of 
suburbanization. It is rather the concerted action of several structural-economic, 
institutional, behavioural and local processes and characteristics: the location vis-à-vis 
employment areas, historically grown spatial structure, (changes in) the spatial 
distribution of employment and dwellings and the degree to which this distribution 
meets the preferences and resources of different types of households, local and 
regional housing market policy, housing market- and taxation regulations, local actors 
such as the mayor and council members and the quality of the area in terms of 
dwelling- and living environment. Moreover, these processes do not need to be 
occurring in the present, as shrinkage may also be the result of a process that occurred 
in the past and that is having ripple effects on population developments decades later. 
This means that in shrinkage research more attention should be paid to these different 
levels of analysis and time frames. Additionally, we should not search for unique 
‘shrinkage’-explanations only, but rather consider the general mechanisms behind 
differentiation in growth as possible explanations too.   











 

173 
 

Samenvatting 
 
 
 
Inleiding 
Terwijl   er   veel   steden   en   regio’s   zijn,   verspreid   over   de   westerse   wereld,   die   in   de  
afgelopen decennia sterke groei hebben laten zien, zijn er ook veel die een transitie 
kennen van groei naar krimp van de bevolking en vaak ook van werkgelegenheid. Deze 
processen kunnen bijdragen aan een afname van de leefbaarheid in deze gebieden. Dit 
proces van demografische en economische krimp wordt in de Angelsaksische literatuur 
ook wel urban shrinkage en urban decline genoemd.  
 Er zijn twee aspecten van krimp waar nog weinig over bekend is. Het eerste 
aspect is het verloop van het krimpproces. Vaak wordt een relatie tussen economische 
krimp en demografische krimp verondersteld. Wat nog onduidelijk is, hoe deze twee 
processen elkaar door de tijd heen beïnvloeden. De eerste onderzoeksvraag in dit 
proefschrift gaat over dit proces: op welke wijze beïnvloeden demografische en 
economische ontwikkelingen elkaar in een krimpregio door de tijd heen?  
 Het tweede aspect is de verklaring voor wat ik noem de intra-regionale 
differentiatie in bevolkingsontwikkeling. Krimp treedt niet op in een specifiek type stad 
of gebied, maar komt voor in steden en dorpen van verschillende grootte, ligging en 
karakter.  In  sommige  krimpregio’s  neemt  de  bevolking  af  in  alle  steden  en  dorpen,  in  
sommige  regio’s  zijn  er  nog  enkele  groeiende  steden:  er   is   in  elk  geval  een  bepaalde  
mate van intra-regionale differentiatie in bevolkingsontwikkeling. De reden dat ik hier 
de term bevolkingsontwikkeling gebruik in plaats van krimp is dat de groeiende steden 
die er mogelijk nog zijn in de krimpende regio niet bij voorbaat worden uitgesloten van 
de analyse. De onderzoeksvraag is hoe deze differentiatie aan bevolkingsontwikkeling 
binnen een krimpregio te verklaren valt.  
 Voor de eerste onderzoekvraag is gebruik gemaakt van een tijdsreeksanalyse 
van  demografische  en  economische  variabelen  in  drie  krimpende  Nederlandse  regio’s  
(Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, Zuid-Limburg en Oost-Groningen). Voor de tweede 
onderzoeksvraag is gebruik gemaakt van zowel kwantitatieve als kwalitatieve 
methoden   in   twee   vergelijkbare   regio’s   (Saarland   in   Duitsland   en   Zuid-Limburg in 
Nederland). De kwantitatieve methode omvat regressie analyses van demografische 
variabelen en variabelen die lokale eigenschappen meten, evenals regressies en 
kruistabellen van woonvoorkeuren en beperkingen van Nederlandse en Zuid-
Limburgse huishoudens in het bijzonder. Dit kwantitatieve onderzoek is aangevuld met 
kwalitatieve methoden om zo de gevonden verbanden beter te kunnen duiden. Het 
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kwalitatieve onderzoek bestond in totaal uit 50 interviews met vertegenwoordigers 
van gemeenten, de provincie, regionale woningmarktdeskundigen, makelaars, historici 
en  regionaal  geografen  in  de  twee  regio’s. 
 
De theorie 
In het theoretische hoofdstuk is het thema bevolkingsdaling in een breder theoretisch 
kader   geplaatst,   te   weten   in   het   ‘urban   decline’   en   ‘urban   shrinkage’   debat. Er is 
gekeken naar welke factoren in de wetenschappelijke literatuur worden genoemd voor 
het optreden van krimp en in hoeverre deze bruikbaar zijn voor het verklaren van de 
inter-regionale differentiatie (verschillen   tussen   regio’s)   en   intra-regionale 
differentiatie (verschillen tussen gemeenten binnen  regio’s) in de mate van krimp. Dit 
heeft geresulteerd in de formulering van een conceptueel model. Drie theoretische 
benaderingen bieden handvatten voor het begrijpen van deze differentiatie. Dat zijn 
de structureel-economische, institutionele en gedragsmatige benadering.  

In het conceptuele model is de differentiatie tussen krimpende regio’s 
verklaard door de mate waarin algemene processen die zich op bovenlokaal niveau 
afspelen,   worden   ‘gefilterd’   door de specifieke ruimtelijke en institutionele context. 
Een algemeen proces dat de economische ontwikkeling in veel westerse steden 
overheerst is deïndustrialisering. De mate waarin dit proces ook daadwerkelijk in een 
bepaalde regio optreedt en vervolgens leidt tot het wegtrekken van de bevolking, 
hangt af de ruimtelijke en institutionele context. Zo zouden andere steden in de 
omgeving met een gedifferentieerd werkgelegenheidsaanbod het verlies aan 
werkgelegenheid kunnen opvangen (ruimtelijke context); de overheid kan proberen de 
industrie te beschermen of te investeren in het stimuleren van nieuwe 
werkgelegenheid (institutionele context). Voor het verklaren van de inter-regionale 
differentiatie wordt veelal gebruik gemaakt van de structureel-economische en de 
institutionele benadering. Een tweede factor die wordt genoemd in de Europese, en 
vooral Duitse krimpliteratuur is het aanhoudend negatieve geboortesaldo, welke 
wordt veroorzaakt door een chronisch te laag aantal geboortes in verhouding tot de 
sterfte. 
 Echter, binnen eenzelfde ruimtelijke en institutionele context worden nog 
steeds verschillen in krimp gevonden (intra-regionale differentiatie). De literatuur wijst 
hiervoor vooral naar gedragsmatige verklaringen (geconcentreerd op 
migratiepatronen en woonvoorkeuren). Hierbij wordt suburbanisatie als hoofdoorzaak 
van intra-regionale differentiatie aangewezen. Deze verklaring is echter niet afdoende, 
aangezien er ook nog steeds verschillen bestaan tussen suburbs, of tussen kernsteden 
of tussen afgelegen dorpen. Deze verschillen worden in het model verklaard door de 
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lokale context, welke de lokale aantrekkingskracht op het gebied van voorzieningen, 
aantrekkelijkheid van het woonmilieu, het imago et cetera bevat. Deze lokale 
eigenschappen zijn deels onveranderlijk (zoals de absolute ligging), en deels te 
beïnvloeden door lokale politieke actoren (zoals de kwaliteit van de woningvoorraad). 
De mate waarin deze lokale politieke actoren invloed kunnen uitoefenen, hangt echter 
wederom af van de bovenlokale institutionele context met de bijbehorende verdeling 
van taken en verantwoordelijkheden tussen overheidslagen en de financiële toerusting 
van de gemeente. Voor de intra-regionale variatie zijn dus naar verwachting veeleer 
gedragsmatige en institutionele verklaringen in relatie tot de lokale eigenschappen van 
belang.  
 
Krimp als proces 
In   de   drie   voor   Nederland   exemplarische   krimpregio’s   Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, Zuid-
Limburg en Oost-Groningen is onderzocht of en hoe de verschillende demografische en 
economische processen die optreden in een krimpende regio elkaar beïnvloeden. De 
demografische variabelen die zijn opgenomen zijn de geboortesaldi, migratiesaldi en 
bevolkingsontwikkeling en de economische variabelen zijn banenontwikkeling, 
werkloosheid, beroepsbevolkingsontwikkeling en arbeidsparticipatieontwikkeling. De 
tijdreeks besloeg de periode van 1990-2010. Aangezien   de   drie   regio’s   in   dezelfde 
bovenlokale institutionele context liggen, kan het effect van de ruimtelijke en lokaal-
institutionele context op dit krimpproces worden onderzocht. 
 Uit de tijdreeksanalyse is gebleken dat de relaties tussen de economische en 
demografische variabelen en hoe deze door de tijd heen elkaar beïnvloeden 
verschillen  in  de  drie  regio’s. We  kunnen  dus  niet  spreken  van  ‘het’  krimpproces.  Er zijn 
drie opmerkelijke bevindingen. De eerste is dat het feit dat de relatie tussen economie 
en  bevolkingsontwikkeling  zich  in  de  drie  regio’s  niet  op  gelijke  wijze  voordoet: in Zuid-
Limburg is er al sprake van bevolkingsdaling (door zowel een negatieve geboortesaldo 
als migratiesaldo) terwijl het aantal banen nog doorgroeit. In Oost-Groningen en 
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen daarentegen gaat die relatie juist gelijk op. Zodra de banen 
afnemen, gaat ook het migratiesaldo omlaag, precies zoals verwacht. De verklaring die 
wordt gegeven is dat die banengroei in Zuid-Limburg plaatsvindt in sectoren die niet 
perse matchen met de kwaliteiten en eigenschappen van de beroepsbevolking.  
 De tweede bevinding is het belang van de specifieke regionale 
omstandigheden die tot deze heterogene krimptrajecten hebben geleid. Deze 
specifieke omstandigheden zijn via aanvullend literatuuronderzoek achterhaald. Deze 
omstandigheden zijn bijvoorbeeld specifieke regionale geboortecijfers, een 
gemeentelijke herindeling die veel banen heeft gekost, of het openen van de 
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Westerscheldetunnel, waarmee in één klap de reikwijdte van pendelaars werd 
vergroot en daarmee de noodzaak om te verhuizen eventueel werd verkleind.  
 De derde bevinding is dat de impact van de grens verschillend uitpakt in de 
drie   regio’s.   Er   is   weliswaar   in   alle   drie   regio’s   sprake   van   een   intensieve  
grensoverschrijdende uitwisseling in de vorm van verhuizingen en pendel, maar de 
richting van deze grensoverschrijdende stromen verschilt: in Oost-Groningen gaat de 
verhuisstroom voornamelijk van Nederland naar Duitsland, in Zuid-Limburg verandert 
na verloop van tijd de stroom van richting en in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen gaat de stroom 
recentelijk vooral van België naar Nederland. Voor de verklaring voor deze verschillen 
moet worden gekeken naar de eigenschappen van het gebied waar de desbetreffende 
regio aan grenst: hoe groter de verschillen, hoe groter de aantrekkingskracht of 
afstoting. Belangrijke factoren zijn hierbij de druk op, en kwaliteit en prijsstelling van 
de woningvoorraad, subsidiemogelijkheden en werkgelegenheid.  

In het proces van krimp spelen dus meer factoren een rol dan enkel regionaal 
banenaanbod en migratie: onder andere ook het voortplantingsgedrag, 
grensoverschrijdende verhuizingen en pendel en woningmarktontwikkelingen dragen 
bij aan deze krimptrajecten.  
 
De intra-regionale differentiatie van bevolkingsontwikkeling 
Het model dat werd gepresenteerd in hoofdstuk 2 biedt handvatten voor het 
bestuderen van de intra-regionale differentiatie van  krimp   in  twee  krimpende  regio’s  
met een overeenkomstig economisch-historisch en ruimtelijk profiel: Saarland en Zuid-
Limburg.   Beide   regio’s   zijn   voormalige   mijnbouwregio’s   en   hebben   te   maken   gehad  
met een ingrijpende economische herstructurering na het sluiten van de mijnen. Ook 
zijn   het   beide   grensregio’s,   die   perifeer   zijn   gelegen   in   respectievelijk Duitsland en 
Nederland en hebben ze een overeenkomstige welvaartsstaatinrichting. Door te kiezen 
voor twee   regio’s   die   een   overeenkomstige   institutionele   en   ruimtelijke   context  
hebben, en allebei met hetzelfde macro proces te maken hebben, wordt de kans 
vergroot om het lokale effect te kunnen achterhalen. 

Om de huidige intra-regionale differentiatie van bevolkingsontwikkeling goed 
te kunnen begrijpen was het noodzakelijk te kijken naar hoe de bevolking zich in het 
verleden heeft ontwikkeld. Er zijn drie fases te onderscheiden waarin verschillende 
dominante processen de intra-regionale bevolkingsontwikkeling hebben bepaald. De 
eerste fase was de fase van economische voorspoed, welke zich voltrok tussen 1900-
1958 en die werd onderbroken door de economische crisis van de jaren 30 en door de 
wereldoorlogen. In deze periode groeide de mijnbouw (en in Saarland ook de 
staalindustrie) exponentieel, waardoor de bevolking in die dorpen gelegen in de 
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mijnbekkens eveneens exponentieel groeide. Ook de babyboom van de naoorlogse 
jaren droeg bij aan de bevolkingsontwikkeling in deze periode. Hoewel de toename 
van het bruto geboortecijfer (aantal geboortes per 1000 personen per jaar) zich in het 
hele gebied op dezelfde wijze voordeed, was er toch sprake van een intra-regionaal 
gedifferentieerd effect omdat in de gemeentes waar daadwerkelijk mijnbouw 
plaatsvond en waar ook de mijnbouwersfamilies woonden de bevolking relatief jonger 
was, met dus een hoger aandeel vruchtbare vrouwen. 
 De jaren tussen grofweg 1960-1985 behelsde de fase van economische 
neergang: vanwege de toename van import van goedkopere kolen en olie van buiten 
Europa en de ontdekking van de gasbel bij Slochteren werd mijnbouw steeds minder 
aantrekkelijk. In Zuid-Limburg werd de mijnbouw in zijn geheel stilgelegd in de periode 
1965-1975. In Saarland werd juist gepoogd de mijnbouw in stand te houden om zo in 
ieder geval de Duitse energievoorraad veilig te kunnen stellen. Hier werd de mijnbouw 
sterk gesubsidieerd (hoewel ook een aantal mijnen sloot en de werkgelegenheid in de 
mijn- en staalindustrie   afnam).   In   beide   regio’s   werd   een   economisch  
herstructureringsprogramma gelanceerd. Dit was maar deels succesvol, wat bijdroeg 
aan een groeiende kloof in zowel economische als demografische ontwikkeling tussen 
de verschillende streken binnen   de   regio’s.   Er   was sprake van een hoog negatief 
migratiesaldo in die mijnbouwgemeenten waar de herstructurering minder succesvol 
was. Toch leidde dit nog niet direct tot bevolkingsdaling in die mijnbouwgemeenten 
omdat er nog sprake was van sterke geboorteoverschotten van de voorgaande 
bloeiperiode. Een tweede proces dat in deze periode begon te spelen was 
suburbanisatie. Voor het eerst waren niet alleen economische beweegredenen de 
motor achter verhuisbewegingen, maar ook leefomgevingsfactoren. Tot slot was er 
sprake van een sterke daling van het vruchtbaarheidscijfer dankzij de opkomst van de 
anticonceptiepil en veranderende waarden ten opzichte van gezinsvorming.  
 De derde periode is de post-herstructureringsfase, die zich voordoet sinds het 
eind van de jaren 80 van de 20e eeuw. Een belangrijke factor voor het verklaren van de 
intra-regionale differentiatie in bevolkingsontwikkeling is nu het sterftecijfer, welke 
sterk samenhangt met of een gemeente een mijnbouwgemeente was of niet. De 
sterftecijfers waren relatief hoog in die mijnbouwgemeentes als gevolg van de scheve 
bevolkingsopbouw aldaar: die cohorten die jong waren ten tijde van de economische 
bloeiperiode kwamen tegen het eind van de 20e eeuw in de stervensfase. Hier is dus 
sprake van een na-ijl effect van de economische groeiperiode. Het resultaat werd 
versterkt door het gebrek aan aanwas via migratie vanwege de ongunstige 
economische ontwikkeling. Een tweede factor is het vertrek van jongeren, in het geval 
van Saarland gaat het vooral om 25-35 jarigen die na hun opleiding geen geschikt werk 
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kunnen vinden. In het geval van Zuid-Limburg zijn het eerder de 18-25 jarigen die voor 
hun opleiding richting de Randstad vertrekken.  
 Er is ook een duidelijk grenseffect. Hoewel de verwachting was dat het 
grenseffect vooral op regionaal niveau zou plaatsvinden, bleek uit de analyses dat de 
grens juist op lokaal niveau effect sorteerde: gemeenten die direct aan de grens liggen 
hadden een sterkere uitwisseling op het gebied van verhuizingen en pendel met het 
buurland dan de niet-grensgemeenten. Saarland had zowel te maken met een 
intensieve uitwisseling met Luxemburg (Saarländer die naar Luxemburg pendelen en 
Luxemburger die in Saarland kwamen wonen in verband met de goedkopere 
woningen) als met Lotharingen (waar Saarländer heen verhuisden vanwege de 
goedkopere woningen). In Zuid-Limburg was de uitwisseling eveneens van groot 
belang voor de ruimtelijk gedifferentieerde ontwikkeling van de gemeenten. Vooral 
Kerkrade en Vaals hebben in de jaren tachtig en negentig van de vorige eeuw grote 
aantallen Duitse gezinnen getrokken vanwege de goedkopere woningen en de premie-
A subsidie (die ook beschikbaar was voor Duitsers). Veel van deze gezinnen trokken in 
het begin van de 21e eeuw echter weer terug naar Duitsland omdat de kinderen 
inmiddels het huis uit waren en de verschillen in woningprijzen tussen de Duitse en 
Limburgse kant van de grens afgenomen waren. Bovendien was het mogelijk voor 
Nederlandse huishoudens om de hypotheekrente van hun Duitse woning in Nederland 
af te trekken. Aan de grens met België, waar de woningen goedkoper zijn dan in 
Limburg, was een stroom van Limburgers naar België waar te nemen. Zowel deze 
Belgisch-Nederlandse grensmigratie als de Lotharingse-Saarlandse grensmigratie 
neemt recentelijk echter af in intensiteit omdat langzamerhand de verschillen in 
huizen-en grondprijzen afnemen.  

Hoewel de internationale migratie dus een belangrijke factor was voor de 
intra-regionale differentiatie aan bevolkingsontwikkeling in deze fase, is gebleken uit 
de analyse van Zuid-Limburg dat de intra-regionale migratie nog belangrijker was, in 
ieder geval in de periode van 2000-2012 waar data voor beschikbaar was. Uit de 
analyse van de WoOn-data komt naar voren dat de verhuizingen vooral te maken 
hebben met levensloopmotieven, dus verhuizingen die horen bij een veranderende 
levensfase van een huishouden. Deze motieven worden even vaak genoemd door 
respondenten in Zuid-Limburg als door respondenten in groeiende   regio’s. De 
doorslaggevende factoren in de verhuisbeslissing zijn de woning (type en grootte) en 
de kwaliteit van de buurt. Dit komt overeen met de factoren die worden genoemd 
door respondenten in  groeiende  regio’s. Wel waren in Zuid-Limburg het type woning 
en de buurtkenmerken iets belangrijker en hadden Zuid-Limburgse respondenten 
minder vaak de woning gevonden in de woonplaats van voorkeur dan in de overige 
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regio’s, wat komt door een gebrek aan woningen in het algemeen (die passen bij de 
voorkeuren) en een gebrek aan ouderenwoningen in het bijzonder. Het lijkt er dus op 
dat er hier sprake is van een compositie-effect (de relatief oudere bevolking stelt 
andere eisen aan de woningvoorraad) en een regionaal effect (de klaarblijkelijke 
mismatch tussen de structuur en kwaliteit van de regionale woningvoorraad en de 
vraag van de inwoners). 

Waar zulke woningen te vinden zijn is in sterke mate afhankelijk van regionaal 
en lokaal woningmarktbeleid en de gegroeide woningmarktstructuur. Wat het beleid 
betreft, werd dit vooral in Saarland op regionaal niveau bepaald. In  beide  regio’s  werd 
bij het bepalen van de lokale woningbouwquota rekening gehouden met de lokale 
leegstand. In het bijzonder in die gemeentes waar een hoog percentage 
eigendomswoningen staat en de leegstand zich ook in deze sector concentreert werd 
het door gemeenten als zeer lastig ervaren om de leegstand aan te pakken en daarmee 
actief woningmarktbeleid te voeren.  
 Ook lokale politieke actoren zijn belangrijk voor de ontwikkeling van de 
gemeente. In Saarland werd vooral het belang van een sterke burgemeester door veel 
van de geïnterviewde personen onderstreept, daar hij of zij tot op zekere hoogte in 
staat is de regionale woningmarktpolitiek te beïnvloeden. In Zuid-Limburg daarentegen 
werd vooral het belang van de wethouders en de gemeenteraad onderstreept. Een 
probleem daarbij is in sommige gevallen het parochiale denken, waarbij de interesse 
van de raadsleden vooral uitgaat naar de belangen van het eigen dorp in plaats van die 
van de gemeente. 
 
Conclusie 
Dit onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat voor het begrijpen van de oorzaken van de intra-
regionale differentiatie in bevolkingsontwikkeling zowel de regionale als de lokale 
ontwikkeling in beeld dienen te worden gebracht. De differentiatie is het gevolg van 
interactie tussen die verschillende niveaus.  Structureel-economische en institutionele 
factoren zijn in hoge mate belangrijk voor het proces van krimp. Een belangrijk verschil 
met de gangbare opvattingen over het zichzelf versterkende proces van groei of krimp 
is het belang van natuurlijke ontwikkeling (in de vorm van geboorte en sterfte), en het 
belang van specifieke regionale omstandigheden. De specifieke omstandigheden 
leiden ertoe dat het krimptraject (eerst economische krimp, dan demografische, 
gelijktijdige economische en demografische krimp, een omgekeerde volgorde of juist 
onafhankelijke ontwikkelingen), zich   geenszins   in   alle   krimpregio’s   op   dezelfde  wijze 
voltrekt. Het is dus noodzakelijk om bewust te zijn van de mogelijk impact van de 
regionale eigenheid.  
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Voor de verklaring voor de intra-regionale differentiatie in bevolkingsontwikkeling 
geldt eveneens dat de verklaringen in de literatuur niet volledig zijn. Dit onderzoek 
biedt enkele aanvullingen en specificeringen van de gangbare structureel-
economische, institutionele en gedragsmatige verklaringen. Hoewel was verwacht dat 
de structureel-economische factoren vooral van invloed zouden zijn op de regionale 
ontwikkeling, bleek dat de structurele economische veranderingen ook een ruimtelijk 
differentiërende uitwerking hadden op het lokale niveau. Daarnaast bleken – naast 
migratie – ook geboorte- en sterftecijfers sterk gerelateerd te zijn aan economische 
ontwikkeling en daarmee bij te dragen aan de ruimtelijk gedifferentieerde 
bevolkingsontwikkeling. Een andere verwachting betrof het belang van de lokale 
politieke actoren op lokale ontwikkeling. Hoewel het belang van de lokale politieke 
actoren in het onderzoek wordt onderschreven, bleek het belang van de bovenlokale 
institutionele context minstens zo groot. Hier gaat het om regionaal en nationaal 
woningmarktbeleid, maar ook om nationale belasting- en subsidieregelingen. 

Het belang van gedragsmatige verklaringen voor intra-regionale differentiatie, 
meer specifiek de woonwensen en verhuismogelijkheden van de bevolking, nam in de 
loop der tijd toe. In de bestaande literatuur is hoofdzakelijk gewezen op het gebrek 
aan banen als oorzaak van inter-regionale migratie (de regio uit) en op suburbanisatie 
als oorzaak van intra-regionale migratie (binnen de regio). Echter, het onderzoek heeft 
uitgewezen dat intra-regionale migratie tenminste in de Zuid-Limburgse case 
belangrijker is dan inter-regionale migratie. Bovendien zijn er veel meer en 
andersoortige intra-regionale verhuisbewegingen dan alleen die van de kernstad naar 
de suburb zoals benadrukt in de urban shrinkage literatuur; deze verhuisbewegingen 
vinden plaats tussen de grotere steden, tussen suburbs, tussen landelijke gemeenten 
en elke mogelijke combinatie daarvan. Grotendeels dezelfde motieven en voorkeuren 
liggen ten grondslag aan deze verhuisbewegingen in een krimpregio als in een 
groeiregio. Het is dus zaak dat er in krimponderzoek voortaan ook rekening wordt 
gehouden  met  deze  ‘alternatieve’  verhuisstromen  binnen  de  regio.  

De analyse van de WoON-data draagt bij aan het begrijpen van de intra-
regionale migratie en de woonvoorkeuren, mogelijkheden en beperkingen van 
huishoudens in hun verhuisbeslissingen. Waar nog weinig inzicht in is en wat verder 
uitgezocht dient te worden, is de differentiatie in woonvoorkeuren, mogelijkheden en 
beperkingen van huishoudens in verschillende steden en dorpen binnen een 
krimpende regio. Die kennis is noodzakelijk voor het ontwikkelen van 
woningbouwbeleid dat erop gericht is de inwoners van de regio tenminste in de eigen 
regio een woning te kunnen bieden die past bij hun voorkeuren en mogelijkheden. Dit 
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beleid dient op regionaal niveau afgestemd te worden om intergemeentelijke strijd om 
inwoners te voorkomen. 
 
Wat dit onderzoek heeft aangetoond is dat het proces van krimp en de intra-regionale 
differentiatie in krimp het resultaat zijn van een veel omvangrijkere set van processen 
en mechanismes dan in de gangbare krimpliteratuur wordt aangenomen. Het is niet 
slechts een kwestie van bevolkingsverlies vanwege een aanhoudende negatieve 
economische ontwikkeling, of vanwege suburbanisatie. Het is een samenspel van 
allerhande structureel-economische, institutionele, behaviorale én lokale processen en 
eigenschappen: de ligging ten opzichte van de werkgelegenheidsgebieden, historisch 
gegroeide ruimtelijke structuren, (veranderingen in) de ruimtelijke spreiding van 
werkgelegenheid en woningen en vooral de mate waarin deze overeenkomen met de 
voorkeuren en mogelijkheden van verschillende typen huishoudens, lokaal en 
regionaal woningbouwbeleid, woningbouw- en belastinggerelateerde regelgeving, 
lokale actoren zoals burgemeesters en raadsleden en de kwaliteit van het gebied in 
termen van woning en woonmilieu. Bovendien hoeven het niet alleen hedendaagse 
processen te zijn, huidige krimp kan ook het resultaat zijn van een proces dat zich in 
het verleden afspeelde, waarvan jaren later nog de effecten na-ijlen in de 
bevolkingsopbouw. Dit betekent dat in krimponderzoek meer aandacht zou moeten 
worden besteed aan deze verschillende niveaus van analyse en tijdsbestekken. 
Bovendien moeten we voor het verklaren van krimp misschien niet alleen maar zoeken 
naar unieke ‘krimp’-oorzaken, maar zouden we ook moeten kijken naar die algemene 
mechanismes die we al kennen voor het verklaren van differentiatie in groei.  

 




